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				CHAPTER 1

				Timberline, California

				Population 1,500

				Elevation 7,000 feet 

				


				


				Six a.m. Willis Good, on the cusp of madness and still wearing the bloodstained clothes he’d been arrested in, picked up a pencil stub he’d found on the floor. On suicide watch, the jail cell’s dim light had been kept on throughout the night; he’d not slept or even tried to. The pencil’s blunt tip made a scratching music as he wrote on the wall, just under a small window with a second-story view of Timberline’s Main Street. 

				Willis—slight, sandy-haired, father, lawyer, son of the town drunk, Cambridge scholar, and the boy that no one thought would make good—wrote deliberately, something he remembered from his Latin classes at Cambridge: 

				In hac lacrimarum valle.

				In this valley of tears. Under it, he wrote his name: Willis Good, Year of Our Lord, 2014, in a firm hand. Then he threw the pencil violently across the cell, afraid that if he started to write down what had happened to him he might not be able to stop—that he would tell his terrifying story to the cell wall. 

				And if he did that, it would surely mean he was mad.

				Willis stepped back to the window and stared out at the multi-colored Christmas lights strung across Main Street, kept up by the “city fathers” until the end of February. He’d done the same as a child when his mother’s alcoholism had proven too much to bear. He would escape their poverty-and-alcohol-wrecked life and walk the streets of the mountain town at midnight in winter, wearing only a thin secondhand jacket. On those spectacularly beautiful nights, the town seemed like a great empty cathedral, with lamp-stars hung above it, perhaps hung by some benevolent god of the Sierra Madre. He’d felt then, as a small boy, completely protected. He’d grown to love Timberline and the Sierra Madre. No matter where he’d traveled in the world, this town was his home. Of course he’d come back.

				He watched dawn break over the snow-bound high Sierra town. A sad platinum light reached into the granite-block jail, which dated back to the Gold Rush. His second day in hell would start with this weak and struggling-against-the-snow dawn. It made him feel sick. 

			

			
				Despite himself, he once again prayed that this was all just a terrible nightmare. He put both palms on the cell’s cold wall and tried to will himself awake. If only I could just wake up! He lowered his forehead onto the wall and closed his eyes. In his mind’s eye, he saw his young wife lying asleep in their bed and very much alive. 

				If only I could wake up. 

				Without realizing it, he yelled his wife’s name. The two deputies downstairs heard him yelling, but ignored it.

				


				


				Willis had been arrested the day before for murdering his wife and their two little boys in cold blood. The irony was that he had stood in this very jail cell many times with clients, advising them in his capacity as their defense lawyer. 

				“Tell the truth. Be honest. Lying will only hurt your chances of a successful conclusion,” he’d warn them in his distant but earnest manner, pulling off his gold wire-rim glasses to look at them, searching their faces for the truth. At 32, Good was remarkably youthful looking, which put some clients off. Usually the client—a miner, or truck driver, or waitress—would lie to him anyway, incapable of anything but the most childish and pathetic defense for their crimes, which were serious if they were seeing him and not the county’s public defender. He was the only good—and perhaps more importantly, the only sober—lawyer within fifty miles of Reno. 

				Willis would polish his glasses in the same studied way each time and begin the process of categorizing the client to himself: honest victim of passion, career criminal, charming sociopath, or dim-witted fool? He’d learned over time that the list of types was depressingly short. Because he came from their world, was born to lies and small-town poverty, it was almost impossible to fool him, or elicit the easy sympathy city people dole out for almost any hard-luck story if it’s told out on a country road. By the time Willis Good put his glasses back on, more likely than not, he understood you better than your mother did.

				


				


				Willis spotted Dr. Poole outside on Main Street, the doctor’s black face shrouded by a heavy winter coat, edged in white sheep’s wool. Poole came out of Gloria’s Organic Cafe and walked toward his office. He’d always liked the doctor; always saw him as some great Moorish caliph. It had been Doctor Poole, when Willis was a teenager, who had come to his house and given his mother—a notorious town drunk—the B12 shots that helped her beat the disease at last. And he’d done it for free. More importantly, the doctor was someone Willis could look up to after seeing so many failures troop through his mother’s bedroom. As a young man, he’d wanted to be like Poole: cool, intelligent, kind, and emotionally steady. 

				Willis put his hand on the thick Plexiglas window of his cell, which had been scribbled on by a thousand drunks. Perhaps, he thought, the doctor would believe him. How could he warn people of the danger if he was locked up in here? Willis watched Dr. Poole make his way along the snow-plowed street. A long way from Granada, Willis said to himself. The doctor’s blackness stood out against the snow that caked the tops and hoods of cars. With a finality that Willis couldn’t postpone, Poole disappeared into his office.

			

			
				The Christmas lights strung over the street below, swaying slightly in the wind, brought back his lonely nights of wandering. He could picture himself as a child, seeing the lights twinkling joyous and hopeful at Christmas time, reminders that families, and Christmas, and normalcy, were out there and that he would have his own family someday. His future family would be like those he saw on TV: perfect. 

				The town’s Christmas lights had reassured him that he only had to wait for that day to come. He would go to Timberline’s Catholic church and sit in the empty pew, in the early morning, after his peregrinations. And later, during the nine-o’clock mass, Willis, along with old ladies bundled against the cold, would kneel for the beginning of the service. 

				“This is the body and blood of Christ,” the old red-faced priest would say, holding up the chalice at the center of the little mountain church, built small and low to withstand all that God could throw at them in winter. 

				Willis would walk back afterward through the snowy streets to his mother, who would meet him in the hallways of her alcoholism, her face soft and pale from crying in fear that he had frozen to death. They would not speak more than necessary, neither wanting to hurt the other on Christmas day. There would be no presents. The house was violated by vodka bottles. His mother tossed those miscreant things out into the snow, somewhere. Their labels were garish, red and silver, and sad like his fatherless life. His mother thought that the snow would, and could, hide them forever. But by spring, the bottles surfaced in the backyard like bad memories, necks exposed by Ash Wednesday. 

				Ash Wednesday was his favorite holiday; it was when Willis, proud to be a Catholic, would go and get the black cross painted on his forehead so the townspeople could see that he was pious, and not at all like his damaged mother.

				       Willis heard loud coughing and spitting sounds from the next cell. He wished to God that someone would wake him from his nightmare. This is, after all, the year of our Lord 2014. How could it happen? Because of his success, he’d thought he had beaten the odds poor people face. 

				I almost escaped, he thought, staring down onto Main Street that was coming alive now. But in the end, Fate had won. Where was his childhood God when Willis had needed him yesterday? No. God didn’t exist. There was no God. What Supreme Being would allow what had befallen him and his family? 

				There is no God. 

				Willis was alone and knew it. He heard the next prisoner over shout for the jailer, still drunk and confused as to where he was. He too was lost.

				


				


				        *   *   *

				


				


			

			
				The falling snow was tinted blue by headlights as the sheriff deputy’s patrol car drove down the pre-dawn mountain road. The asphalt looked black and new, the falling snow mysterious as it blew onto the road. It seemed to Sheriff’s Deputy T.C. McCauley as if the two materials, asphalt and snow, were somehow meant to be together; to embrace, to resolve some riddle of nature and meet at last, snow rushing through space. 

				Out of nothingness, to nothingness, he thought.

				Man’s fate was decided in winter, Deputy McCauley guessed, driving alone. He took a sip of 7-Eleven coffee he’d bought fifteen minutes before on highway 50, hot and tasteless. He was taking a Philosophy class at the junior college in Nevada City. The class had freed his imagination, giving him the confidence to plot an idea, for no other reason than because it came to him. The teacher had told the class of housewives, policeman, and shoe salesmen—all trying to better themselves—that every man was a philosopher.  

				It was winter that must have brought man to the high places, the deputy thought. It must have been a winter day when he ripped the skin from that first animal and wrapped its bloody, warm fur around his naked shoulders in the falling snow in some godforsaken forest. That day was our bright beginning, the first technology. Blood, fur, and guts would lead to all the rest of it—to this smartphone-wielding place. We, all of us, carry that day with us, stamped in the darkest part of our cerebellum—our wet computer chip. The dark code is written there, whether we like it or not. It is a very simple line of code: kill or be killed. 

				The deputy drove, one hand on the wheel, the radio turned low, its chatter a white noise, not unpleasant. He’d learned that truth long ago in Iraq—kill or be killed. He watched the dawn break with satisfaction, a dawn much different from the 710 dawns he’d seen over there. Those dust-red blood dawns were part of his past now, part of his personal diary, and he cherished them. The idea that he’d lived through all those nights—walks down the middle of hut-clad, IED-hiding, sudden-death roads—cheered him up now as it had every morning since he’d gotten back. Life was good. He had a wife he loved, two daughters and a son, a house he would never finish paying for! You had to be on the cusp of losing your life to remember that simple fact. You had to see the face of the slaughtered to remember it forever: Life, no matter how terrible, was better than death. 

				“Damn, take one class and you turn into a fucking preacher,” T.C. said out loud.

				


				


				T.C. saw Sheriff Quentin Collier’s familiar white Jeep Cherokee coming toward him on the otherwise empty road. McCauley slowed his patrol car down and flashed his headlights. The two cars, bristling with antennae, pulled alongside one another. The deputy rolled down his window. Dawn was breaking, changing everything by the second, exposing the snow-bound pine forest around them. 

				“Quentin,” McCauley said. “You’re out early.” A white breath-vapor shot out of the deputy’s mouth from the cold as if he were some kind of engine. T.C. had a calm but tough countenance, reassuring in a lawman. His war experience showed in his eyes; their hooded quality seemed to reflect the savagery he’d witnessed and been forced to inflict on others. McCauley was only 27, but strangers he encountered on the job thought he was much older.

				“Good morning, T.C.” Quentin looked away for a moment. It was the first time they’d seen each other since the horrible murders up at Willis Good’s place. 

			

			
				Quentin was older than McCauley. He had just turned forty, his face still handsome and lean. People in town said he looked like an old-fashioned lawman, right out of a Louis L’Amour novel. 

				“It’s a damn shame, is what it is,” the sheriff said. “Why did Willis do it? I don’t understand. His wife and the two boys? I don’t understand, T.C. What makes people go off and do things like that? The kid had it all. He’d come so far.” It was as if they were still standing there, looking at Willis’s murdered wife and two small boys.

				T.C. had seen a lot of cruelty in Iraq, the worst kind of wanton butchery. What he’d seen up at the Goods’ place was no easier to understand. T.C. looked out the window at his good friend, and beyond the sheriff at the wall of pine trees, their tops caked in snow, the snow painted by the morning’s first moments of light. 

				T.C. had known Quentin all his life. Quentin had chased him around the county when T.C. and his friends were teenagers. He’d always liked Quentin; seeing him always made him feel a little better about the world. 

				Quentin, he thought, should run for Congress. We should send him to Washington instead of the jack-holes up there now.

				“I don’t know, Quentin,” T.C. said finally. They looked at each other blankly. 

				“They’re going to blow that snow bench this morning. Out at Emigrant Gap,” Quentin said. “I’m glad it’s you taking Willis to Sacramento—someone who knows him.”

				“Yeah,” T.C. said. “I’m on the way to pick him up now. I promised his mother I’d be the one to take him.”

				“The judge was right to send him for evaluation before the inquest,” Quentin said. “He’s crazy, if any human being ever was. Seven-Eleven coffee still as bad as ever?” 

				“I think it’s getting worse,” T.C. said, looking down at his cup. It started to snow harder. The small chink of red in the sky had closed as quickly as it had appeared. The mountains above Timberline had emerged, steel grey and ominous. The dawn had come and gone already.

				“I’ll see you back at the office, then,” Quentin said. They couldn’t small-talk the murders away and they both knew it. It was preferable to move on than to think about it anymore.

				“Say hi to the girls,” T.C. said, absent-mindedly. He almost mentioned that he’d seen Sharon, Quentin’s youngest daughter, out the night before with a known ex-felon and member of a white street gang who had moved up to town that summer and were suspected of cooking and selling crank. But he decided that it wasn’t the right time. Quentin nodded and said he would. 

				The men rolled up their windows. They glanced at each other one last time through the falling snow and the glass, as if they were looking at each other in a different light, wearing the expressions of great sadness grown men can wear when they confront the ugliness in life straight on. 

				Quentin drove off. T.C. sat contemplating the snow and the coldness of the landscape as if nature could deliver an answer to Willis’ crime. He shook his head, punched the gas pedal and drove faster than he should have into a morning that promised more bad weather.

				


				



			

	






			
				


				CHAPTER 2

				


				


				Miles Hunt, tall and thin, was sipping a Starbucks double latte. Standing alone, he looked out from the newspaper’s well-lit third-floor city room. At 6:00 a.m. it was still dark in Nevada City, dawn twenty minutes away. A hulking snowplow passed in front of the Nevada City Herald’s new six-story building. The newspaper served Nevada City and scores of the surrounding small communities across the Northern Sierra. The cub reporter wore a black turtleneck sweater his fiancé had bought him in New York City, in an attempt to dress him à la Esquire magazine. Miles sported shoulder-length blond hair that girls loved, his Nordic good looks a gift from his Swedish mother. 

				Miles touched his face and then his ears, which were still ice cold. He’d driven into work from his parents’ home in Timberline with his Mustang’s top down because he couldn’t afford to get it repaired. 

				Why don’t you get a better job? Why? Any job would be better than this. You have to leave town and go to San Francisco. Think up an app! Sell it to Apple for millions. What would it be? An app that eats student loan data! An app that blocks wedding-planners’ irritating emails, like the ones I’ve been getting all week: “Roses or Carnations? Boutonnieres for your guys—of course! 

				He’d begun forwarding questions relating to his upcoming nuptials to his fiancée, a budding fashion designer who worked for Lululemon. His fiancée was the daughter of a famous Hollywood producer, who was paying a small fortune for their wedding—solely, Miles realized, to impress the man’s horde of Gucci-clad friends, who expected a show. When Miles suggested they not have such an extravagant wedding, and instead donate some of the saved money to charity, the family—including his fiancée—had burst into laughter, thinking he was joking. They were all about the show of power.

				Gazing out the window, Miles thought about the murders in Timberline and a chill went down his back. Like Willis Good, he too would soon be a young husband with responsibilities.  He’d come to realize, too, that his fiancée expected to live as if Miles were wealthy. She was already looking at homes they couldn’t possibly afford. This was it, he thought: student loans and a big fat mortgage. Maybe Willis had been under financial stress and snapped? He wondered what had happened to make Willis murder his wife and children. Willis had to be crazy.  

				He’d covered the story. The accused murderer, Good, had been a close childhood friend, and someone he’d thought he’d known well. If he’d not gone to the house and seen the family’s dead bodies, including the couple’s two little boys, with his own two eyes, he would not have believed it.

				


				


			

			
				“What do we really know about the world?” Howard Price, the Herald’s managing editor asked, walking up behind him. 

				Miles stepped away from the window, gladly putting the murders in Timberline and his fully-mortgaged future aside. 

				“Really, what do we know, young man? How do you know that CNN isn’t all fiction, the whole thing?” Price said. He looked at Miles self-satisfied, his fifty-something face fleshy, robbing it of authority. Price was on his favorite tangent: the remarkable and ever present conspiracy of: fill-in-the-blank. 

				“And don’t forget Building Seven,” Miles said, “whatever you do.” 

				“Exactly,” Price said, turning serious. “Building Seven wasn’t hit by anything but debris and it collapsed like a house of cards! I watched it myself that morning. Concrete and steel don’t just collapse, son. There was a small fire in the building. Hundreds of engineers are saying the official government explanations are scientifically impossible.” Price walked away, checking his Facebook page on his new iPhone. 

				Miles had heard it all before. His editor had been fired from his six-figure salary at the LA Times because Price had refused to put down the 9-11 story long after everyone else in the country had moved on. Even in kooky, hippie-dippy Nevada City, most of Price’s colleagues considered him a tin-foil-hat-wearing wing nut. When Price tried to get his reporters to read the reports issued by Architects and Engineers for 9/11 Truth, no one bothered. The fact was, no one—even professional journalists—cared about the story. Mainstream journalists who still cared, like Price, found themselves without employment, lucky if they could find jobs on small-town papers.

				“I don’t know,” Miles said, walking to his messy-with-stuff metal desk. “But if it’s true about Dancing With The Stars being rigged, then I don’t want to go on living.” He enjoyed pulling Price’s chain.

				“Don’t believe seventy-five percent of what you read, or what you hear on the Tell-U-Vision. You want to know my formula? I take everything and I divide it by the BS Factor,” Price said, taking off his glasses. His voice trailed off, lost in the clatter coming from one of the paper’s antiquated fax machines. Price opened a window on his computer and beckoned Miles over.

				“Look at this,” Price said.

				


				United Press International

				 Big Bear, California

				Mass hysteria has hit Big Bear, California and several small towns in Southern California.

				People in the town of Big Bear have gone missing, say their loved ones. They’re missing in Bakersfield, Needles, Los Angeles, and hundreds of other small towns in Southern California. Not just one or two people, reports say, but tens of thousands in the last 48 hours, according to police sources. Relatives of the missing have jammed the police station in Big Bear looking for their loved ones who, they say, have literally disappeared off the streets and homes of this high-desert community, 70 miles from downtown Los Angeles. Authorities have no explanation for the disappearances.

			

			
				“Now, even I don’t believe that,” Price said. “I’ll call my friends at the Times and they’ll get a big kick out of this. You’ll see.” Price looked at the copy and shook his head. “I think it’s some kind of New Year’s joke.” 

				“It’s the first of February,” Miles said. He lifted the lid on his cup of coffee and peeked at it.

				“We’ll run it on page two. Follow up. It’s a good story, win or lose,” Price said.

				“You’re kidding,” Miles said. 

				“Miles, will you please stop questioning authority. We are a small country newspaper. You are a small-town reporter; we are losing readers every day to Oprah Winfrey and unwashed, hare-brained bloggers, not to mention Twitter. Now get on the damn phone and get the story from—where is it?” 

				“Big Bear,” Miles said. “I thought you were just telling me how I’m supposed to question authority.”

				“Don’t argue. And don’t forget you have to be at the Genesoft news conference at eleven sharp this morning. They have several new food products to announce. We’re going to give them a full page this Sunday,” Price said. “I promised the CEO, yesterday at lunch.”

				“That’s not news, that’s public relations,” Miles said. 

				“Welcome to the news business,” Price said. “They scratch our backs—”

				“We scratch theirs,” Miles repeated Price’s favorite saw. When he was first hired, fresh out of journalism school, the young reporter had been shocked to learn how much PR copy the Herald used. The paper often published whole stories that had originated in some big New York City PR firm, and were part of an expensive US-wide PR campaign.

				Price turned around and left for his corner office. Miles printed up the UPI copy and went to his desk. He underlined the first four towns mentioned, then went to his computer and Googled Big Bear’s municipal listings for the police department’s non-emergency number. He dialed it. No one answered.

				Well, so far, it’s no lie, Miles thought and hung up.

				


				    

				        *   *   *

				


				


				From his office window, Dr. Marvin Poole watched the string of colored Christmas lights twinkle out on Main Street. The doctor could see his new Volvo station wagon where he’d parked it earlier that morning, with several inches of new snow on the hood and roof. A sheriff’s car drove by in the misty grey penumbra. Poole saw T.C. McCauley, one of his patients, at the wheel. He caught a glimpse of Willis Good in the back of the patrol car and he shook his head. He’d treated the Good children only a few days before. He couldn’t believe what he’d read in the paper: that Willis had murdered his family in cold blood—all of them. 

			

			
				He made a note to call Willis’s mother and see if he could do anything for her. He’d always had a weak spot for the poor woman and her son.

				“I have CDC on line three, doctor.” Marvin Poole heard his receptionist on the intercom and he reached for his desk phone, chagrined. It was hard to call a place where he’d once worked. He missed his former life; he missed walking into the middle of an epidemic in the backside of nowhere. But he was younger then, he reminded himself, and picked up the phone. Working at CDC was a job for young doctors.

				“Doctor Poole, good morning, this is Dr. Franzblau. I got your message. I was intrigued. We haven’t had any cases of spinal meningitis west of the Rockies this year.”

				“I’m not sure that’s it,” Poole said. “I spoke to the Virology department at UC Davis and we were discussing it. There was some disagreement. I’m a virologist, but right now I run a family practice. I used to work in Atlanta for you guys, though.” Dr. Poole slipped that in.

				“Really,” Franzblau said. Marvin could tell that Franzblau could care less. “What division?”

				“Childhood diseases. I was just out of medical school.”

				“Yes,” Franzblau said. “Mosley is the head man now.” 

				“I’m sure you’re busy, so I’ll try and make this quick,” Marvin said. He watched his secretary push open his office door and put down a note by the phone. 

				The waiting room is bursting. 

				The word “bursting” was underlined twice in red.

				“Well, as a matter of fact I am,” Franzblau said. “What do you have, doctor?”

				“Sixteen cases that look like bacterial-related spinal meningitis. All acute. Just developed symptoms overnight. Ages range from ten up to fifty-five. So it’s all over the map, age-wise. There is lower-tract discomfort, vomiting, confusion, seizures. But here is the odd, but signature symptom: numbness in the extremities. All the patients complain of numbness. And copious amounts of phlegm. Something I’ve never seen before.”

				“You’re in Northern California?”

				“Yes, a small town in the Sierra Nevada—Timberline,” Poole said. “Backend of nowhere.” 

				Marvin could tell the voice on the other line didn’t agree with his call of meningitis. He’d been around doctors long enough to tell when interest turned to skepticism. They usually just shut up then.

			

			
				“You say in your email there have been no deaths. My guess is that we have a flu strain that is off our radar—hence the phlegm. But we’ll check the blood work. Send it in,” Franzblau said in a slightly patronizing tone.

				“I’ve got several samples here on my desk, ready to send,” Poole said. 

				“We have a lab in . . .  let me see. Bakersfield.” Franzblau gave him the address.

				“One other thing, doctor,” Poole said. “All the patients are suffering from neology, young and old. They are acting, quite suddenly, like schizoids.”

				“You’re sure?”

				“Yes,” Poole said. “They all start speaking gibberish. Patients who were perfectly sane. A lot of them talk about hearing God, or the Devil, speaking directly to them. The excessive phlegm seems to come on at the same time as the neology.”

				“All right, let’s do the blood work-up. We’ll go from there. I’ll have someone here contact you as soon as we have something. You were right to call, doctor,” Franzblau said, his tone reversing to one of real concern.

				Poole hung up the phone. His gut told him he’d missed something. He looked at the snack he’d bought from the new vegan restaurant in town: a bran muffin and a cup of coffee that he hadn’t had time to touch. He opened the white bag and took out his coffee. 

				He’d ruled out E. coli days before. Several of the patients had switched to pasteurized drinks since the last E. coli scare had hit the Whole Foods Market in Nevada City. Several patients had been in San Francisco and had just arrived in town, with no strong connection to anything in Timberline itself. He’d carefully queried them all about what they’d eaten, and whether they had traveled recently. 

				He opened the bag again, looked inside, and stood up. Could be some kind of reaction to the meth lab that had blown up east of town. He went back to his desk and picked up the phone and dialed the sheriff’s office. I was so stupid. I should have checked before. Of course, the meth lab. That was a huge explosion . . . toxic smoke and gases drifted right over town?

				


				


				        *   *   *

				


				


				From his second-story cell in the police station, Willis Good watched the Placer county sheriff’s car pull into the parking lot. He knew the sheriff’s car had come to transport him to Sacramento. He watched T.C. McCauley get out of his patrol car and cross the street, heading for the Copper Penny Cafe for breakfast. Willis counted the hand-painted signs on Main Street: Ski Shop, Nancy’s Five and Dime, The Copper Penny Café, and his own sign—Willis Good, Attorney At Law—that hung next to the dry cleaners on the corner, directly across from the café. 

			

			
				   Watching the familiar street, the horror of the last twenty-four hours seemed that much more impossible to comprehend. But he knew it was not a dream. What had happened up at his house, two miles outside of town, was real: his wife and children were dead. 

				Willis closed his eyes. He saw a flash of himself with the ax in his hand. The red splatter on the snow of the driveway. The hatchet sunk into his wife’s chest, going deep—the horrible sound it made splitting her sternum—both his hands on the handle. The blank look in her eyes. The horrible ribbon of spit hanging from her lips. The blow from the ax had only seemed to make her mad. He fought his wife back, trying to get their children in the car and away from their mother. He’d failed to save them. 

				He opened his eyes. 

				“That wasn’t my Ann,” he told himself out loud. “That was something that looked like Ann.” But it wasn’t Ann—whatever it was. Willis looked out on the street again, as he had all night, trying to find an explanation to the horrible events he’d witnessed. He saw Ann, smashing into the car where he’d hidden the children. She was so strong—like a man, the ax-head planted deep in her chest. No, even stronger, like some horrible superwoman.

				Willis gave up trying to explain it. He didn’t know the answer, and he’d always been good at finding answers. Problem solving had gotten him scholarships—first to Yale, then to Cambridge, then to Harvard Law School. But no one had ever given him a problem like this one. 

				He heard his wife again smashing the windows of the car with her bare hands, punching through the glass, and the terrible howling sound she’d made. It wasn’t like any human sound he’d ever heard. 

				“Willis, your mother is downstairs in the office.” 

				Willis turned from the window. He knew he must still look like what he had been, until yesterday afternoon when he’d killed his wife: a successful young attorney. The deputy in front of him was someone he’d grown up with. The two young men looked at each other.

				“I got your mom in Quentin’s office. She—well, she’s very upset, Willis.” 

				Willis nodded. 

				“Eric, you have to go home and get Gina and the kids and leave Timberline. NOW. Okay? Right away!” Willis said.

				“Willis, I can’t just go get my wife and kids and leave town.” 

				“Eric, listen to me! Please! You don’t understand. Something is terribly wrong here.”

				“Willis, look. I know what you’re going to say. I’m your friend. We go all the way back to Ms. Pond’s first-grade class, remember?” 

				Willis nodded. 

			

			
				“Willis, they say you killed Ann and the kids. Quentin, everyone, says you’re crazy,” the deputy said. 

				Willis walked to the cell door. He put his hands on the bars. He reached out to his friend. He tried to grab Eric’s arm to convince him that it was dangerous—and that what had happened to his family could happen to anyone in town. 

				“I’m not an animal, Eric, for Christ’s sake. I’m not crazy. Please, listen to me. You have to go home, get Gina and the kids, and get out of town before it’s too late!”

				“Willis, I can’t do that.” The deputy picked up a bag of clothes he’d set on the floor. “Your mom brought you some things from your place. Why don’t you change, and then I’ll take you downstairs.” The deputy unlocked the cell door. 

				The clothes Willis wore were the ones he’d worn the day before, and were bloodstained. His wife’s blood had soaked his shirt and t-shirt. It had dried, and the shirts were stiff and smelly. He’d appeared in court covered in Anne’s blood, refusing to wear the orange overalls the sheriff had offered. 

				“Willis, I’m sorry. I really am,” the deputy said. “Whatever happened up there, at your place, I’m sorry.” He swung open the cell door and handed Willis the bag of fresh clothes.

				


				


				At 9:00 a.m., T.C. McCauley walked his prisoner out of Timberline’s granite-block sheriff’s station and put him in the back of his patrol car for the trip down the mountain to the state’s facility for the mentally ill in Sacramento. The judge in town had gotten the county prosecutor’s office to agree to a psychological examination before multiple charges of homicide were filed. The old judge, like so many of the town’s people, had known Willis Good his whole life, and felt sorry for him.

				The wind started up as they pulled onto Main Street. A few people were making for work, bundled in snowsuits. Shop windows gave off a soft, yellowish glow. As the patrol car passed the front of the town’s brick library, snow began falling lightly again. 

				From the back of the sheriff’s car, Willis remembered all the winter days just like this one, spent in the town’s library studying. He pictured the small reading room and its green well-waxed linoleum floor, with its ceiling-to-floor shelves of books. He recalled the library’s smells that he loved: books, women’s sweaters, coffee that the librarians kept on a hot plate in the back office. He remembered the old librarian who’d befriended him when his mother, a drunk, first came to town. The ancient-seeming woman had given him a stack of children’s books and let him stay all day. When the other kids were sent home at dinnertime, he’d been allowed to stay. The librarians, having informally adopted him, would all chip in and buy him dinner from the Copper Penny, making sure he ate before they finally sent him home to his mother, who they suspected wasn’t feeding the boy enough. In many ways, the town had raised him.

				


				


				“T.C., something is really wrong here,” Willis said from the back of the car. He said it almost offhandedly. “You’ll see. I told them back there, Quentin and anyone who would listen, but they don’t want to believe me. I figured part of it out this morning while I was with my mom. I’m sure it’s something at Genesoft. You know Ann worked at Genesoft. You know that, right? That she worked there?”

			

			
				McCauley shot a glance into the rear-view mirror. They pulled out of Timberline and onto one of the loneliest country roads in the Sierra Nevada. The narrow county road connected Timberline with the rest of Southern Placer County. The early-morning shadows cast by pine trees were dark and cold-looking. Willis’s young face came out of one shadow and passed into another, then did it again, as he waited for the sergeant to answer him.

				“Willis, this is the hardest damn thing I’ve ever done,” T.C. said. He hadn’t spoken since he put Willis into the car. Willis looked out the window. T.C. McCauley had known him since they were boys.   Even as a child, T.C. had known about the conspiracy of kindness to keep Willis clothed, feed and nurtured.

				“Why’d you do it, Willis? You went away to college back East—what was it, Harvard?”

				“Yale,” Willis said.

				“Your mom is doing so much better now, Willis.” 

				   “Look, T.C. , we do not have time to talk about my mother,” Willis said, getting angry. “Now I’m going to tell you a story. I want you to listen to it. I want you to listen very carefully. Down there in Sacramento, you know I’ll just be another guy in a police car. You’re my last chance. You’re everybody’s last chance. “I think I know what happened,” Willis said. “Ann got a job down at Genesoft. She was there all week, no break. They had some new products to launch. She came home yesterday at mid-morning. She said she was feeling funny. That’s when it happened. She changed. She became something—something monstrous.” He tried to say the word “monstrous” in a way that would sound sane.

				“Willis, you killed Ann and the kids,” T.C. said. 

				Willis stopped speaking. The pain of the accusation shot through him. He tried to control his anger when people said that, but it was becoming more and more difficult. He wanted to scream into the nightmare, but didn’t let himself. Instead of yelling, he made himself speak very quietly, and very carefully.

				“No. No, you see, that’s not what happened at all. I tried to save the children, but Ann was too strong for me. I couldn’t manage it. We fought out there on the driveway. I tried to stop her . . .  she killed the children.” 

				The deputy drove on, not answering.

				


				


				T.C. lit a cigarette and inhaled, carrying the smoke deep into his lungs, savoring it. It was against the law to smoke in the patrol car but he couldn’t help himself. The storm raged around them, but neither of them mentioned it. The blinding glare of the patrol car’s headlights reflected back at him from the ugly white face of what was becoming a major blizzard. He leaned forward, reinserting the car’s cigarette lighter into the dash, the deputy’s big shoulders rolling forward. It was almost completely white outside. Inside the patrol car, the lights of the console gave a greenish tint to T.C.’s face. It would take another hour to get to the freeway at Emigrant Gap, another good hour from there to drive to the State’s facility for the criminally insane in Sacramento. He had listened to Willis’ story for the last half hour without saying a word.

			

			
				“Do you believe me?” Willis asked, his voice slightly muffled by the plastic shield that separated the patrol car’s backseat from the driver. The snowstorm outside, the handcuffs, the dirty worn interior of the sheriff’s car, the ugly plastic divider between him and the deputy, were all making it seem hopeless. The Valium Dr. Poole had given Willis back in Timberline had sucked the life out of him. His throat was dry, his voice weak because he’d talked so much since he’d gotten in the car, almost nonstop.  

				“Can’t say that I do, Willis,” T.C. said. Crazy fucker.  McCauley’s eyes fixed on the rearview mirror. The deputy had carried a lot of men to the county jail. He’d heard a lot of stories. And he’d heard a lot of weird things from the back of the patrol car. He was used to it. But Willis’ story was the craziest he’d ever heard. 

				It’s the ones who look like choirboys that are the worst, the ones that look normal, T.C.  thought. And then he was sorry he’d thought it. He still liked Willis; he couldn’t help it. When you’ve known someone since you were kids, it’s impossible not to think you really know them. Knowing someone always makes for empathy, the deputy thought.

				“You have to believe me. Don’t you understand? I’m just like you. You would have done the same thing, T.C. I’m not crazy! You have to believe me. For God’s sake!” Willis realized he was yelling, and stopped himself.

				“Willis, look. There isn’t a lot I can do. You understand. I would save it for the doctors. Try to convince them—right?”

				“There isn’t time for all that. It’s happening too fast,” Willis said. “I didn’t have any choice.” Willis looked through the milky-looking plastic divider at his last hope. “Ann was going to hurt us. They get very strong, you see. I don’t pretend to understand exactly what happened to her.” Willis’ voice trailed off. He understood suddenly that it was hopeless. No one was going to believe him. He looked at the T.C.’s eyes peering back at him in the mirror, unconvinced; they moved away.

				


				


				The patrol car, its top carpeted with inches of hardened snow, its sides mud-spattered from the back country, turned off the busy frontage road into a halogen-lit gas station at Emigrant Gap. The gas station was crowded and oddly surreal-looking, the pump area brightly lit and busy. 

				McCauley turned off the engine. The car’s radio, playing a country-western station stayed on, the music playing over the sound of the moving windshield wipers. “Jesus, kick me through the goal posts of life!” The song’s lyrics seemed oddly humorless in the early morning. 

				All the deputy’s twenty-seven years—three, very hard ones, spent in Iraq—showed as he glanced into the rearview mirror. He pulled on his cheap Sears winter gloves, then opened his car door. A cold wind was blowing straight off the Sierra. As T.C. walked, he pulled out his cell phone. He could make out traffic below on Highway 50 as he lifted the cell phone to his face. He’d dialed his home number in Timberline.

				“Are you okay?” T.C. said. All the talk of dead wives had scared him. The deputy heard his wife’s sleepy voice come on the line. “I just felt like talking to someone,” he said. “I’m at the Denny’s at Emigrant Gap. I’m taking Willis to Sacramento.”  He could barely hear his wife’s voice over the wind. “Just wanted to say hi. I’ll call again when I get to the facility. I should be home around four, if the roads stay plowed.”

			

			
				“There’s been a lot of strange news,” his wife said. “T.C., a lot of people are going missing here in town.” 

				The deputy held the phone and looked out at his patrol car. “That’s what Willis said would happen.”

				“What?” his wife said. She worked as a fourth-grade teacher at the elementary school.

				“Willis said that was going to start happening,” T.C. said into the phone. He had to speak up because the wind was gusting so hard.

				“What?” his wife said again.

				“The one who killed his wife and children. Willis Good. You know,” T.C. said. “He said his wife turned into some kind of monster.” 

				“What’s Willis got to do with this? Poor man,” his wife said.

				“I don’t know.”

				“T.C., I’m scared. I called my brother’s house in Reno this morning, and no one answered.”

				“Well, the phone lines are probably down because of the storm last night,” T.C. said.

				“No . . .  the lines are okay. I checked,” his wife said. T.C. didn’t hear the last part because of the wind, and the blaring of a big semi-truck’s horn, passing below on the freeway.

				“I love you, baby,” she said. “Did Willis do it?” 

				“Yeah, he did it. I love you, too,” T.C. said. “I’ll see you for dinner.” He lowered his phone. He turned and looked at the sheriff’s car. If I start believing Willis’ story, I might as well follow him into the nut house myself.

				


				


				T.C. got back in the patrol car. He looked in the mirror. Willis looked at him.

				“You heard something, didn’t you?” Willis said. “I can see it in your face.” 

				“My wife’s people have gone missing in Reno,” T.C. said.

				“I told you, didn’t I?”

			

			
				“Yeah, you told me. I think it’s the phones. The lines are probably down,” T.C. said. “You know, because of the storm, so they don’t answer. Cell towers aren’t working, I mean.”

				“It’s not the phones, God damn it!” Willis said. “It’s them. They’re turning into them!”

				“Monsters, right?” T.C. said.

				“I didn’t say that exactly. But yes, if you want to call them that: monsters. All right. Call them anything you want. What difference does it make what you call them?”

				“You expect me to believe that bullshit, Willis?”

				“All right. Wait until your wife disappears, then,” Willis said. 

				T.C. turned around. He looked at the prisoner through the dirty plastic divider. Anyone would look like a criminal through that plastic, he thought.

				“I tell you what. If she disappears, I let you go,” T.C. said. “How’s that?” 

				“If she disappears, you won’t want to let me go,” Willis said. 

				The deputy pulled out of the gas station and crossed the frontage road, into the almost-full Denny’s parking lot. “You hungry?” 

				Willis looked at him. 

				“I guarantee this will be your last good meal for a while. I’d come in if I were you. I promised your mom I would make sure you had a square meal. If you try to escape, I’ll shoot you. I swear to God, Willis. Do you understand that? I’m not supposed to let you out of the goddamn car, much less take you into Denny’s for a meal.” 

				Willis nodded. He felt himself being picked up out of the back in the wind and cold. He felt the handcuffs come off his wrists.

				“Thank you, T.C.,” Willis said.

				“You’re welcome, Willis.” The deputy, much bigger than him, turned him around and they walked toward the restaurant together.

				“Would you really shoot me?” Willis asked. He looked over his shoulder at T.C.. Willis was wearing the clothes his mother had brought him: a clean t-shirt, blue jeans and a heavy Sheriff’s Dept. green nylon coat that Quentin had lent him so he wouldn’t catch cold on the ride. 

				“Why, you feeling lucky?” T.C. asked. 

				



			

	






			

			
				


				CHAPTER 3

				


				


				Quentin knew when he opened the car door that his life was going to change. He grabbed the door’s handle, but couldn’t make himself open it.  His eyes fixed on the red Denny’s sign showing through the falling snow. He’d been listening to the chatter on his police radio: Caltrans crews were about to blow a massive snowdrift on Emigrant Gap ridge. He knew that if the drift wasn’t blown, they were risking an avalanche that would close the road connecting Timberline to HHhighway 50, the town’s gateway to the outside world. Caltrans was broadcasting alerts to all police, sheriff departments, and Highway Patrol in the area. Quentin listened to an excited voice on the radio counting down. “Ten, nine, eight.” He switched the radio off.

				You have to go on with your life. You’re only forty. Do you really want to be sitting by the fire alone the rest of your life? Okay, like the commercial says: Just do it. 

				He felt the door handle depress, the car door cracked open, a two-year spell broken. The life he’d lived before now—the years with his wife, who had been everything to him—were sucked out into the lightly falling snow. It wasn’t a betrayal; his wife, Marie, was dead after all. He felt the pain of that cold separation one more time nonetheless. 

				Time changes everything, he thought. 

				Quentin stepped out of his patrol car, slamming the door behind him. He looked up at the face of the Sierra, the sun nowhere to be seen. 

				You aren’t dead, you’re alive. So act like it, for Christ’s sake.

				


				


				   Inside the packed restaurant he nodded to a table of Rotary Club members; the town’s prominent business people and ranchers ate at this Denny’s every Friday morning. The Rotary Club had contributed to all his campaigns over the years. He stopped and shook hands and made the necessary small talk about Founder’s Day, Timberline’s mid-winter holiday celebration that was right around the corner. They asked him about the possible highway closure and Quentin assured them the road would be back open in an hour, in plenty of time for the weekend’s festivities.

				While he shook hands, Quentin searched the big dining room for Patty Tyson, the girl he’d come to meet. He saw her head bent over a newspaper in a booth in the back, along a row of windows with a view of the Emigrant Gap Ranger Station. Quentin lifted his cowboy hat, nervously slipped it off, and shook the last hand at the Rotary’s table. He made a passing joke to the business people, all old-time Timberline residents, about his not having had an opponent in the last election—an embarrassment, he told them with a smile, he was willing to undergo again. 

			

			
				   He left the Rotarians, most of whom he’d grown up with, and walked across the busy dining room. He tried to relax but couldn’t. The butterflies in his stomach rioted as he crossed the restaurant. 

				You’re an idiot for doing this. She probably just wants to talk about search and rescue, and now you’ve built yourself up for something else and you’ll be disappointed. She’s too pretty and young for you, anyway.

				


				


				California State Park Ranger Patty Tyson watched the man she’d fallen in love with come into the Denny’s. For some reason, she immediately pretended she was immersed in the San Francisco Chronicle. She’d broken down and called Quentin at home, and, for all practical purposes, given herself away. She’d broken the Big Rule that she’d read in all the women’s magazines, but she didn’t give a damn. 

				What do rules have to do with it, she thought. Venus and Mars my ass. 

				She wanted to hook up with Quentin Collier, it was a natural and powerful feeling, and she didn’t feel like fighting it anymore. Desire was exhausting her.

				She had fallen in love with him that past summer up in the high country when they were together on a search for a little girl who had been kidnapped from her parents’ car at one of the freeway rest stops on the highway, just a mile from the ranger station. They’d never found the little girl, or her body. But they had found something else, she thought now, pretending to read her newspaper: a quiet understanding on horseback. For one whole week, that summer, the entire search and rescue community, from Sacramento to Lake Tahoe, had come out, hundreds of volunteers, into the Emigrant Gap Wilderness to help look for the little girl who’d come from Los Angeles with her young parents for a weekend in the mountains. 

				Patty let herself look up from the newspaper and study the sheriff as he stopped to talk with a table of older men and women. He was like a presence that wasn’t a presence, she thought. He was quiet and yet, when they’d talked those six July days—sometimes traveling on horseback, sometimes resting in the shade of a big pine tree with views of the Central Valley spread out green-beautiful below them—he’d told her stories about the Timberline he’d grown up in, stories about sheriffing, stories about deer hunting with his father and uncles in the Emigrant Gap Wilderness before it became a state park. As she’d come from the east coast, the stories fascinated her.

				Something was compelling about the way he spoke to her. Something inside the story, something that he told with his eyes and his big cowboy smile. The way he patted a horse, or cinched a saddle, or stretched out by the campfire propped up on his saddle blanket, his shirt stained with sweat and grime. At those moments Quentin Collier looked like a man from another age. When she saw him back in town he seemed a little out of place. By the second day of the search, the others in the posse had disappeared for her. 

				The problem, she knew, was that she’d always loved cowboys. And Quentin Collier was a cowboy. It was the reason she’d come west from Virginia; it was the reason she’d gone to the University of Nevada. It was the reason she’d called the sheriff and made herself sound like a schoolgirl with a bad crush. 

				But it was more than just the physical attraction, which was very strong. He made her feel safe. She remembered standing next to him one morning in the ranger-station parking lot, after they’d come down from the mountain, empty-handed, and depressed that the little girl hadn’t been found. Quentin was talking to the assembled press, radio and television. She’d felt a sense of well-being just standing next to him in the late afternoon sunshine, sweaty and saddle-sore, his voice deep and sonorous. She could read his body language already; he was trying to say the right things, nothing the little girl’s family might read, or hear, later and be hurt by. It was like standing next to one of those big old pine trees up on the mountain. You knew, that no matter what, the tree could survive it. 

			

			
				Okay, I have a thing for cowboys, she told herself as Quentin slipped into the booth. He probably thinks I’m a nut and is just being polite.

				“Hi,” she said.

				“Good morning.” Quentin was stunned again by Tyson’s good looks every time he saw her. She was a tall willowy brunette with big blue eyes. 

				The police radio on his belt squawked and he turned it down. Quentin looked even bigger sitting in the booth, she thought, his shoulders square and straight. He was over six feet and lean, so he looked ten years younger than his forty years. A number he’d seemed to go out of his way to mention to her, as if he were old.

				“Caltrans is closing the road to Timberline,” Quentin said. “They’re going to blow a potential slide. A couple of areas, I guess.”

				“I heard they were going to,” Patty said. There was an awkward silence. 

				Quentin put his cowboy hat down on the seat next to him and smiled as if the idea of a slide were funny. “I hope we don’t have any problems,” he said. “If the road to 50 is closed for too long, everyone will be on my ass.” He saw her smile; she folded up her newspaper. 

				Quentin’s mind froze again while he watched her. She had that effect on him. Lust had an odd way of grinding your thoughts to dust. Patty moved her long hair out of her eyes and looked up at him, tucking it behind her ear. Even in the sexless green uniform of a California State Ranger, she looked attractive. There was something profoundly womanly about her, he thought. He remembered her in the saddle and he almost blushed. The curve of her hips, the way she rode, the way her hips rocked. Masterly. You could tell a lot about a person by the way they rode a horse. Jerks and city people always rode with their boot toes shoved way too far into the stirrups. It never failed. Not her. She had a good seat. 

				No, he thought, there were two kinds of people: the kind who hold on to the saddle horn at a trot and those who don’t need to. Patty Tyson held her reins easy with just two fingers. She was that kind of girl, and she was loping through his dreams most nights now. An easy-two-finger-on-the-reins kind of woman. 

				The sheriff glanced out at the freeway below the restaurant. All the cars zooming past looked dirty, their outlines obscured by the snowstorm.

				“Coffee?” A waitress rescued them from an awkward silence. The woman poured coffee into Quentin’s cup, not waiting for an answer. Patty offered her cup, glad the waitress had come. 

				Did I make a mistake? Patty tried to understand what was wrong. Maybe he thinks I’m stupid. 

				He had ordered quickly, and it was her turn. 

				“Pancakes,” Patty said, not bothering to study the menu. 

			

			
				The waitress adjusted her glasses. Middle aged, the waitress wore heavy makeup and had red hair, about the same color as the Denny’s sign.

				“Dear, we’ve got sixteen types of pancakes at this Denny’s. What kind would you like?” The waitress touched her glasses with bemused exasperation, reading the obvious first-date look on the couple’s faces.

				“Buttermilk,” Patty said.

				“Okay . . .  we’re short-handed this morning. Coffee is on the house today,” the waitress said.

				“I talked to your daughter when I called. She’s nice,” Patty said, trying to think of something quick to say as the waitress turned and left.

				“Which one?”

				“I think the older one. Lacy.” 

				“It’s like having two mothers,” Quentin said. “Especially Lacy. She’s going to Berkeley. She wants to be a doctor. She’s wanted that since we—” Quentin stopped himself. “Since I can remember. I keep reminding her she’s my daughter and not my mother, but it doesn’t seem to do much good.” 

				After the waitress brought them their breakfast, the conversation became easier. They talked about that summer when they’d met, about the fact the little girl was never found, how devastating it must have been for her mother and father. Quentin told her the father still called the office once a week just to check.

				“It must be hard being a sheriff. I mean, having to see the bad guys win like that. I don’t think I would like that. I mean, to know that no matter what you do, how hard you try to find someone, you can’t,” Patty said.

				“You never get used to it,” Quentin said, looking away. The waitress came and poured him another cup of coffee and told Quentin she’d voted for him. She said that he was doing a good job. 

				Quentin’s family went back to the Gold Rush. Because of that, people in Placer County viewed him differently from almost any other politician. People in Placer County didn’t think of Quentin as a politician; they thought of him as Sheriff Collier. People said Quentin Collier was a throwback to another, better time—before CNN, Fox News and cell phones. He was honest.

				“How come you aren’t married?” Quentin said when the waitress left. He wanted to change the subject. The loss of the little girl had hurt him. He couldn’t talk about it. All the time he’d been searching the loss of his wife, her death, had been very fresh; in a way, he had been searching for them both. He didn’t want anyone else to go through what he was going through, but they’d failed. They hadn’t found the little girl. He’d had to come back down the mountain and face the girl’s young parents. The moment he looked into the father’s eyes he knew he was looking at himself. That someone was cutting something out of the father while he was still alive. Quentin had stood there and said what he had to say. And then, he’d wished he hadn’t said anything. Words, he knew, only made it worse. His words had stolen all hope, which was the last thing the little girl’s parents had left.

				“I was,” Patty said.

				“What happened? If you don’t mind me asking.”

			

			
				“We found out we didn’t like each other.  In fact, I found out he was a real jerk.” The lights in the restaurant flickered. 

				“Trees popping,” Quentin said. “New snow brings down old trees and cuts the power. How would you like to go to the movies tomorrow night? Osage County finally came to Timberline.” Quentin surprised himself with the question. But he had the bit in his mouth. He was determined to reach for Life. The girl was life, if he’d ever seen it. He’d debated which movie she might like and decided against Need For Speed  in favor of the popular woman-friendly, Meryl Streep movie.

				“I’d love to,” Patty said. The lights flickered again, then went off completely, leaving the restaurant in semi-darkness. The diners gasped. 

				“Maybe that’s the first sign of an alien attack,” Quentin said in the semi-dark. “I don’t think they’ll like Placer County, though. We got more guns here than at the Remington factory.”  He heard her laugh. She still had a girl’s laugh. “I think everyone gets one the day they’re born. Girls and boys,” Quentin said. “The aliens will be shot at by five-year olds.”

				“I don’t get off until six on Saturdays,” she said.

				“We’ll go to the late show. Why don’t you come down to the ranch and you can see the place, have dinner and we’ll go from there. You can meet my two mothers. But they’ll probably demand you have me back by ten o’clock. And they’ll ask you how you drive. Also, they won’t let me go out with anyone who smokes.”

				“Whatever they want,” she said. I’d like to have you in bed by ten o’clock, Patty thought. 

				The lights came back on and everyone clapped. He’d taken his first big step back into Life. Quentin Collier’s heart was pounding. 

				I might as well be sixteen again. It feels good to be alive, he thought.

				


				


				        *   *   *

				


				


				Chuck Phelps looked behind him at his idling snowmobile. It was snowing harder than what he would have liked. He had a checklist in his gloved hand. Chuck put it down for a moment and looked at his beautiful, albeit small, log cabin. He felt a tremendous sense of pride. It, and he, were ready for Armageddon. He had done everything a man could do to prepare for what he was sure was coming. He looked at the cabin he’d built with his own two hands. It had taken him almost twenty years to finish it. No one looking at it would think it was, in fact, a modern-day fortress.

				People in Timberline thought he was crazy, but he didn’t care. They would be sorry. He wouldn’t be able to help most of them, he thought as he walked toward the porch, built six feet above the snowy ground. He’d built so many traps, fields of fire, and automobile traps, that he couldn’t remember them all. So he’d gotten a computer and begun a small log of the cabin’s military-style defenses; he’d employed a lot of what he’d learned during his three tours of duty in Vietnam with the Marine Corps. The cabin was a state-of-the-art bunker disguised as a cabin.

			

			
				He’d learned all about computers, their use important to the fortress’s running—that had been ten years ago. Now it was all done and ready for the battle to come. When Armageddon arrived, he would be prepared. 

				He walked through the snow toward the cabin’s wooden porch. Most of all he wanted to share his achievements with friends, people he liked. Many times he’d stopped his truck in front of Quentin Collier’s ranch and thought about showing Quentin everything he’d done inside the cabin. 

				He liked Quentin. Quentin was one of a group of friends in Timberline who never looked at him like he was just an old crazy Vietnam vet. Chuck smiled. Every year he’d been invited for Thanksgiving at the Colliers’. Every year he’d gone. Thanksgiving at the Colliers’ was his one social event of the year, and he always looked forward to it.

				He’d stop his truck, turning off the engine, and fantasize about telling Quentin and Marie what he’d accomplished at the cabin, how thorough he’d been, the tunnels, the stores of food and ammo, the hidden diesel generator buried ten feet underground, equipped with its own exhaust and thousand-gallon fuel supply. But he couldn’t actually go through with it. Quentin, after all, was the town sheriff, and maybe he would have to tell someone about what he’d done—especially about his collection of fully auto assault rifles (more than fifty). No doubt he’d broken laws in collecting so many weapons of every description, and there were the highly-illegal plastic explosives, the homemade flame thrower, and the black-market hand grenades. Not to mention his newest addition: an M32 multi-barrel grenade launcher given to him by a close friend and fellow Vietnam vet who was developing the weapon for the Marine Corps, and making a fortune in the process.

				But even then he’d almost gone on down the gravel road into the Collier ranch and told Quentin because he wanted to tell his friend that his family would be safe—safe when Armageddon came. He wanted Quentin and Marie to know they would be welcomed at his redoubt. He wanted them to know that they could all hold out in the cabin together, that everything for them would be all right. He would share with the Colliers. 

				When Quentin’s wife, Marie, had gotten breast cancer and passed two years ago, it had hit him very hard. He had cried in the cabin by himself. Marie Collier had been so sweet to him. Marie Collier was a good woman. Even now, two years later, he didn’t like thinking about her passing. 

				It wasn’t fair, he thought, always the good people die and the evil people live to get old: the Clintons, both Bushes, Dick Cheney, big-time banksters. They all, no doubt, would live forever.

				“They all think I don’t like people,” Chuck said out loud. It isn’t that at all. It was just that I had something I had to do. I had to do this for my . . .  friends, the people I will invite. He would invite them. He began to tick off the names: Willis Good and his family; the Colliers; T.C. McCauley; the librarians in town, who never charged him for late fees. Farren Webb, the cook at the Copper Penny who always added extra French fries to his order; his uncle Sam, who was in the old-folks home in Reno and had lost an arm at the Battle Of The Bulge. People he cared about. Was it crazy? 

				Only if I told stupid people.

				   “No, I like people,” Chuck said, talking to himself, climbing the steep wooden stairs to the top of the porch. He stopped at the front door and wiped his feet. He’d put up a Christmas wreath. He loved Christmas and hated to see it go. He held the wreath in his hand. He’d decorated it himself with bits of colored foil and wooden ornaments, and bits of his first Apple computer. He loved computers, and country music, and Christmas, and he loved people. It was just that people didn’t love him back, since that time in the airport on his way back from Vietnam when a girl had called him a baby killer and spit on him. He’d never forgotten that. What her face looked like. She’d meant it. 

			

			
				I liked people, he thought, looking at the wreath. And if truth be told, he had done things over there that were wrong.  He made a mental note: Next year’s wreath would be bigger. If Armageddon didn’t come, it would be bigger and he would buy one of those big plastic red bows he’d seen in a Seagram’s ad in the back of a Time magazine. No, he wasn’t a sad ol’ Vietnam-veteran “Prepper” like he’d seen on TV. He was different. He loved people. He wanted to save his friends from the war he knew was coming.

				He pushed the door open, taking the wreath off its nail. He didn’t have the heart to take the decorations off the wreath. He put the wreath on the rough wooden table in the kitchen. The kitchen was clean, its waxed hardwood floor spotless. He’d salvaged the flooring from an old abandoned farmhouse in the valley. The cabin’s living room had an almost feminine sensibility, everything well-scrubbed and orderly. He was a neat freak. The fire in the potbelly wood burner made the living room feel cozy. The big Christmas tree by the small bulletproof windows made it homey, too. He made a mental note to take the Christmas tree down when he got back from his hunting trip. 

				He walked to the back of the cabin; a small hallway separated the living room from the one bedroom. In the hallway to the bedroom was a long row of gun cases. He walked to the first, unlocked it and took out his .30-30. “The gun that won the West,” his father had told him when he was a kid. He threw the lever back. The magazine was clear and smelled of Hoppe’s oil, a smell he loved. He walked back to the table, laid the rifle down, went back to the hallway. 

				He crouched in the hall, pulled open the trap door and looked down into the bunker he’d hand-dug—some areas having to be dynamited to clear rocks. It had taken him six years to dig and blast out the space for the bunker, which was twice the size of the cabin. He’d spent whole days with nothing but a miner’s style hat with its puny light showing the black earth as he hand-dug the bunker’s two escape tunnels that ran for over a hundred yards, and ended at the county road. 

				He hit the light switch on the wall and saw the crude hand-hewn stairs leading down to the lit-up bunker. The bunker held seven bedrooms, two fully-functioning bathrooms, and more rooms that held the bulk of the armory, with tens of thousands of rounds of ammo and more weapons. The redoubt was equipped with a state-of-the-art “control room” as well as a kitchen, larder and dining room. He’d installed a fully-ventilated power plant with a thousand-gallon reserve of diesel fuel. At the very back were the two escape-tunnel entrances, the tunnels laid with tracks for caisson-like carts that could be ridden or filled with equipment and pushed should the bunker need to be abandoned during an attack. The bunker even had its own gravity-fed water system that came straight off the Sierra behind the cabin. Every time he opened the hatch cover, he felt proud of what he’d accomplished. 

				He took the steps down into the brightly lit bunker designed to comfortably hold a dozen of his close friends. 

				I’m sure now, sure that it’s coming. I know it, you feel things like that. Feel them in your heart, not your head. We’re there.

				He came back up the stairs with two boxes of .30-30 ammunition and closed the trap door. He went to the cabin’s kitchen table and picked up his rifle. Of all the rifles he owned—and he had scores just in the cabin’s top-floor gun lockers—this was his favorite. He’d gotten it as a gift from his father when he turned thirteen. Still the best kind of brush gun there was, and perfect for deer hunting in the Sierras. 

				He slung it over his shoulder and looked at the Christmas tree. He’d kept the lights on, but now it was time to turn them off. He hated that. It would be the last time he would turn off this year’s Christmas tree. It was beautiful. He’d taken a picture with his new iPhone and put it in his computer scrapbook. He had twenty trees in his scrapbook, with comments, things he wanted to add, new lighting schemes. 

			

			
				He stood for a moment and took it in, found his favorite ornaments. A Santa Claus his mother had made, a gold ball with glitter he’d made in the fourth grade that said 57 on it. There was a crystal reindeer he’d ordered from Germany. Ornaments his sister—who’d married well— had sent him from a fancy store in San Francisco. The glass reindeer caught the electric light and projected a beautiful rainbow. 

				Christmas this year had been good. He’d spent hours and hours reloading, adding to his ammo stash sitting across from the tree. He had more than ten thousand rounds of ammo for the FAL NATO-issue machine gun alone. 

				He crossed the room and remembered Thanksgiving morning, going out to the field with the snowmobile and racing along. He’d spotted the tree he’d cut months before. He went that morning before going to the Colliers’ for dinner and chopped it down and brought it back to the cabin. He’d even worn the Santa cap he’d bought at the CVS pharmacy in Nevada City. 

				Phelps reached down and pulled the plug. The Christmas tree’s lights went dark. It was always painful, he thought, but he reminded himself that it was February. Time to move on.

				


				


				Outside, riding his snowmobile, rushing into the wilderness, his .30-30 strapped to his back, Chuck thought how sad it was that people didn’t love winter. He thought they should. We should love all the seasons because the seasons are God. Not their god, the bible thumper’s God. But the God I know is out here. Maybe God would forgive me for what I did over there. I was good at killing people. Maybe too good. Some things you get real good at, he thought. Things you shouldn’t get good at. 

				It started to snow hard as he entered the Emigrant Gap wilderness area.

				


				



			

	






			

			
				


				CHAPTER 4

				


				


				Quentin realized that it had stopped snowing. He reached for the switch and turned off his windshield wipers. The white snow-covered world outside his patrol car seemed distant. He’d ridden back from breakfast in a kind of daydream, and it was Patty Tyson’s fault. Seeing her had set something loose in him. Their breakfast date had upset his emotional gyroscope; he’d left the Denny’s excited, but wobbly. It had upset his routine, his balance. Stopped snowing and he hadn’t even noticed … Would they have an affair? He wondered how he’d be at affairs now. 

				Not a kid anymore. Still, I’m not dead. She is attractive. 

				He felt the smooth-warm steering wheel, and without meaning to, felt the warm plastic bumps. He let his fingertips travel over several of them and wondered what it would be like to make love to Patty Tyson. Pretty damn good, probably.  

				The dirty snow-splattered green and white patrol car pulled off the two-lane county road, rocking a little as it left the asphalt and pulled onto the rough gravel road that led, a half-mile down, to his family’s ranch.

				The patrol car passed along the pine trees his great-great-grandfather had planted at the turn of the century. They were massive now, sixty feet, their trunks part of the fence that ran up to the two-story Victorian ranch house, and a barn, both painted white. The five hundred-acre ranch had been in Quentin’s family since the 1890s. Snow flocked the trees and made the empty snow-carpeted paddocks on either side of the lane look like a picture postcard of a high-Sierra ranch. 

				“Hey Sheriff, I’m twenty-four fifty here at Blue Canyon.” 

				Quentin slowed his patrol car to a crawl and took the radio call. “Calvin. What’s up, over?” 

				“It’s about Chuck Phelps, Sheriff, over.” 

				“Let’s leave Chuck the hell alone. This thing with the B and B will blow over, over,” Quentin said. He was tired of hearing about Chuck Phelps and his quarrelsome neighbor. 

				“No, Sheriff, this isn’t about the bed and breakfast hassle, over.”

				“Well, then? Over.”

				“Mordecai stopped me this morning at the Copper Penny and said that Chuck’s mail box is full. He thinks maybe something’s happened to him. I’m on my way over the hill to Reno to testify in the Paulson trial. Can you go by and check it out? I know it’s just down the road from your place, over,” the deputy said.

			

			
				“Sure, I’ll go by,” Quentin said. “Over.” 

				“Thanks, Quentin. Did you see that light the other night?”

				“Yeah, I saw it.”

				“My brother over in Indian Valley said he heard an explosion too,” the deputy said.

				“Yeah, I think everyone in the county saw it,” Quentin said. “I think it was another meth lab. Someone will find what’s left of the building before too long.”

				“Well, they wanted to get high, and I guess they did. Ten-four.”

				Quentin sped up, deciding to check in on his daughter before he drove over to the Phelps place. No doubt it was nothing; Chuck had probably just gone to San Francisco to visit his sister. Still, he could be hurt . . .  better check. That light was strange. Strange, too, that they hadn’t had any report of a blown house or outbuilding yet.

				Halfway up the road, he realized the pain had gone. The deep one, the one that had been screwed into his chest the day he walked back from the hospital cafeteria and saw his daughters running toward him. Marie had been on the phone the day before with her parents and seemed to be stronger, not weaker; and, then, when he’d gone to have breakfast, she’d died. Gone. 

				He stopped the car. He’d had the incredible pain for two years, gotten used to moving through his life with it. The pine trees overhead had grown together reaching over the road, forming a canopy.  Motes of snow drifted down through the canopy of pines. 

				It’s gone. 

				Quentin looked out on the west paddock that ran all the way down to the county road. It was empty, forlorn-looking in winter. He saw a small snow dust devil kick up and dance across the paddock.  

				Marie, no matter what happens with this girl, it won’t be the same. I swear it.

				


				


				“Daddy. What’s wrong?” 

				Quentin had walked up to the barn after checking the house for his younger daughter, but she’d already left for school. Lacy, his older daughter, was leading her black Arabian stallion out from the barn. Red-faced from mucking out cold stalls, the twenty-three year old looked radiant. Her long blond hair was done up with a big tortoise shell clip in the back. She looked exactly like her mother had when Quentin first met her while away at college. He couldn’t speak. It was as if his dead wife were standing there looking at him, back from the dead.

			

			
				“What’s wrong, Daddy? You okay?” 

				He pushed his cowboy hat back on his head. She’d never seen him look like that before, like a lost little boy.

				“Hi, sweetheart.” He was going to say something about her looking so much like her mother, but he stopped himself.

				“Daddy, I think Salvation has picked up something.”  The stallion was puffing, steam coming from his muzzle because of the cold. Lacy turned the horse around and walked him back toward the barn so that her father could watch the horse’s gate.

				Marie, God … look at what we made together. He walked out to where his daughter had stopped in front of the barn. He put his arm around her and pulled her to him.

				“God, I love you two so much. Do you know that?” he said out loud, hugging her.

				“Daddy, you’re acting weird. What do you think, is it bad?”

				“You bet I’m weird.” He took the black nylon hackamore from her and walked the animal toward the barn door, watching it over his shoulder. He could see that the horse was limping. He stopped and turned the animal around. At the same time he moved down along the horse’s flank, dropping the hackamore’s single bridle onto the snow.

				“Is it bad, Dad?” 

				Quentin moved to the rear and reached down to pick up the game hoof. He tucked it between his legs. The horse stiffened when he lifted it, then tried to pull the hoof out of Quentin’s hand, almost hitting him in the face. 

				“Whoa.” He used his car keys to push muck out from the hoof’s center. “He’s picked up a thorn. That’s all.” He let the hoof drop and wiped his shit-and-mud covered hand and keys on his clean jeans.

				“Should we call Robin?” Robin was the new vet in Timberline, and he knew his daughter had a crush on him. She was finding any reason she could to have him up to the ranch. He was about to tell her that no, they couldn’t afford to have the vet in, but didn’t, despite the fact that Colliers had been doctoring horses since they’d come to the Sierras. He could have pulled the thorn out himself.

				“Yeah, go ahead and call him. Sharon left already, I guess. I wanted to take her to school this morning,” he said. Quentin turned and walked the horse back to his daughter and handed her the bridle.

				“I heard a motorcycle early,” Lacy said. 

				They both looked at each other. The motorcycle meant that the biker Sharon had been dating had come to the ranch. Quentin hated bikers. The foothills were full of them, having come with the meth labs. The idea that his daughter, a high school student, was seeing one appalled them both.

				“She’s mad at me,” he said. “I told her she was wasting her time with those kinds of people. I think she’s doing it just to get me mad at her.”

			

			
				“Probably,” Lacy said.

				“I think you better go back to school,” he said. He tucked his shirt in nervously. “I think whatever reason you have for taking the semester off isn’t good enough. You worked too hard to get into medical school to leave like that. Your mother would have wanted you to go back. That’s all she talked about, you know, before.”

				“Let’s talk about it later. How’d it go this morning, Romeo?” Lacy said.

				“Good.”

				“Did she call you tall, dark, and handsome?”

				“You’ll like her,” Quentin said.

				“I’m sure I will. We’re about the same age!”

				“No, you aren’t,” he said. “She’s coming over tomorrow night for dinner. What should I make?”

				“Oh my God!” His daughter laughed. “We said date, not bring her home. And if you marry her, I’m not going to call her mother. She’s—how old? Thirty something. It’s weird!”

				“Very funny. I wanted you guys to meet her. I thought I’d cook my best dish.”

				“Daddy, do me one favor, please. Do not make that woman sit through your venison stew. It’s awful. Really awful!” 

				It was snowing again. Little bits of snow were clinging to his daughter’s black Patagonia jacket that he’d bought her for that Christmas. Her blond hair covered the collar.

				“I think Sharon needed your mom more than you did. Maybe because you were older,” Quentin said. 

				Lacy picked up the bridle. The horse lowered his head and munched a bit of snow. “I try to be like Mom was. I mean for Sharon. But I don’t think it’s working. She just pushes me away,” Lacy said. “She’s going out with a real low-life, I saw him this morning.  He’s so ... creepy looking.”

				“Like a bucket of—” Quentin stopped himself from swearing in front of his daughter. “Why?” he asked.

				“I think she’s doing it to get your attention, that’s all.”

				“Well, she’s got it. Keep trying to break through, okay?” He smiled at her. “I have to go to work.”

				“I’m glad you’re dating,” his daughter said unexpectedly. Lacy turned the horse around and started up the road toward the barn in the snow. She seemed completely un-crackable, completely beautiful. She had her mother’s power and confidence, he thought, watching her.

				“Let’s get Sharon a new saddle for her birthday,” Quentin shouted. 

				His daughter turned around. She was smiling. “Good idea!” She waved. “Hey, did you see that big flash of light last night?” 

			

			
				He nodded. 

				“What was it?”

				“A meth lab blew somewhere, probably.” 

				Lacy looked at her father as if she were going to tell him something, but decided not to. She turned around instead and led the horse back into the barn.

				“You might as well stay until Founder’s Day,” he yelled. Quentin thought she’d heard him, but she hadn’t.

				


				


				The Phelps ranch was an original homestead. Like the Colliers, the original Phelps had given up panning for gold and become a cattleman during the Gold Rush. Quentin closed the door to the patrol car and looked down the empty, snow-covered single-lane county road. He walked down the icy verge and stood in front of a dirt road that led into the Phelps’s property. Fifty feet down, a series of fallen trees blocked the road and made it completely impassable by car. 

				Quentin shook his head and smiled. He walked to the mailbox nailed to the once-white fence. It was overflowing with mail. He pulled off his gloves and emptied the box, putting the envelopes and junk mail between his gun belt and his jeans. 

				He heard a car horn. A new black Range Rover pulled out from the bed-and-breakfast’s private road a half-mile down. It turned toward Quentin. A hand shot out from the driver’s side of the Rover and waved as it approached. The sheriff waved back. He watched the fancy highly-polished jeep come toward him. Quentin unzipped his jacket and stuffed a parcel that had been sitting on top of Chuck’s mailbox under his jacket, then walked over to the Rover that had stopped in the middle of the road, white steam coming from its exhaust. 

				Quentin knew the man behind the wheel, Todd Cooley. The man was wearing one of those expensive full-length leather coats city people could afford. Cooley’s sunglasses were hanging off his neck. His black hair was greased straight back; he looked like he’d just climbed out of a barber chair. He had on a cowboy shirt from the Sun Dance catalog made for “real cowboys” that cost a hundred dollars and no real cowboy could afford. 

				Cooley was an accountant in San Francisco and looked it, but dressed like a cowboy when he came up to the mountains. Cooley and some wealthy partners had bought a hundred acres and built the “Country Bride Inn and Spa,” a luxury bed-and-breakfast next door to the Phelps ranch. Since the accountant had bought the property from Chuck there’d been nothing but problems between Phelps and his new neighbors.

				“Sheriff, good morning. I’m glad to see you,” Cooley said.

				“Good morning, Mr. Cooley.”

				“I had to call A.T.F, Sheriff. I just wanted you to know. In case, well, in case there’s a problem when they come out to talk to Phelps. Maybe you should be here, too.”

			

			
				Quentin heard the words A.T.F. and froze. He didn’t like Cooley, and he didn’t like federal agents much—especially the DEA, staffed by paramilitary gunslinger types, who were always heavy-handed and patronizing when it came to dealing with the locals. (He’d heard a rumor that some of the DEA in Sacramento had partnered up with the bad guys, too.) And he certainly didn’t like the idea of some Federal agents from Sacramento picking on Chuck Phelps, who was a close family friend. 

				Great, that’s all we need, Quentin thought.

				“Why, for God’s sake?” Quentin said, unable to keep the pique out of his voice. He’d had enough of the roly-poly accountant and his pushy big-city ways. Quentin practiced controlling himself. Have to get along with the city people, he reminded himself. It was something he’d promised Marie. He counted to ten as he listened to the over-dressed businessman. More and more of them were coming up to the Sierras, and Marie had been afraid they could, one day, organize and vote him out of office.

				“He won’t stop with that shooting. I called ATF and told them he has automatic weapons. I’m sure of it. Probably machine guns. He’s some kind of gun nut. People don’t appreciate the sound of gunfire when we’re serving dinner at the Inn. That’s not what they come up here for. We have a glass-enclosed massage area—cost a fortune—faces that nut’s place. We’re trying to run a business here,” Cooley said. The accountant looked up the road toward Phelps’s cabin. “Besides, we’re afraid of him. He’s crazy and no doubt violent.”

				Quentin finished buttoning up his jean jacket. His anger had passed as quickly as it had come. He held the package up against his chest. “I wish you hadn’t done that, Mr. Cooley. That’s going to make for trouble. People around here like to take care of their own problems. I told you I would talk to Chuck about his gun range. He’s reasonable. I can work this out, if you just give me a chance. The gun range is legal. I’ve told you. But maybe we could get him to use it just in the morning or something?”

				“Sheriff, I like you. You have tried. I know you have, but Jesus Christ, the man’s a nut. They said they’d come out here and investigate. Sorry. But I think you local people are a little slow. I know he’s a local and all. I’m just trying to get along here.” Cooley nodded, put the Range Rover in gear and drove off. He turned around in Chuck Phelps’s driveway and raced down the road toward town. 

				You aren’t trying very hard, Quentin thought. All the rich city people that were moving in were the same, they all said they wanted to fit in, until it came time to fit in. Then it was always their way or the highway.

				


				


				Quentin stood on top of a fallen pine tree and surveyed the road into the Phelps’s ranch. He saw no footprints or fresh snowmobile tracks. He looked down at the cabin, a good hundred yards down the snow-bound road. No smoke from the chimney. The cabin was small, hand-built by Chuck. He’d started it the summer he got back from the Marine Corps. His parents had lived in the original ranch house until they died a few years ago. 

				The sheriff looked to his left. He saw the original Phelps place two hundred yards to his right. A fancy Los Angeles plastic surgeon had bought it as a summer place. The original turn-of the-century two-story ranch house had been completely remodeled. It had a home theater and an indoor swimming pool, people said, a third story had been added, too. The doctor was rumored to have spent five million dollars on the renovations. A chimney was throwing off smoke from a small caretaker’s cabin in back of the doctor’s place.

			

			
				


				


				Quentin climbed off the tree and onto the other side of the barricade. His cowboy boots pushed through the deep snow. He knew from experience it was going to be a trudge to the cabin as Chuck purposefully kept the road un-plowed. He started out lifting his knees high, his jeans getting wet in the fresh snow. The wind picked up, blowing from the east. 

				He remembered the Phelps family in the ‘70s when Chuck’s father was still alive. Crusty old Phelps used to call him “Kid.” Chuck Phelps’s old man wore jeans and cowboy boots his whole life and could count the times he’d been further than Sacramento. Quentin remembered, too, the picnics in the meadow with several generations of both families, huge plates of food, yellow jackets, and the smell of wild flowers blooming in June. After their parents died Chuck’s sister had sold off her share of the ranch for a lot of money, moved to San Francisco and married a tight-ass professor. Chuck stayed on, living on his veteran’s benefits.

				One of Chuck’s several dogs, a big German shepherd, started barking loudly. The dog came out from behind the cabin, bounding through the snow. His chest buried, the dog struggled to get to the sheriff. Quentin stopped. He tried to remember the dog’s name.  A Border collie came up behind the shepherd.

				“Ronny, good dog.” Quentin called the shepherd’s name, clapping his hands together. The shepherd stopped barking when he heard his name called, then started running again, his tail wagging. He got within ten feet of Quentin. Big white strings of saliva hung from the dog’s open mouth.

				“Ronny! Good dog. Come here . . .  Good dog!” The shepherd came forward in slow hops, its chest sending snow flying. Quentin patted the animal on the head when he reached him. 

				“Good dog. Where’s your master, huh? Where’s Chuck?” The dog barked twice, then took off running back toward the cabin, recognizing Quentin. The dog’s black fur was covered with snow powder.

				   Quentin could feel the cold and wet through his jeans. He followed the dogs to the cabin’s front door. The stairs were covered in new snow, a sure sign that Chuck was gone.

				


				


				The cabin door was crude and had big hand-forged hinges. Quentin knocked twice. Chuck had given them a key, which Quentin carried, but he didn’t use it. The little porch had firewood stacked up neatly next to the window. No lights were on inside. 

				Quentin turned around. Chuck had worked to make a clearing in front of the cabin on all sides. Quentin remembered one day, in mid-summer, coming down the road in his father’s car just to say hi. Chuck was out in the field in just a pair of shorts and a chain saw. It was right after he had married Marie.

				“What the hell are you doing, man?” Quentin had said.

				“Field of fire,” Chuck said.

			

			
				“Field of fire?”

				“Yup.”

				“Man, you’re back home. This isn’t Vietnam,” Quentin had told him.

				“I know that. But it’s going to get bad. All those riots in the cities. You wait and see,” Chuck said. “Just wait.”

				“You didn’t come to the wedding. Marie and I were looking for you,” Quentin said.

				Chuck put down his chain saw. It was blazing hot and he had wood chips and sweat and pine pitch sticking to his big upper body. His eyes were soft. Not the eyes of a man who had done several tours of duty in Vietnam and stayed in the Marine Corps, doing twenty years.

				“I’m sorry about that, Quentin. I didn’t have no clothes for that. How’d it go?” Chuck asked. He killed the engine to the chain saw and all they could hear was a woodpecker’s euphonic tapping; the summer morning held a clear, soon-to-be hot sweetness.

				“You know. Lots of people. Church in Nevada City was crowded,” Quentin said.

				Chuck walked toward the car and they met out in the field and shook hands. Chuck’s greasy black Giants cap was pulled down low over his forehead.

				“How’s married life? You got a sweet girl there in Marie. You’re a lucky guy.”

				“It’s better than being shot at,” Quentin said. They both smiled at the joke.

				“I figure a hundred yards is good enough—360. What do you figure? No sappers going to sneak up on my ass,” Chuck had told him. 

				Quentin had looked at Chuck squatting on the dirt, wearing his jungle-style combat boots. He was still back there. He hadn’t come home at all, Quentin realized.

				


				


				Quentin turned around and knocked again on the cabin’s door, this time loudly. He tried the door. It was locked. He pulled the key to the place that Chuck had given Marie before she died, telling her it was important that her family have a key to the cabin. It was still a mystery as to why he’d given it to Marie in the hospital. She’d made Quentin promise to carry the key with him and he had. It was one of the last things they’d talked about. He unlocked the door and poked his head in.

				“Chuck, you at home? It’s Quentin, I’ve got your mail!” 

				No answer. Chuck had obviously gone out. It was what Quentin had expected. Chuck was probably out deer hunting and forgot to tell Mordecai to hold the mail, or he’d gone to San Francisco to visit his sister, which he did once a year. 

			

			
				Quentin walked around to the window. The fall deer season ended in a few weeks. Sure, he would have gone out and used up his tag fee.  He knew Chuck. He lived on deer meat and chickens he raised, and in summer a large vegetable garden he planted. He had learned how to can things, too. He and Marie used to compare notes on their gardens.

				A snowmobile started up across the meadow at the bed-and-breakfast, then another. Quentin walked around to the window. It was dark in the cabin. He pulled out his mag-lite and turned it on. He let the beam move over the rough wooden table. He smiled when he saw the new Apple computer. He moved the light across the living room and saw the Christmas tree. 

				Everything was in order. Neat. A set of canning jars was out on the kitchen counter, the jars lined up, neat; their lids stacked nearby. Quentin moved the beam of light to the hallway and stopped. There were several gun cases. He walked into the hallway and opened the gun lockers, looking for a .30-30. That was what Chuck would have taken with him, knowing that the deer this late in the season hid during the day in heavy brush. 

				Quentin moved the light from case to case. There were scores of military-style assault rifles—probably semi-autos, Quentin guessed—combat shotguns, and high-powered hunting rifles, all perfectly legal.

				“No machine guns,” Quentin said out loud. That guy Cooley doesn’t know a machine gun from a horse’s ass. He saw an empty space in an older antique wooden gun case with a glass front. That was it. He’d gone hunting and had forgotten to tell Mordecai, their mailman. Still, that was a lot of mail. He would have gone out overnight, at most, not more than two days.

				Quentin turned around and looked out at the new bed-and-breakfast across the field through the cabin’s open door. It was a stone building, two-story. No one he knew could afford to stay there. It cost four hundred dollars a night. Someone in town had told him it cost three million to build. He could see the steam coming out the windows of the indoor pool even this far away. 

				I better call up to the Ranger station and let them know just in case. If he doesn’t come back by tonight, we’ll start a formal search. 

				Quentin took the mail from his belt and laid it on the wooden table next to the canning jars. He kept one envelope and wrote a short note across the back.

				


				      Chuck—Please call me at the office.

				      Want to know you are OK. 

				Quentin.

				


				Quentin took the package from where he’d stuck it in his jean jacket and laid it on the table. He glanced at the return address: Remington Firearms, Fort Wayne, IN.

				


				        *   *   *

			

			
				


				


				It was snowing hard when Chuck Phelps gave up trying to fix the snowmobile. There was a gold-colored gas stain on the snow where the fuel pump had ruptured. Most men would have been scared. He was at least ten miles into the Emigrant Gap wilderness and it was snowing. He realized there was no fixing the pump and he would have to walk out. Compared to the Tet offensive in Hue, this would be a cakewalk, he told himself. No sweat.

				His mustache and beard were covered in wet new snow. He took off his blaze-orange balaclava, rolled it out so that it could cover his face and slid it down. Better, he thought. He looked at his watch. It was 3:30 in the afternoon on Tuesday. He’d gone too far to make it back home on foot in one day. That meant he would have to keep moving all night or sleep here. He’d dig a snow cave, he decided, then start back home in the morning. 

				Stupid, he thought, getting angry enough to come out too far, not checking the weather report. My fault. He sat on his snowmobile and buckled on his snowshoes. He slung a small pack with survival gear and his .30-30 over his shoulder. It started to snow harder. If I hadn’t run into that damn runt accountant. I wouldn’t have run the machine so hard and blown the fuel pump. It had taken all his self-control not to deck the little fat guy.

				He snowshoed across the field and over the rise. He decided to make a snow cave on the west side of the hill to take advantage of the cover. He continued up the rise, the .30-30 slapping his back. The snow was powdery and clean on the top of the rise, and, just underneath, he could feel it was hard, older snow. He could hear that odd crunching sound it makes when you break frozen snow late in the afternoon, after the sun goes down. He got to the top of the hill. He looked carefully for a good place to build the cave. He found a spot where the new snow had drifted deep near a stand of trees. He pulled out his small two-piece shovel from his pack. That was when he heard the first strange-sounding howl and turned around. 

				Below him, on the field he’d just come across, Chuck saw a gang of people running toward him. At first he thought he was dreaming, or that he’d gone crazy. They were running at him through the deep snow, across the empty field, all kinds of people: kids, old people, teenagers—too diverse a group to be search-and-rescue people. He thought he even saw a sheriff’s deputy. He wondered why they were running. 

				Why are they out here? He wondered where they’d come from as he watched them. Maybe they’re making a movie. 

				He smiled. That was it; they were making a movie. Then he heard the howling sound again. It went through him like a shot. He looked hard at the scores of people running across the field at him. Somehow it reminded him of the war. Some of the people stopped, squatted in the snow and tilted their heads back like coyotes. He watched them tilt their heads at a strange angle and begin howling, making a strange monkey-like howling sound. The sound was raw and sounded more like what chimpanzees might make, than humans. The howls echoed against the surrounding mountainsides.

				“Fuck this.” Chuck instinctively un-slung his weapon and took a knee in the snow. “These things ain’t human.” Chuck Phelps pulled the hammer back on the .30-30 and waited for the first one to get close. “I knew something bad was coming,” he said out loud, not particularly frightened, and began to fire his weapon. 

				


			

			
				Mobbed by the monkey-like things, Chuck Phelps died standing up, fighting, using the .30-30—emptied of ammunition—as a club. The U.S. Marines would have been proud.

				


				


				



			

	






			

			
				


				


				CHAPTER 5

				


				


				“This is not your grandmother’s tomato, ladies and gentlemen.” Genesoft’s PR man prattled on from the podium about something Genesoft was calling R19: the company’s long-awaited line of bio-engineered food products, including a salmon gene that was cross-referenced with the DNA of sugar beets and tomatoes, so the vegetables would produce omega-3 fatty acid. Time magazine declared the company one of the ten most innovative biotech firms in the world. 

				Miles Hunt watched the over-dressed PR man hold one of the genetically engineered vegetables in the air above his head, like an Olympian. Reporters from several of the state’s important dailies had come to Nevada City. The reporters had all been given a free breakfast and were now dutifully taping stories into their laptops, taking down the PR man’s words as if they were gospel. 

				A huge inflatable tomato-balloon floated above the crowded auditorium. R19 was painted on the balloon like a cute little label. It was corny and somehow frightening at the same time, Miles thought. He looked again at the pitchman, who was just warming up to his subject and looked to be on the verge of shouting at the audience à la Microsoft’s famous CEO, Steve Ballmer. The auditorium’s lights shone on the PR man’s gray Nordstrom’s suit, and on his bald and shiny pate. He looked, Miles thought, slightly engineered himself. You would have thought he was talking about something truly important, the way he was swinging around the stage with excitement. 

				PR spitting monkey.  A great hood ornament in hell, Miles thought.

				   “And ladies and gents, these products will not spoil for exactly thirty days. Period. We guarantee it. Why? Because we have married two new exciting technologies: gene enhancement and irradiation. You go to the supermarket and buy one of our products, ladies and gentlemen, and we promise—NO, we guarantee you can store this tomato, in my hand, for a whole month before it goes bad.”

				“My wife could spoil it,” a reporter sitting behind Miles said. A reporter from Barron’s financial magazine, sitting next to Miles, snickered and nudged Miles in the rib. Miles didn’t smile back. 

				Genesoft’s PR man stepped back, and using a red laser pointer, proceeded to shoot it at a list of the new line’s major selling points, the list projected on a large screen behind the man.

				


				
						Genesoft’s new foods last twice as long as conventionally grown vegetables.

				

			

			
				
						Genesoft’s new line of food products taste just as good as their conventional cousins.

						Lower percentage loss from bruising during shipping and handling. 

						Higher net profits for the retailer, and especially the fast-food industry, as R19-engineered products have a shelf life that is double that of conventional products.

				

				


				Miles got up from his seat, already bored.  Staying close to the wall, he walked to the front of the auditorium and out into the hallway. He went to the coffee cart set up for the journalists. I can’t do this, he told himself. He searched the pink bakery boxes for something to eat, but they were all empty. Tissue paper and napkins littered the floor. He hefted the PR handout the press had been given—32 pages—and debated leaving early. You could just go home. No one would be the wiser. He glanced again at the empty pastry boxes. A bubble-style-sounding telephone started to ring somewhere down the empty hallway. He wet his index finger and picked up a flake of sugar left in one of the boxes. He wondered what would happen if his editor found out he’d left early. He poured himself another cup of bad coffee for the road. How excited could you get about a tomato? Unless she’s wearing a yellow bikini. He smiled at his own joke, dropped two white cubes of sugar into his Styrofoam cup and looked for the exit.

				 “Are you Mr. Hunt? The reporter?” 

				Miles turned around and faced a young woman in a fashionable blue pants suit and high heels. She looked pale, like she’d seen something awful. 

				“There’s something terribly wrong,” she said. “Here at Genesoft.” She looked him square in the eye when she said it. The young woman had her arms down at her sides, pressed tightly against her like she expected to be dragged off at any moment. 

				“I know,” Miles said. “I think they’re out of cream.” He hoped the joke would change the look on the girl’s face. He tried smiling at her, but that didn’t work either. The girl in front of him acted as if she hadn’t heard him, her face a blank.

				“Are you the reporter, Miles Hunt?” she demanded.

				“Guilty,” he said.

				“Everyone is getting sick,” the young woman said. Miles noticed that she wasn’t wearing an ID badge, something he knew was required for everyone in the building. The press had been issued security badges just for the press conference.

				“I’m sorry,” he said. “It must be the speeches.”

				“Sick. Everyone is sick. There is something wrong with R19,” she said. 

				It seemed funny to him. Something wrong with the tomatoes. How are things in Glocca Morra? He saw the headline. REPORTER TRACKS DOWN VEGETABLE MESS. 

				Miles looked down the well-lit antiseptic hall and wondered how he’d gone from being an A student at University of California’s School of Journalism to this moment. He looked back at the girl. He would excuse himself and leave. He wasn’t in the mood for gene-splicing conspiracy nuts, even attractive tall ones with great legs.

			

			
				“The colonel’s recipe off?” he asked.

				“Goddamn it, this isn’t a joke! People are horribly sick, a lot of them.” They both watched another reporter slip out of the auditorium and head toward the bathroom. The girl waited, not speaking again until the hall was clear. “Will you come with me, please?” she said and walked away. 

				He watched her rear, the pants suit pressed against some fancy underwear. He decided to follow only because she was pretty and he was bored. 

				You’re a hopeless sleazebag, he told himself, who is engaged to be married.

				


				


				“My name is Susan,” she said. “I want you to promise not to use my name.” She picked her name tag up off her desk and pinned it to her jacket. “Susan Crown.”

				“Okay, tell me all about it, Ms. Crown,” Miles said. She’d closed the door to her office.  Miles looked around. The office was in keeping with the Genesoft collegiate esthetic.

				“I called the paper. They said you were going to be here. They told me what you looked like. That’s how I knew who you were,” she explained. Miles picked up a photo of the young woman dressed in a military uniform standing by a mud building somewhere. 

				“Okay, what’s wrong with the product?” Miles asked.

				“We all—” Crown closed her eyes and broke down. 

				This wasn’t what he’d had in mind when he followed her. He put his cup of coffee down on a file cabinet.

				“Susan, why don’t you take a deep breath and then tell me what’s going on, and I’ll try and help you,” Miles said. He tried to sound reassuring.

				“We all had some of the new product at a company party a week ago. That’s when they started sending the R19 line out to supermarkets.”

				“I thought that they were starting shipping today?” Miles said.

				“No. No, they started shipping a week ago. The irradiation unit has been working on R19 for three weeks. The irradiation plant is in Sacramento.”

				“But they said this morning that they’d just gotten approval from FDA to ship?” 

				“No, the FDA approved the line last week.” Crown sat down in her desk chair. “I get dizzy. I’m sorry. The investment bankers were here a month ago—JP Morgan, their top brass showed up here. JP Morgan convinced management to release early. The bank had our IPO to launch. That’s where I work, investor relations. They wanted the next quarter’s report to reflect the R19 line’s earnings. They wanted to ignore the hold-up with the FDA so they got approval, somehow. The bank has people inside the FDA who they said they could use to make sure we got approval and not to worry. And they did.”

			

			
				“You’re saying they bought an FDA approval?”

				“Yes. But something is wrong with the R19 line of products. I’m sure of it now.” 

				“How do you know all this?” Miles said. He noticed that there was a wash of sweat on the girl’s pretty face. 

				“My boyfriend works in executive row. He’s sick too. A lot of people who ate R19-treated food are sick. You’ve got to warn people. I can’t. I could lose my job.”

				“What do you mean sick?” 

				“Acting strange. Not normal. That’s why I want you to come with me.  I want you to come see my boyfriend. I want you to write about what’s happened to my boyfriend.” She got up from her desk, a little wobbly, and grabbed for her purse. “We can go now. I want to take him to the hospital, but he won’t let me,” she said.

				“You said half the people here were sick? How do you know that?” Miles said. 

				“You didn’t notice? Look outside. It’s Tuesday morning. We are supposedly launching a hundred-million dollar product line all over the U.S.” She went to the window and pulled open the blind back, angrily. “Look! Look at the parking lot. Look!” 

				Miles walked to the window. The new five hundred-car employee parking lot lay below. It was almost empty. 

				


				


				        *   *   *

				


				


				A siren wailed in the distance when Dr. Poole came back from lunch at the Copper Penny across the street. The doctor knew his waiting room would be full of one-o’clock appointments, and he felt oddly bored with the predictable afternoon. Looking at schoolboy tonsils and twisted ankles, he thought. You know you love them. If it was predictable sometimes, it was always gratifying to be respected and needed. Coming here to live was your idea, he reminded himself. He had quit the Center for Disease Control to bring up his kids in the mountains, as far away from big cities as he could get them. He and his wife joked that they would be the first black couple in America with children on the U.S. Olympic ski team.

				   Marvin heard the siren again and realized that it was coming into town and getting louder. Must be a fire. He stepped into his office through a side door and buzzed his receptionist.

				  “Okay. I’m back, Lisa. Is it full out there?”

			

			
				“Is this the flu season?” his receptionist asked.

				“Let the games begin,” Marvin said.

				


				


				Two sheriff’s deputies dragged Willis Good by the arms through the waiting room and into Poole’s office. Good’s thigh was bleeding horribly from a laceration that was hemorrhaging badly; the bleeding had soaked his jeans so that the bottom of his right pant leg was saturated. Willis was screaming at the men who were dragging him. 

				“Let me go, they’re on the way. Let me go!” 

				The officers were fighting with Good, who was acting like a man possessed by the devil. He kicked out with both feet. He caught Marvin’s receptionist dead in the nose with the heel of his right dress shoe, knocking her into the wall and splattering her face with blood from his leg wound. She screamed in pain as blood began pouring from her nose; she sagged to the floor. Patients in the waiting room were trying to dodge Willis’ feet as he lashed out at them too, like a mechanical devil. A mother holding her toddler tried to run by Willis but he caught her with a vicious kick, sending her and the child into a table, knocking it over and sending magazines spilling across the floor as children and mothers screamed. The two sheriffs, trying desperately to control Good, were losing the battle.

				“What the hell is going on here?” Poole shouted over the bedlam. He’d rushed out of one of the two examining rooms and into the chaotic waiting room. He immediately ran to his receptionist, holding her bleeding nose, and tried to lift her up.

				“Just get his ass sedated, Doc,” yelled one of the deputies, battling Willis. The cop managed to smack Willis in the temple with the butt of his Maglite, but it seemed only to stun him. In a moment Willis was at it again, kicking out with both his feet like a wild animal. The deputy struck Good a second time, much harder. Willis went limp, knocked unconscious by the blow. Poole broke for the drug cabinet in the hallway and began rifling the drawers, frantically looking for something he could knock Willis out with. 

				


				


				Willis’ eyes were bloodshot and frightened when he regained consciousness two hours later. 

				“Willis, are you all right, son?” Dr. Poole asked. It was quiet. The two sheriff’s deputies had stayed behind until they too were called away by another emergency—some kind of riot at the Target on Highway 50. Marvin had assured them he could handle Willis. It seemed as if Timberline had been turned upside down in the matter of a few hours.

				Marvin closed the door to the examination room. He’d had to send his receptionist home after bandaging her broken nose. The waiting room was a mess, his patients long gone. The chairs and tables all turned over. The men had struggled with Good a second time, until Poole had finally jabbed Willis with a 25-milligram dose of Haloperidol that had knocked him out almost immediately.

			

			
				


				


				“Are they here yet?” Willis asked, looking up at the doctor.

				“Who?” Marvin asked. 

				Willis started to get up, swinging his feet off the examination table. “What time is it, doctor?”

				“Four o’clock,” Marvin said.

				“What day?”

				“Tuesday.”

				“Have they gotten here yet?” Willis asked.

				“Who?”

				“The things. The things we saw, T.C. and I. Where’s T.C.? T.C. Where is he?” 

				“T.C.?”

				“T.C. McCauley, goddamn it. He saved my life out there,” Willis said. He tried to sit up. 

				The doctor put his hand on his chest. Poole had cut Willis’ shirt off so that he was naked from the waist up. Good’s shoulders were very pale under the examination room’s harsh fluorescent lights. His jeans had been cut away from his wound, Marvin having cut his pants up the thigh so he could work on the bleeding leg. Willis had a horrible laceration, now stitched up—thirty reddish stitches visible and running from Good’s left knee all the way to his upper thigh. The young man’s face was drawn and ashen from the loss of blood. He seemed to Marvin to have aged ten years.

				“I don’t know,” Marvin said. “You had a bad injury from the crash.” 

				Willis began to laugh. A portion of hair was missing from his scalp. Marvin had cut the tangled bloody hair off the side of Willis’ head, thinking he’d been cut there too. Clumps of hair and shirt covered the floor at Poole’s feet. The doctor glanced down at the mess of hair and bloody clothes. Have to move him to the hospital in Sacramento.

				“Kill me, please, Marvin.” Willis said, sitting up. He reached out and grabbed Marvin’s white lab coat, pulling him close, looking at Poole in a way no one had ever looked at the doctor before. Haloperidol dilated Good’s pupils. “I want you to kill me before they get here. I don’t want it to happen to me a third time,” he said. “Not what happened to them, please. I don’t want to be here when they come,” Good pleaded. “I know they’ll come. It happened to Ann and to T.C. I know. Do you understand?”

			

			
				“When who comes?” Poole said, thinking that Willis had completely lost his mind.

				“Them—those things that attacked T.C. and me on the road,” Good said. “I saw what they did. T.C. … he got sick, too. I was bringing him back here to Timberline when we were attacked.” 

				Marvin heard the phone ring outside in the office. He looked into the young man’s eyes. 

				“I want you to rest. I’m going to call an ambulance. You’ll have to go to the hospital in Sacramento. You’ve had a bad head injury, too, on top of the nasty cut, I’m afraid.” 

				Dr. Poole went out to the front office and picked the office landline phone up from the floor. It immediately began to ring.

				“Marvin.” The doctor heard his wife’s voice. “Honey, Vivian’s sick. Should I bring her into town? I think it’s that flu you were talking about.” Marvin glanced into the surgery. He saw Good slide off the examination table and stand over a tray of instruments, his back to the doctor.

				“What’s wrong with her?” Marvin said. He watched Willis hold himself up, unsteady, using the corner of the examination table to support himself.

				“She’s got a fever, a hundred and three,” his wife said.

				“I’ll come home. Put her to bed. And stay with her.” Marvin put down the phone. He walked back into the surgery. 

				Willis turned around and faced him. He had a short stainless-steel scalpel in his hand. He raised it and put the short fat blade against his throat.

				“I’m not going to be here when they come,” Willis said. “Do you understand that? I had to kill my own wife. She’d turned into one of those things . . .  No one believed me, and now it’s too late.”

				“Willis. Please, whatever happened, I can help you,” Marvin said, staring in horror.

				“No, you can’t. You’ll see when they get here. You’ll see when it happens to your family.” Willis’ hand trembled violently as he sunk the short blade into his carotid artery. 

				Poole froze. The two locked eyes. Willis closed his eyes and drew the blade across his throat. A long stain of blood started to run down Good’s neck. Marvin ran to him as he collapsed; he held Willis as the blood pulsated out of both severed arteries. 

				Willis opened his eyes. He tried to say something to Poole, but the doctor couldn’t hear it. Willis dropped off into unconsciousness. Marvin lowered Willis to the floor and tried to stop the bleeding with his hands, knowing it was impossible, and that Willis would die, and quickly.

				


				


				Marvin walked under the twinkling green and red Christmas lights hanging over Main Street. Cars moved like metallic bugs partially obscured by the snowstorm. Marvin could feel his blood-soaked sweater stick to his skin where he’d held Willis as he tried in vain to shut the man’s gaping neck wound. His cell phone began to ring as he waited to cross the snow-covered street. Car headlights looked oddly dim, and then became sharper as they approached. Still in shock, he didn’t realize he was leaving bloody footprints on the antique wooden sidewalk. He noticed his Volvo, parked only a few hours before; it seemed much longer now since he’d driven into town. He tried to stay calm, but the agonizing death throes of the young man, as he held him, were played back in a herky-jerky film in his head. Poole forced himself to turn away from what had just happened, but it was as if Good still held him, his convulsive bloody hand holding him close while he died in Marvin’s arms.

			

			
				Marvin pulled his coat up around his face. He waited for the traffic to pass, then trotted across the street and walked into the Timberline’s sheriff’s office. The doctor was so well known in town, the sheriff’s deputies waved to him as soon as he came in. Then one of the deputies noticed the bloodstain on the doctor’s white sweater and cheek and stopped smiling.

				“I have to speak to Quentin,” Poole said. The deputies all knew from the sound of the doctor’s voice that it was bad, whatever had happened. No one knew yet just how bad. 

				


				


				


				


				


				



			

	






			

			
				


				


				CHAPTER 6

				


				


				It was useless trying to warn people. They only laugh at you, he thought, taking a deep drag off a fresh Camel cigarette. James Dillon looked out on the traffic from his seat in the Denny’s on Highway 50. He’d lit the filterless cigarette with a Zippo lighter his grandfather had given him on his twenty-first birthday. The old man had carried the lighter with him during the Korean War. It was one of Dillon’s few personal possessions; he’d been able to retrieve it, along with his wedding ring, from a box of things his aunt had kept for him when he got out of San Quentin. 

				That same year he was released from prison, he started to rob banks for a living. It had been going well enough. He worked with five other professionals. They took few risks, hitting only out-of-the-way banks, many in the Central Valley of California. All the small-town banks they robbed had easy access to major freeways and were mostly unprotected, with nothing more than surveillance cameras and small-town police forces to rely on. The police departments in rural small-town America were spread too thin to respond quickly to bank’s alarms, especially since the financial crisis. It was the first time since he’d been a Boy Scout that he had a savings account.

				It was an off hour, between breakfast and lunch at the Denny’s. The restaurant was quiet. The surrounding booths were mostly empty. He knocked an ash onto the floor and remembered it was illegal to smoke inside a restaurant. He dropped his cigarette onto the dirty linoleum floor and smashed it out with the heel of his new Redwing boot. The last thing he needed was to be arrested for smoking.

				A few truck drivers from a busy truck stop across the street sat at one of the tables behind him, talking in sleepy low voices. Dillon looked out at the nearly empty restaurant’s parking lot and saw the snow falling outside. It all seemed cold and dismal, and he felt lonely. He turned back from the windows and saw a waitress standing in front of him in her ill-fitting Denny’s uniform. He debated warning her of the things he’d seen. He wanted to grab her by the arm and explain that everyone sitting in the restaurant was in danger of losing their life, but he didn’t. He’d done it before, at a Denny’s in Fresno, and people there had just laughed at him.

				“Warm that up for you?” the waitress said politely, not really looking at him. 

				Dillon looked up at the woman, at her makeup and her double chin, and behind her at the short-order cook who was diligently scraping burnt meat from the grill, getting ready for the lunch crowds that would soon fill the place. He put his hand over the top of the cup. Not seeing his hand cover the cup, the waitress started to pour coffee. The hot coffee spilled over Dillon’s hand. He didn’t feel a thing. 

			

			
				   “Oh my God! I’m so sorry,” the waitress said, shocked. She pulled back the glass coffee pot immediately, the coffee spilling onto the greasy brown Formica table.

				“Yeah, fine. Don’t worry. It’s okay.”  He pulled his hand away and wiped it with a napkin, the burn finally registering.

				“That was hot . . .  coffee,” the waitress said, looking at him as if he weren’t real. 

				Dillon looked at his hand. The skin around his knuckles was turning red, but he didn’t feel much pain yet. He had trained himself not to feel pain. That was what prison did for you. You trained yourself to be a gladiator. If he was anything, after seven very long years spent in San Quentin, James Dillon was a bona fide gladiator, with the scars, hard countenance—rarely able to find a smile—and crude blue-ink prison tattoos that marked him to civilians as a scary outlaw.

				“Check, please,” he said. 

				“Sure. I’m really sorry, honey. I’ve been here since 5:00 a.m. You put it on automatic,” the waitress said, horrified by what she’d done.

				“Don’t worry. It’s okay. If you could just please bring me the check,” Dillon said. He’d pocketed his lighter. “And don’t worry, it wasn’t your fault. It was mine.” He couldn’t look at the blousy older woman and not think of his own mother, who’d died while he was in prison. His mother had been a waitress in roadhouses all over West Texas and Southern California when he’d been a boy. It had just been she and he while he’d been growing up, and he missed her. She was the only person in his life who’d ever really, truly loved him. He had no one in his life, since his wife had left him. 

				His intense loneliness was starting to make him feel somewhat ghostly. He’d picked up girls—and some whores—along the way, but didn’t like it. It was just sex, and that wasn’t what he wanted.

				The pain from his scalded hand began to register, but he cut it off like a yogi who could walk on fire.

				“How far is the ranger station at Emigrant Gap?” he asked the waitress. He took out his wallet with his burnt hand. 

				The waitress was still staring at him, still in shock that he hadn’t even flinched when the coffee had hit his hand. “Over there,” she said, pointing with the coffee pot. “On the other side of the highway, there, where the flagpole is. You can’t miss it.”  

				He left a twenty-dollar tip and thanked the woman, then walked to the cash register. A thin, pretty hostess was ringing up an older couple, the man in his seventies.

				“Damnedest thing,” the old man said, counting out bills on the glass counter. “Damnedest thing. I know I hit that woman full on with my trailer. She didn’t even blink. She just got up and kept right on running . . .  damnedest thing I ever seen in my life.” The old man turned to Dillon. 

				The cashier winked at Dillon. She didn’t believe it. Dillon knew it was true. He stepped up to the cashier. She was fresh-faced, with blue country-girl eyes and short brown hair. He knew how long the girl would last once the Howlers got here. Dillon slid a five-dollar bill across the glass counter, over the gum and mint display, and paid for his cup of coffee.

				“I thought I’d heard everything,” the girl said. She flirted with him. He was handsome, and women liked him. “I guess that geezer needs his medication. You from around here?”

			

			
				“You better clear out,” Dillon said. “Clear out while you can.” He couldn’t help himself. The idea of everyone dying in here in a few hours was too much to bear. He had to say something. Even if they laugh at me, he thought.

				“Pardon me?” the girl said.

				“I said you better clear out.” He looked at the girl, then turned to the people in the diner. It was picking up; a few people were coming through the doors. He turned back to the girl. “They’ll be here soon. I’ve seen them. You don’t have much time,” Dillon said. He’d heard the news on his truck’s satellite radio. Even through the media’s half-truths, he knew it was getting worse. He’d seen it himself in Southern California only a day ago. Someone there had called them Howlers because of the sound they made.

				“Right,” the girl said. “They sure are.” The girl obviously thought he was crazy. He’d seen that look before. A day ago when he’d driven into Big Bear, he’d seen the same look. They—the government—were keeping it quiet, he figured. They were keeping the news off the TV as long as they could.  If it isn’t on TV, nobody believes you. They would all find out the hard way, once it was far too late.

				


				


				   It was snowing in earnest as Patty Tyson drove up the hill in her green state-issued truck and through the gates into the multi-building ranger station at Emigrant Gap. She’d stopped by the flagpole and took down the Stars and Stripes and the California Bear flag because of the coming storm. She set the flags on her desk and picked up her ringing desk phone.

				“Emigrant Gap ranger station,” she said.

				“Patty. It’s Quentin.”

				“Quentin?” Patty’s heart sped up without her wanting it to. She grabbed the old-school telephone line and slid the phone closer to her. 

				“Patty, I’m calling because a friend of mine is missing. Well, not officially missing, yet. No one has filed a missing-persons report, but I think he’s in the park, north of the Army’s training center at Snake Creek. That’s where I think he is, probably in that canyon under Mount Baldy.” Patty grabbed a yellow pad and took down the coordinates. “He was in the Marine Corps with my older brother. He’s a funny guy, but a friend of the family, you could say.”

				“Funny, ha ha? Or funny peculiar?” Patty said, while writing.

				“Well, I guess funny peculiar. He sticks to himself,” Quentin said. “But he’s a good guy.”

				“When did he come into the park?”

				“I don’t know exactly. But I’d say in the last two days. I think he’s at Snake Creek because I know the locals deer hunt up there. It’s the best place and none of the city people can find it.”

				“Do you want me to start a full scale S and R?” she asked.

			

			
				“No. No, not yet. I don’t think Chuck is that kind of problem. He grew up out here. He’s a pretty tough ex-soldier. I don’t think it’s serious. But I thought you could have a helicopter from the Army’s base come down and fly over the canyon, down say to the highway. Tell them to look for a broken-down blue snowmobile. I think he probably had a breakdown and is walking out. He could be hurt, though, and not able to walk.”

				“Of course,” Patty said.

				“Thanks. I’ll call you.”

				“Quentin—I had fun, this morning.” 

				“Me too,” he said.

				“I’ll call your cell as soon as I hear anything,” she said. “What’s his full name?”

				“Chuck Phelps. Thanks, Patty.” 

				She put down the phone and called the Army’s winter proving ground. They had a chopper in the air twenty minutes later.

				


				


				      *   *   *

				


				


				“What the hell happened to him?” the lieutenant said.

				The two helicopter pilots could see the disemboweled carcass of a man in the creek. The snow at their feet was stained red. Bits of flesh and guts led to the man’s body in the water. The carcass, held together by pieces of a jacket, had floated down and got caught on a thick snag of tree branches. The jacket’s fur-lined hood bobbed above the surface of the water. Two flesh-peeled human hands stuck out from the sleeves and broke the water line. The body had no head.

				“We need a body bag or something,” the sergeant said.

				“We’ll use the coat,” the lieutenant said.

				The lieutenant, a tall, thin redhead from Mississippi, looked down the creek. Beyond the floating carcass, the creek had a straight run of about a hundred yards before it moved off to the right. Lieutenant Bell turned back to look across the snowy field they’d hiked over, then down at the blood-stained snow at his feet. “I don’t get it. All those people we saw. I don’t get it,” Bell said. They’d flown over a group of twenty or thirty people. The people had all run away into the tree line and disappeared. “The ranger didn’t say anything about other people,” Bell said, trying to keep a certain disinterested tone in his voice. 

			

			
				“They didn’t move like regular people,” the sergeant said.

				“Well, sergeant, God is our copilot,” Bell said dryly. “Now I’m going down into that creek and pull what’s left of that poor bastard out of there. I could pull rank on you right now and make you go in there, but I won’t do that, Sergeant.”

				“Thank you, sir.” 

				The lieutenant climbed down the bank. He thought he could reach down and hoist the headless body over the snag of logs and rocks, but realized it might all pull apart and decided against it.

				“How do you end up like that?” the lieutenant asked, stepping back onto the bank. “Something attacked him. Maybe a bear, or coyotes. Something,” Bell said, answering his own question. 

				“Well, that must have been one pissed off fucking bear,” the sergeant said. 

				The lieutenant climbed around to the front of the snag and stepped into the creek. His brain went blue-hot from the cold as soon as the water flooded into his boots. He stepped up to his knees in the icy water. He slipped, but caught himself on a huge boulder jutting out of the rushing water. He heard the sergeant laugh behind him. The sergeant had been in Somalia, at the famous Battle of Mogadishu, and was not quite right in the head.

				“I’m going to make you carry this guy on your fucking lap all the way back, Sergeant Whitney,” Bell said.

				“You have to pull what’s left of his ass out of there first, sir,” the sergeant said.

				   Bell walked further into the water, the creek up to the waist. He felt nothing; his lower body had gone numb from the cold. Bell made his way toward the mass of tree limbs and dead branches in front of him, the current trying to knock him down as he went. 

				He slipped and fell again, this time face down into the fast-moving water. The current drove him quickly into the bobbing carcass of what had been Chuck Phelps. Bell pushed himself off the body, horrified.

				“You okay, sir?” Bell heard the sergeant’s voice as soon as he broke the surface of the icy water.  But he was in a panic and didn’t answer. Something was holding him against the body.

				“I’ve fucking stuck myself on something,” Bell yelled. He ran his right hand down into the water and felt a small tree branch shoved into his side and puncturing his flight suit and skin. He pushed himself off the sharp point of the branch. A sharp pain ran down his legs. He backed away toward the bank to get the wound above the water line. He fought the current, which seemed to want to run him through again. He managed to turn around, the blood dribbling from a puncture wound in his side. The sergeant had jumped in the water and was coming toward him.

				That was when they heard the first scream, like a hyena, a wild guttural howling, and screaming, somewhere above them. 

				“What the fuck was that?” Bell said, trying to stand up.

			

			
				


				


				        *   *   *

				


				
       Patty looked at herself in the bathroom mirror. Bits of snow were caught in her hair. She’d come back from lunch and gone into her cabin just behind the station’s front gate. She examined the fine wrinkles around her eyes. Thirty-three years old, she told herself. Time to get out the Oil of Olay? 

				She heard a knock on her cabin door. She went out into the cabin’s small living room and opened it, expecting it would be one of the rangers she worked with.

				“Well, sweetheart, how are you?” Dillon said.

				“What are you doing here?” Patty said.

				“I was in the neighborhood and I thought I’d drop in and say hello to my ex-wife,” Dillon said. 

				Patty stared at her ex-husband, shocked. “Why didn’t you write the lawyer?” she said finally.

				“Cause I didn’t want a divorce,” Dillon said. “Are you going to make me stand out here in the snow?” 

				She didn’t answer. “Why are you here, James?”

				“I’m collecting for the Red Cross,” Dillon said. “How about it, can I come in for a moment?”

				“I wish you wouldn’t,” she said. “I have to go back to work.”

				Dillon’s voice changed. “Look, I said a minute.” 

				She recognized the cold steel in it from years before. She didn’t want to mess with him when he used it. The edgy cold quality brought back all her fear of him, and she stepped back from the doorway into the cabin.

				“Okay, a minute, James. Then I’m going to go back.”

				“I just want to talk, that’s all. I’ll leave if you want me to,” Dillon said. “I wanted to see you. I was passing through, as they say. The lawyer told me where you were.” 

				“Okay, come on in,” his wife said. 

				He walked into the cabin and she closed the door behind him. They’d once been in love, and as he walked by her, she remembered how much she’d once cared for him.

			

			
				“I came to ask you if you might want to—maybe try and—.”

				“No, Jim, I don’t,” she said. 

				She’d left him when she found out he was a career criminal. They’d met in Las Vegas and gotten married almost immediately. She’d gotten pregnant almost immediately, too. He was arrested a week later for robbing a Brinks’ truck in the San Fernando Valley, wounding one of the drivers in a shootout that made the national news.

				“Okay. I just wanted to hear it from you. I’ll sign the divorce papers,” he said. “How’s our daughter?”

				“She’s fine. She lives with my mom. I can’t have her here at the station. I wouldn’t have gotten the job.” 

				She watched her husband shake his head. He wasn’t the angry young man he’d been when he went to prison. Something had changed in him. He was a hard man, yes, that was obvious, but something else had happened to him. He looked sad.

				“I’m planning on going back east to see her,” Dillon said. “For Christmas next year.” 

				“Sure, that’s fine,” Patty said.

				“I still love you,” he said. 

				She didn’t answer. There was nothing to say. 

				“Okay. I get it: it’s over. There’s one other thing. There’s something I have to tell you. It’s the other reason I came looking for you. You aren’t going to believe me, but you have to get out of here before it’s too late.”

				Patty looked at her husband and burst out laughing.

				


				


				Patty walked back out to her office from the hall of the ranger station and answered the phone. “Emigrant Gap ranger station.” Patty heard the clicking hiss of a cell phone connection, which usually meant trouble.

				“This the ranger station?” a voice asked.

				“Yes it is, can I help you?”

				“Yes, this is the O’Brien party. We’re out on the north face of Mount Baldy and we need to be rescued.” Patty put the call on the office speaker phone and went to the map of the Emigrant Gap Wilderness Area that covered the operation’s desk.

			

			
				“Mr. O’Brien, where on the mountain is your party?” She was still unnerved from seeing her ex-husband and thought it sounded in her voice. She hadn’t told Quentin about her daughter or her ex-husband, and regretted that.

				“What?”

				“I said, where are you on the mountain?”

				“How the fuck—Oh my God ... . ” 

				“I said, where are you on the mountain?” Patty said. 

				The speaker on the desk went quiet, just the white noise of an open cell line. She waited a moment and then hung up.

				“They’ll call back,” her boss said, not looking up from his desk. “They probably used their phone’s GPS and are on the way to the parking lot.” 

				She tried calling the cell number back, but got no answer; the call went to voice mail.

				Twenty minutes later, while she and another ranger were deciding whether or not to send a second helicopter up to Mount Baldy, the lights in the office dimmed and went out. Her computer screen went blank. Patty heard one of the other rangers swear from his office down the hall. 

				She looked out her office window. The lights in the Denny’s, across the road, were out. She could see the stream of headlights on Highway 50 and snow, which was falling more gently now, but steady. She saw her husband’s face again and tried to forget it. 

				Just what I need right now, a felon in my life who says we’re going to be overrun by—what had he called them? Howlers? Jesus!

				


				


				The Hotel De Ford had been built in 1932. The lobby smelled of dirty carpets that hadn’t been cleaned in years. The hotel’s lobby walls were the color of hot cereal. In the Sixties someone had bought plastic Danish furniture and set it down in the lobby. The once-white plastic chairs had turned a gray color. It was, Dillon had thought when he’d first walked into the lobby, the kind of place you saw in nightmares. He went to the front desk and got a single room.

				“Is Mr. Kelloggs in room twelve?” Dillon asked the young desk clerk.

				“I’m sorry, sir. You can ring if you want, but we can’t give out guests’ names or room numbers.” 

				Dillon picked up the white courtesy phone and punched in twelve.

				“Hello,” a man’s voice said.

			

			
				“It’s me,” Dillon said.

				“Okay, we’re waiting,” the man said. 

				Dillon put down the phone and crossed the lobby to the elevator. The elevator was very small; a picture of a smiling piano player with a bad toupee was hung on the back of the elevator.

				


				    The King of Croon, nightly, Hotel De Ford, Timberline

				


				


				The three men, all with long criminal records, stood in the window of the hotel. It was the old-fashioned double-hung type window that you could open. A fire escape landing partially obscured the view of the gold-mining era town’s main street. From the room, the men could see a good portion of downtown Timberline.

				“Hey, look at that kid,” one of them said. The men looked down. A pickup truck was forcing a cyclist off the street. The cyclist jumped the curb and almost hit an old lady coming out of the bank the men planned to rob in a few hours.

				“I say three o’clock is good,” Dillon said. They had robbed banks all over the state of California, all of the heists in small towns with tiny police forces. This was physically the biggest bank they’d tackled. The stone building across the street housed the Bank of America branch; the building’s solid stone facade gave it the appearance of a big-city bank. It was only one story, but it was built high off the street with a wide granite steps leading up to two tall old-school glass doors. The bank was sitting at the busiest intersection in town, which wasn’t saying much.

				“What’s the security like?” Dillon asked.

				“There is none. No guard. Just the regular alarms. The town never incorporated, there’s just a sheriff’s office, across the street. They police the whole damn county. They’ve had a lot of cut backs since ‘08.” 

				Dillon looked up at Kelloggs. He was a tall man, heavy set, with very white skin. Kelloggs had that jail-bird quality that seemed to say “Graduate of Penal Institution,” stamped on his face. Kelloggs was wearing a cheap green Sears suit and a black tie and white shirt. It was the cheapest looking suit Dillon had ever seen. The gang posed as magazine salesmen—or, in Southern California, roofing salesmen—and dressed accordingly. 

				“Look, I have to tell you something,” Dillon said. 

				A black man named Earnest Flood, once an NFL linebacker in the ‘80s, had gone into the bathroom and was pouring himself a glass of water. He walked back into the room. A Taco Bell bag lay open on the unmade bed. Flood was a junk-food freak and always ate the same thing before a robbery. The black man was wearing two .45s: one tucked in the small of his back, the other in a shoulder harness. 

			

			
				“You’re not going to believe this,” Dillon said, “but I’m going to tell you anyway. There’s something happening to people.”

				“What do you mean?” Flood said. The California State Prison system had marked him as a Class One Felon, which meant that if he was arrested again he would spend the rest of his life at the state’s infamous maximum-security prison at Pelican Bay. “People starting to like magazine salesmen?”

				“I saw something in Elko. Your wife’s in Elko, isn’t she?” Dillon said to Kelloggs.

				“Close, in the desert, about twenty miles away. Why?”

				“Try calling her,” Dillon said. “Go ahead.”

				“I don’t get it.”

				“Go ahead. Try calling her.” 

				“Hey, is this a joke?” Kelloggs said. He went to the desk and sat down.

				“No. There’s some kind of—I don’t know how to explain it, exactly,” Dillon said. He looked across the room at Flood. Flood had sat on the room’s ratty sunk-down-in-the-middle couch. “Just try and call her,” Dillon said.

				“Are you saying something’s happened to my wife?”

				“I’m saying that if you try and call on a land line you won’t get through, that’s what I’m saying. You’re not going to get through because they took over down there. The things took over. The Howlers,” Dillon said. 

				Flood smiled. It was the kind of smile cons get when someone bugged out in the yard, or some pretty eighteen-year-old punk said he wasn’t going to blow you. “White boy lost it,” he said. “White boy gone crazy.”

				They watched Kelloggs dial the room’s phone. He ran his hands through his salt-and-pepper hair. He had been born in East Texas; his father had been a Texas Ranger, no less. The room was quiet. Kelloggs looked at Dillon in a strange way while he dialed the phone. He held the old-school black receiver for a long time before he put it back down on its cradle.

				“Lines are down, it says,” Kelloggs said. “They said to try later.”

				“The lines are fine,” Dillon said. That’s not the problem.”

				“Yeah? So what’s the problem, then?” Kelloggs asked. 

				Dillon sat down on the edge of the bed, opened a pint bottle of brandy he’d bought on Main Street and took a long pull. Then he told them what exactly he’d seen the day before.

				


			

			
				


				


				


				


				


				


				



			

	






			

			
				


				


				


				CHAPTER 7

				


				


				 Lacy Collier looked up from her medical textbook. She was alone in the big knotty-pine living room at her family’s ranch. The morning had a stillness she had not experienced in years. She’d lost her cell phone on a horseback ride and didn’t miss it, she decided, putting the book down. It was liberating to go without it. There were dimensions to morning she’d forgotten existed. It was liberating not to be interrupted by a random text message. The idea of being cut off completely—from her friends at school, from her boyfriend, from everyone—was liberating. 

				A light was on by the couch where she’d been trying to read, but the decision she had to make distracted her. Go back to medical school—or not? 

				She got up and walked to the picture windows that looked out on the barn, and the Sierra Madre behind in the distance. It was snowing hard, the bad weather obscuring almost everything. 

				I couldn’t be happy living here in Timberline again. 

				She would go back to school in San Francisco. As soon as Robin came, she would tell him. As much as she loved Timberline, she loved San Francisco, too. The city was full of young people and exciting. Timberline would always be home, but the City would be where she’d make a life for herself. 

				And I want to be a doctor. Medical school has to come first.

				She could see Mount Baldy in the distance through the white haze of snow. They’d gone up to the state park and camped as a family before her mother had been diagnosed, three years before. Lacy pulled her hair down, unhooking it from the clip, and turned toward the coat rack by the front door. 

				The coat rack, with its pile of coats and hats, was one of her earliest memories from childhood. The rack said more about the people who lived there than anything else about the house. It was piled with weather-beaten cowboy hats, yellow slickers, jean jackets, Patagonia vests, and one of her father’s extra black-leather service holsters. She smiled and walked to the rack. Fishing through the layers of heavy coats, slickers and sweaters, one of her grandfather’s sheepskin-lined jackets fell on the floor. Then Lacy found it: the simple white windbreaker her mother had worn on their last camping trip, near the bottom of the pile. 

				Her mother had worn it on that last trip to the hospital, too. Lacy had found it and brought it home after she’d died. Looking at it, she remembered her mother running along a creek on the camping trip with a fishing rod in her hand, so alive. It was a week before she was diagnosed with breast cancer, before the shadow of death stalked her mother and all of them, changing their lives forever. Her mother had talked to her from right there by the front door as she slid her jacket on, not saying that she was going to the hospital. Lacy, on her iPad, had missed what her mother had said—something about fixing dinner in case she was late. 

			

			
				Her father’s empty holster fell on the floor at her feet, startling her. She picked it up and hung it back on one of the crowded old-fashioned wooden pegs. She took her mother’s coat to the couch and sat with it on her lap. She watched the snow fall from the window on the paddock outside, holding the coat. 

				“Mom, I’m pregnant and I don’t want to be,” she said aloud. She wanted to cry but decided she couldn’t, that it wasn’t right to cry.

				


				


				The doorbell rang while Lacy was carrying her suitcase out to her Volkswagen bug. She dropped the suitcase in the hall and opened the door. 

				Robin Wood was standing on the porch. His Chevy truck was parked up by the barn.

				“Your dad called. Have you told him? He didn’t say a thing.” The young veterinarian was wearing blue jeans and a down coat. He was handsome, stocky, and boyish, with black hair cut very short. They’d known each other since he’d opened a practice in town four years ago. It had been one of those passionate affairs, all about sex, laughter, and weekend trips to visit her in the City, and not about getting married, until the problem had come up. Because of her mother’s illness they’d kept their affair a secret from everyone.

				“No,” Lacy said. “I can’t tell him.”

				“Well, I think he should know now that we’ve decided to get married.” Wood smiled. The young man stepped in the door. She’d continued to keep the affair a secret from her family because she didn’t think her father needed the stress. Since her mother’s death, she had tried to protect him from anything that might worry him. She hadn’t told him that Sharon was smoking pot or hanging out with a rough crowd. She hadn’t told her father any of her own problems: adjusting to a high-pressure graduate school, and living in the big city for the first time in her life away from her family. 

				And she certainly hadn’t told him she was sleeping with Robin Wood, or that he wanted to marry her. After hearing she was pregnant, Robin had told her that an abortion was “out of the question,” which had shocked her.

				“I’m going back to school,” she said. She grabbed Robin by the hand and pulled him into the house. “Come in and I’ll explain.”

				“But—I thought we decided that we were going to get married and have the baby.”

				“We did,” Lacy said. “Now I’m changing my mind. I want to go to school. I want to finish. I want to be a doctor. Maybe . . .  I don’t know, maybe, after I’ve finished med school. If you still want to.” 

				She could see he was shocked. Men are really the weaker sex, she thought. Quick changes were never their forte.

			

			
				“I’m a little confused, babe,” Wood said. 

				She didn’t like it when Robin called her “babe.” It reminded her of the random billboards of fashion models plastered on the bus stops in the city. It was something she heard fraternity boys call their dates. It wasn’t the only thing she had found to dislike about Robin Wood. Because he came from money he had, in many ways, never grown up. Maybe it had all happened too fast. 

				I don’t love this man, she thought. It was that one glaring fact that had, at the end of the day, made her change her mind about getting married. She would go down to San Francisco and have an abortion, and no one was going to talk her out of it.

				“So am I. Come on, we’ll talk about it,” she said. 

				For the third or fourth time that morning, Lacy let the word “abortion” come to mind as she walked him toward the kitchen. Her mother and father had taught her that abortions were wicked. Robin was talking about telling her father their plans to get married. But she wasn’t listening. She felt completely trapped.

				


				


				*   *   *

				


				


				Lieutenant Bell’s commanding officer was speaking to someone in Sacramento, at Sixth Army’s headquarters. The colonel put down the phone and looked at him.

				   “Lieutenant Bell, you have fucked with the United States Army. I think that was a big mistake. I believe you killed Sergeant Whitney,” the colonel said. The colonel’s face was gray with anger. 

				Bell looked past the colonel and out to the landing field. Seventeen Apache helicopters were out on the field, their blades tied down because of the storm. Bell watched the blades on the choppers bounce in the wind, their black-nylon cords moving crazily, hoping he’d wake up from this nightmare.

				“Sir, I’d like permission to sit down,” Bell said.

				“Sit down. Fall down, I don’t give a fuck what you do, Lieutenant. You have disgraced this unit, and you are a liar and probably crazy. I wish you’d stick your head up your ass and disappear,” the colonel said. 

				Bell went to the wall by the door. There was a metal chair and he dropped into it. Light-headed, he looked down at his bloody flight suit. A corpsman had bandaged him up as soon as he landed, but the bandage was already stained red. It all seemed like a nightmare, except he wasn’t waking up. The worst part was he’d lost a friend. A good friend. 

				Do they really think I’d kill Sergeant Whitney? They’re crazy. 

			

			
				Bell heard the colonel talking to the MPs who had come into the room to take him to the Army’s stockade in Sacramento. 

				“It looked like we’d stepped back in time,” Bell said aloud from his chair. His tone of voice made the men stop talking, and all turned to stare at him.

				


				


				*   *   *

				


				


				“You all right, Sergeant?” Bell asked. 

				“I think so, sir. I don’t understand. It was just a kid and a woman,” the sergeant said. His voice was hoarse from the cold, as if he’d been yelling. The sergeant tried to spit, but the spit landed on his chin and he had to wipe it off. 

				The lieutenant looked down at the body of the boy. He had floated down and gotten caught on the same pile of snags that was holding the first body they’d found. Bell turned and looked at the dead woman. Her skull had been crushed by a large wet boulder that was still lodged in her smashed-to-a-bloody-pulp face. She’d died kneeling when Bell had crushed her skull. She was sagging backwards in the shallow water, bashed-in face turned toward the sky.

				The lieutenant put his hand through his red hair. “I don’t know, but they would have killed us. And I know that little woman was stronger than I was,” Bell said. He stood up slowly. It all seemed impossible: the way the boy had flown through the air, the woman manhandling him as if he were a child.

				“How can that be, sir? Look at her. She was a little woman,” the sergeant said.

				“Let’s go,” the lieutenant said. “Before the rest of them find us.” He stepped into the creek looking for the sidearm the woman had torn from his hand. The six bullets he’d fired into her chest had done nothing to her.

				“Sir. I see more of them,” Whitney shouted. 

				The lieutenant spotted the Beretta and picked it up out of a foot of water. He stood and looked up the creek. Six or seven of them were running like a pack of dogs down the bank toward them. He wasn’t going to call them “people” any more. Not after what he’d seen.

				“I thought I saw a hunting rifle here in the water,” Bell said. “We could use it.” 

				Three of the things had jumped into the creek and were half-running, half-stumbling toward them through the fast moving creek. They could hear their strange awful howling, too.

			

			
				“Sir, I don’t think we have time,” Whitney said.

				“They’re stupid. If they just ran down the bank, they’d be here,” the lieutenant said.  

				The sergeant waded across the creek to Bell’s side. Bell kept his eye on the things coming at them. 

				He heard the loud crack of a tree branch and turned around. The sergeant had grabbed a tree limb from the snag. He tested it in the air, swinging it back and forth. They waited for the attack; no time to run.

				The sergeant waded back across the creek, his flight suit wet all the way up to his waist. His face was shining with sweat. One of the things was only about ten yards away, riding the center of the current, his arms moving above his head while he howled like an ape. It was an older man, about fifty, in bib overalls and green-flannel shirt. No expression on his face, Bell thought. Nothing. It was the face of a dead man.

				“Shoot him, sir! Shoot his ass!” 

				The lieutenant walked to the edge of the bank. The first of the three Howlers was struggling to stop and get back to the bank. The thing in the lead fought the current, trying to grab a snag. Bell waited as the man got closer. At ten feet the lieutenant fired twice: two bullets hit the thing dead in the chest. Nothing. The thing caught a snag and pulled itself to the other bank, his back to Bell. Bell could clearly see the bullet’s exit wounds—big rough chunks blown out by the hollow point bullets Bell had fired. The thing crawled up out of the water; another Howler came out right behind him. 

				The lieutenant panicked. He’d shot the man wearing the overalls multiple times with nine millimeter bullets in the center of his chest, and the thing was acting as if nothing had happened.

				God help us, Bell thought. He was frightened; it was like no fear he’d ever felt before. Complete terror overwhelmed him. He fought every instinct that wanted to make him run away, throw down his weapon and run. But he didn’t. He looked back at the sergeant.

				“Head, sir! Try the head!” the sergeant screamed. 

				The thing wearing overalls was turning around on its haunches on the uneven creek bank. It started to howl, the sound deafening. The thing’s mouth was wide open, its shoulders thrown back. It dropped its head, snarled and looked at Bell from across the creek. 

				This time the lieutenant made himself aim for the thing’s face. Bell got its face on the ramp sight and fired. Its face a halo of blood, the thing fell over. Bell heard the sergeant whoop. 

				“Head shots work, sir! They don’t like that one bit!”

				The thing was staying down, twitching and grinding its heels in the snow bank but staying down. 

				“They aren’t so tough,” the sergeant yelled. Whitney waded out into the creek, up to his boot tops, and faced the next one floating toward them. He unloaded on the thing’s skull with the club. The lieutenant could hear the club whip through the air, watched the tree branch crush smash its skull. The thing slid into the water and floated on by. 

			

			
				A third one, an old lady, was right behind it. The old lady put her hand up, caught the club and pulled it out of the sergeant’s hands as if she was pulling it away from a baby. The force of it pulled Whitney toward her and further into the water. 

				The lieutenant waded out into the fast-moving current. The old-lady thing drifted toward him. She was baring her teeth like a mad dog. At two feet, Bell sent his last round into the old-lady thing’s right eye. The whole back of her head came away and splattered into the water. The rest of her slid below the surface. 

				The bodies were piling up on the snag, three of them now. The fast-moving water cascading over their dead bodies created a foaming white mass over the snag.

				Bell reached down for the sergeant, struggling to get out of the deep side of the creek. Bell glanced down the bank after he fired. More things than he could count were running toward them, fifty yards away or less. Bell didn’t want to look anymore. He was sure he was going to lose his nerve. 

				“Jesus! We’re fucked,” the sergeant said, seeing more of them jump into the water. Whitney turned and looked at him, terrified.

				“No, we’re not!” Bell said. “Unless these fucking things can fly, too.” Dropping the empty clip at his feet, Bell reached for the spare clip attached to his shoulder holster and rammed it into the pistol.

				


				


				


				


				


				



			

	






			

			
				


				


				CHAPTER 8

				


				


				In August, the Copenhagen Zoo added an exhibit to promote its primate collection, amidst the baboons and chimpanzees: a Homo sapiens couple who will go about their daily business in a Plexiglas-walled natural habitat consisting of kitchen, living room, bedroom, and workshop, as well as a computer, television, cell phone, and stereo. Said a Zoo official, “We are all monkeys in a way, but some people find that hard to accept.”

				


				Gary,

				I thought you might want to join them!

				Jeff.

				


				At the bottom of the email was a photo of the young Homo sapiens couple’s “cage.” Gary Summers, 24 and a graduate of Cal Tech, read the email from a classmate who was working for NSA. Two other emails were waiting, but he didn’t have time to open them. He had an appointment in Timberline in an hour and a half, and before the meeting he wanted to stop by the video store to chat up a hot girl he’d seen working the day before. 

				His instant messaging service popped open with a random text message from a girl he’d met in Yosemite: an incongruous still photo of a mountain biker hopping his bike up the grand staircase of a plush hotel lobby, past well-dressed people, was attached to her message. His iPhone rang, giving him Billboard’s number-three hit: Love Club ring tones he’d downloaded over breakfast. Seeing his ex-girlfriend’s number, he almost let it go to voice mail but decided to take the call. Only because she owed him money.

				“Hey.” He had rigged his cell phone with a recording that overlaid random office noise, leading any potential client to think he was sitting in a big time Microsoft-like environment. The app had cost him more than twenty dollars, but he loved it.

				“It’s me, Cindy.”

			

			
				“Hi—how you doing?” Gary looked at his watch, one of Apple’s new beta editions, which he was being paid to test. 

				He and Cindy had broken up two months ago and she was still calling him. He told himself to be polite. Maybe she was calling to say she would pay him the money she owed him. He wouldn’t mind doing the nasty with her again either, as she leaned toward the kinky. She’d once asked him if it was okay if she arranged a threesome.

				“How’s the country boy?” she asked.

				“Wonderful,” Gary said. He moved from the handset to the iPhone’s earpiece, losing only a few syllables of the conversation as he placed the “bug” in his ear.

				“Come up and visit, bring my bike? What do you think?” she was saying.

				“Sure, sure. Anytime,” Gary lied. 

				“If I did bring a friend, would that be cool?” 

				Gary was folding up his prize possession while he spoke, a new MacBook Air that had set him back plenty. “Sure.” He set the laptop in a backpack at his feet.

				“What about tomorrow? It’s Saturday,” his ex said. 

				Gary heard a loud banging sound on the back door, then another. “Cindy, can you hold a second?” He pulled his earpiece off without waiting for an answer. He glanced past the living room that he’d set up as an office. His bike shoes clicked on the hardwood floor. He went through the kitchen, glancing at the mess of unwashed dishes in the kitchen sink. He went to the back door and pulled it open. Nothing. He stepped outside onto the snow. He’d put a few pieces of used garden furniture out in the backyard for his friends when they visited that fall. One of the chairs had been knocked over and looked surreal lying in the snow. 

				He looked over the field in front him. It was starting to snow in earnest. Summers could see someone, a man, running slowly across the field. The man stopped, turned and then went on. He felt snow hitting his face and shoulders while he stared at the running figure and realized he’d come outside without a shirt.

				He stepped back inside the kitchen and locked the back door behind him. He walked back into the living room. His cell phone had dropped the call, a constant problem up here in the Sierra Nevada. 

				Typical, he thought. He didn’t bother to call her back.

				


				


				Three mountain bikes were parked in front of Timberline’s only video store. Like a lot of people, the employees of the video store, all in their twenties, couldn’t afford cars. Which was all the better, Gary thought, locking his bike next to an old red mountain bike that he knew belonged to her. The girl who owned it was nothing short of perfect. Tall, terribly blonde, and terribly beautiful, a real stunner. He was pumped from the ride from his house in the cold. His fantasies about the girl who worked at the store had come easy and fast while he rode into town. He double checked his lock, pulling on it, and walked into the store.

			

			
				Miley Cyrus’ “Wrecking Ball” blasted through the Silver Screen’s barn-like interior, almost empty at this hour of the day. The girl he was chasing looked up and pretended not to see him as she put DVDs back on the shelf.

				“What’s that?” Gary said, looking at the overhead screen. “It looks good.” He looked at the girl’s name tag. She’d never worn it before. Rebecca. 

				The young woman wearing it looked up at him, then down at the cart full of videos she was re-stocking.

				“Night of the Living Dead. Romero,” the girl said. She took a video and dropped it in place. He noticed she’d added Kool-Aid green stripes to her blonde hair. She had pierced her belly button; the silver ring, very sexy, showed just over the edge of tight black yoga pants that made her butt look as good as any butt he’d ever seen.

				“Oh.” 

				They both looked up at the huge plasma TV screen. A black man’s face was held in a tight close up.

				“He looks scared,” Gary said, not caring anything about it.

				“Yeah, he’s about to have a real bad day,” Rebecca said. 

				The lights in the store faded. The music stopped. The TV screen went dead. Outside, the streetlights of Timberline went out. The store’s brief silence was replaced by the blaring of car horns as moronic types immediately hit their horns because the streetlights had stopped working.

				“Sounds like San Francisco,” Gary said. “Listen, I was wondering if you would like to get a cup of coffee.” His ears seemed to grow sixteen sizes larger as he waited for her answer. 

				Rebecca pushed the cart with one hand. She had muscles on her arm that were bigger than his. She slid another video in place. “Okay. I have lunch in fifteen minutes,” she said. “Can you wait?” 

				“Sure,” he said.

				“You’re not from Timberline, are you?” she asked.

				“No, I’m new in town.”

				“Where are you from?” She pushed the cart further down the aisle and he had to follow.

				He looked at her butt. It was one of those high butts. She wore a black leather vest that was tight against her back.

				“San Francisco,” he said.

				“Why in the world would you come to Timberline?” she said. “It’s so out of it.” 

			

			
				“I like it,” he said. “I came for the mountain biking.” And you’re here, he thought.

				


				


				The Higher Ground Cafe was one of the new additions to Timberline’s main street. It stood on the busiest corner in town. It had opened about the same time Genesoft, the biotech firm, had come to Placer County. It was a cool urban oasis in what was otherwise an old-fashioned strip mall. The cafe catered to younger ranchers and the new young professionals who were moving into town to work at Genesoft, as well as the new software firms, and video-game startups that had moved out of the Bay Area and located in the Sierra. At 11:30 it was crowded with every social stratum in Timberline: secretaries and lawyers from the courthouse, software geeks, young rancher types who liked fancy cappuccinos because they’d seen a bit of the world. The Higher Ground Cafe belonged to the young. It was theirs and they knew it.

				“How can you like Timberline?” Rebecca said. “I’ve wanted to get out since I graduated from high school. I mean, I like it. But it’s so boring. What’s San Francisco like?” 

				They’d ordered mochas and got a table in the back. Rebecca Stewart was as tall as he was. It was one of the first times he’d found a girl whom he could look at directly. The lights—which had come back on while they’d walked across the street—flickered momentarily, and went out again.

				“Does this happen much?” Gary said. He turned to look at the street. It was his first winter in the Sierras, and the idea of no power was frightening to him. Without electricity, his business as a web developer would be as productive as a dead body.

				“Yeah. When it storms, it happens a lot,” Rebecca said. “You want to smoke a number?” 

				Gary checked at his watch and looked across the café at the perplexed faces of the other young people, who were mostly like him: new to the Sierras. They all found the lack of electricity disconcerting. If the power doesn’t come on, then Mr. Worden won’t be able to see what I’ve done. I don’t want to use up my battery up showing him his site. “Well, I don’t know,” Gary said. “I have a meeting in twenty minutes.”

				“I don’t want to smoke it alone,” Rebecca said. She winked at him.

				“Where?”

				Rebecca stood up and led him into the Higher Ground’s back room, nodding to one of her friends who was manning the cappuccino machine. The storeroom was dark, the concrete floor was damp; the air was redolent with the smell of roasted coffee beans. The lights flickered as they walked into the room, but they didn’t stay on. Rebecca closed the door and flicked slightly. “Fuck it,” he heard her say.

				All Gary could see was the light of the match when it was struck and the sound of the girl pulling on the joint. The end flared up, and the light of the match caught her blonde hair and the streaks of Kool-Aid green. She patted him on the shoulder as she sucked. She was trying to get him to relax. 

				The touch of her hand passed through him like a shot. It was electric. He reached for her and they kissed. It was all happening so fast, like it was all meant to be, he thought. It was like he’d won some kind of cool prize on the radio.

			

			
				“I’m glad you came to town,” she said, pulling her lips away. She smelled of dope and some kind of sweet perfume, and some kind of girl smell that had attached itself to the white polyester sweater she wore under the leather vest. He didn’t know what it was, but it was about the sexiest combination of smells he could think of. He forgot all about his appointment, his fear of the lack of electricity, and his fear of the dark, which he’d had since he was five. 

				She took another long drag. In the orange-tinted demi-light, he saw her roll her eyes and pass him the joint. He took another hit and leaned back against the wall. The wall felt cold on his back and he heard her laughing in the dark, the little orange dot from the lit joint tracing bright lines in the blackness. 

				And then the THC began to wind, and unwind, in his head; the THC began turning his brain’s stoning-gear. It was greenhouse dope, raised by experts using high-powered chemical fertilizers. It was killer weed. Gary Summers started to laugh out loud.

				


				



			

	






			

			
				


				


				


				CHAPTER 9

				


				


				“Genie, I want to know where my daughter is,” Quentin said. “She’s not in at the pool where she should be. She has a PE class this hour, I thought.” 

				Quentin had walked into Timberline High’s busy main office. Two students were answering the phones. Quentin could see, too, that the main office’s multiple phone lines were all flashing red, people waiting to get through to someone at the office. The students manning the phones looked harried, and it was still first period.

				Genie Lamont, wearing a pale yellow pants suit, had been Timberline High’s school secretary when Quentin had been a student more than twenty years before. The older woman, wearing reading glasses on a chain just as she had in his day, was beyond crusty. She looked up at the Sheriff.  

				“Good morning, Quentin. We were just going to call you. I’ll tell Mr. —”

				“Genie! I need to speak to my daughter, now!” He didn’t realize he’d raised his voice until everyone in the office got quiet and turned to look at him. He’d asked the swim coach about having seen Sharon at practice, and had gotten a blank look and a shrug. By the time Quentin reached the office, he was certain something was wrong. It wasn’t like his daughter to miss a swim practice. It was the one thing she was dedicated to. 

				“Well, Quentin. Why didn’t you say it was about Sharon?” The school secretary looked up at the IBM clock on the wall. “It will be the beginning of first period. What does she have first period?”

				“I thought PE,” Quentin said. His voice was normal again. He hadn’t raised his voice since his wife died. It was as if he were afraid that if he got angry he wouldn’t be able to stop. “She came to school, but I guess she didn’t go to swim practice this morning,” he said, embarrassed.

				“Kenny, get me Sharon Collier’s schedule, will you dear,” Genie said. 

				One of the students got up from a desk and went to a computer terminal and punched up his daughter’s schedule. The lights flickered and went off. The office changed from a well-lit glow to a dull room full of gray figures in an instant.

			

			
				“Computer’s down,” the kid said. “We’ll have to wait for juice.”

				“No, we won’t.” Genie went back to the wall and Quentin watched the woman pull out a paper file. “We were doing this way before we had one of those,” she nodded toward the computer. “I never liked those things, anyway. She’s in Biology this period, Quentin. Mrs. Richard’s class on the second floor. Room 156,” Genie said.

				“Sheriff, could I speak to you for a moment?” The principal, Mat Marks, had come out of his office and was standing in his office doorway. They were the same age. Marks had been a poor kid when they were students at the high school together. Marks had worked his way up the ladder, even married one of Nevada City’s rich girls. 

				Quentin nodded hello.

				“Quentin, I’ll call up to Sharon’s room and have her sent down so you can speak to her,” Genie said.

				“Thanks, Genie,” Quentin said. 

				Since the intercom system was down, Genie sent a kid up to get his daughter.

				


				


				Mat Marks, wearing a little American flag pin on his suit jacket’s lapel, closed the office door behind him. The office had a view of the big expanse of grass between the new gym and the school’s original old red-brick building.

				“You’re coming to the wedding?” Marks said. 

				Quentin had to think. Then he remembered that Mat’s kid brother was getting married. “Sure, of course. Sharon showed me the invitation. She opens all the mail now, since—yeah, we’re going to be there. Me and the girls,” Quentin said.

				“Good. Quentin, there’s something screwy going on. Over half the student body is missing today. And at least that many teachers. It’s never happened before. I thought you should know. I mean, maybe there’s some kind of bug. A real serious one, for that many people to be gone. E. coli, maybe?” 

				“That’s not exactly my department, Mat.”

				“And that’s not all. Families have been calling up the school and asking us to check and make sure their kids are here. You aren’t the first. A lot of students went missing yesterday, too. Their parents say they never went home. Did you get any calls at the sheriff’s office?”

				“I was just on my way in. I wouldn’t get missing persons calls on the radio. I was in Sacramento for two days. Just got back yesterday. Only emergencies come through on this.” Quentin tapped the Motorola radio hooked to his black-leather belt. 

				The door opened. Both men turned around. Quentin was expecting to see his youngest daughter standing in the doorway.

			

			
				“Sheriff, Sharon’s not in class,” Genie said. 

				Quentin looked at the secretary. He felt his hand tighten where he had it on his gun belt. 

				“She was marked as absent in homeroom,” the secretary said. “But I wouldn’t worry, Quentin. A lot of kids are sick today.” The lights flickered on and went off again as she was speaking.

				


				


				*   *   *

				


				


				“No sir, I don’t understand it either,” the lieutenant said. “But it’s the God’s honest truth, sir.” 

				Lieutenant Bell was standing in the colonel’s office at the base. The medic had worked on him again, insisting they take Bell to a civilian hospital in Nevada City. The colonel seemed to dismiss the seriousness of Bell’s injuries; he’d sent the corpsman out of the office.

				“Lieutenant, you just said that a gang of ”—the colonel turned and looked at the duty officer standing next to him—“civilians attached you and Sergeant Whitney. And that they dragged the sergeant away into the woods and killed him. Do I understand you correctly, Lieutenant?”

				“Yes sir, you do. That is exactly what happened, sir. They broke his back first, sir.”
        “You say you fired your weapon at the civilians?”

				“Yes sir, I did. But some of them didn’t—sir, some of the attackers were not affected by the fire, sir. It seems you have to shoot them just right. Head shots seemed to work, sir.”

				“You’re fucking crazy, Lieutenant. Now I want you to tell me what really happened out there. You’re facing a court-martial, boy.”

				“I did tell you, sir. Just now.”

				“Tell me again, asshole.”

				


				


				*   *   *

				


			

			
				


				“What the fuck was that?” Bell said. “Sounds like a wolf or a dog.” The lieutenant looked at Whitney. 

				The sergeant turned toward the screaming sound. He looked down the creek. They both watched a kid at the lead of the pack run down the creek bank, fifty yards in front of them. The kid jumped into the water and came toward them, riding the current.

				“It’s just a kid.” The sergeant turned around and faced Bell. 

				“Boy, what the heck are you doing out here?” the lieutenant yelled, watching the boy. Another one of the things jumped down from the bank and followed the boy into the icy water. A woman, about thirty, wearing dark-colored leotards, no shoes or coat on. “Ma’am?” Bell yelled.

				Bell watched the two strange people float down the creek toward them. The boy turned and looked back toward the dozen or so things gathered about seventy yards up the creek who were pointing at the two pilots. 

				The boy in the water began to howl. It was loud, the same sound they’d heard moments before. The woman coming at them was being pushed by the current, behind the kid. She was stopped by a huge rock. She hit the boulder with her face, bounced off, and kept coming, swept along by the fast-moving creek. Bell watched her crash into the boulder and thought she would be hurt, but she just kept coming. Halfway to them, the woman began to howl, seemingly answering the kid’s howl. 

				Bell looked at Whitney. The sergeant was trying to say something but Bell couldn’t hear him. The howling stopped. 

				He’s only a kid, the Lieutenant thought. He lifted his hand off his wound and raised his weapon. Another woman was running at them along the bank, older than the first, long gray hair, in some kind of supermarket-clerk-like apron. Bell watched her mouth open. It was big, looked distorted, un-human. She was baring her teeth like a dog might. 

				The kid was getting closer. His face distorted as if the muscles had gotten bigger, somehow exaggerated from normal human features. The kid stopped himself in the current and swung toward their side of the creek. He stood up and looked at them. He was wearing a red mackinaw and jeans and had brown hair.

				“Hey, kid, what’s going on?” Bell said. 

				The kid looked at him and started to stumble through the water toward him.

				“Stay right there!” Bell said. 

				The boy stopped, then sprung at them from fifteen feet away, like a wolf. He flew through the air and landed on the sergeant, knocking him down onto the bank, and dragged him into the water. 

				The lieutenant ran down the creek, trying to grab the kid from behind. It was like grabbing a wild biting dog. The boy turned on Bell and knocked him backwards toward the bank. The kid reached down and grabbed the sergeant by the throat. Death-panic showed in the sergeant’s face. He was trying to scream. Bell stood up and fired.

			

			
				The shot hit the boy in the ear from almost point-blank range. He slid off the sergeant and into the water. Something got behind Bell and pulled him backwards. Bell’s weapon flew into the creek. The lieutenant scrambled to stand up. He looked at the woman with the gray hair lying beside him. She had him in a scissors lock with her legs. She was howling and snorting, spit was flying out of her mouth as she squeezed him with her legs. It felt as if he were being squeezed by a machine and not by some old lady.

				Bell looked into the woman’s eyes. He punched her twice in the face. Nothing. He heard the screaming sound coming from her open mouth, which was dripping spit. She’d stopped for a moment, howling, her head back like a wolf’s. Bell tried to turn on his side, but her legs closed around him even tighter so that he had to fight to breathe. In a moment he would lose consciousness. 

				Bell watched the sergeant loom up behind her with a rock. He saw the sergeant’s big arms lift the rock above his head; then he drove the rock straight down, hitting the old woman’s head. The rock plowed into the top of her skull. 

				It was a horrible sound. Gray matter burst into the air. The howling stopped. The thing relaxed its legs. Bell felt the scissors grip give way, and he could breathe again. The sergeant dragged the old woman’s twitching body off of Bell and tossed her into the current. For a moment neither man spoke.

				“What are they?” the sergeant said, holding his throat. “They look like people, but they can’t be. That was an old lady!”

				


				


				


				


				


				



			

	






			

			
				


				CHAPTER 10

				


				


				“A Factor Nine is a sigma-six event,” one of the company’s scientists said. 

				“What?” Squires said. 

				Harvey Squires’ office, on the Genesoft campus, was ostentatious. The president of the company and a native New Yorker, Squires had used that word himself when he was explaining what he wanted to the two “celebrity decorators.” 

				“I want ostentatious,” he’d told them. “I want people to come in here and have exactly three reactions: Insecurity, envy, and especially fear. Hopefully in that order. Business is all about levers. I like to throw the Fear lever.” 

				The decorators realized, to their horror, that he was serious, and probably a sociopath.  

				Squires stood in one corner of his grandiose Swedish modern office looking down on the half empty Genesoft parking lot through the picture window. He’d like to fire everyone who hadn’t come to work, but he needed them. He was angry to the point of not being able to focus. How could they do this to him? 

				He crossed the snow-white carpet, past the eight-seat Swedish modern glass conference table, past the two black-leather couches, and, finally, to his enormous power desk where two senior company executives were sitting waiting for him. Both men were on the verge of panic.

				“Factor Nine? What do you mean, Factor Nine?” Squires said.

				One of the scientists looked at his colleague, a younger man. Both had Ph.Ds. in biochemistry and were tops in their field, genetic engineering. The look on the two scientists’ faces was one of both frustration and fear. Their fear had nothing to do with Squires’ office appointments; it had everything to do with Factor Nine.

				“Factor Nine is what might be called the unknown percentile of risk,” the older scientist said, looking at his notes, which were a greasy smear of lead-pencil formulas and notes to himself in a language meant for rocket scientists and math geeks. The computer room was down because power failure had crashed their Microsoft network. They were resorting to pencil and paper. To make matters worse, the younger scientists in the Genesoft lab were unable to handle calculations in what they called “Luddite.”

				“Some people call it the Mutation factor,” the younger scientist added sotto voce. “The post procedure mutations that come from nature’s side of the ledger, you could say. Sometimes we’ve found they can be very quick—as in, say, spongiform disease.”

			

			
				“Listen, you fucking nimrod, stop whispering and cut to the fucking chase. I got food rotting in warehouses all over the state of California. I got consumers calling saying they are sick from eating our product. I got The Food and Drug Administration lighting up my operation here. Let’s have it in fucking English, pencil dick.” Squires, like a lot of CEOs, was used to getting things in bite-sized pieces. Anytime anyone presented him a complex problem that couldn’t be reduced into quickly chewable bites, he reacted in a predictable manner: he blew up. He swore and bullied. The odd thing was that it usually worked. People explained less, he understood less, and everyone seemed to get what they wanted. In short, he was the kind of man that yelled at machines when they didn’t work.

				“The company’s new irradiated food products have gone bad because after we screwed with their genes, nature threw us a curve ball,” the younger scientist said getting the message, finally, that his boss was a moron and had been put in charge of the company only because he was a Goldman Sachs alum and spear carrier who was representing the bank’s interest in the company. 

				Squires looked at him, nodding. He understood what they’d been trying to say for fifteen minutes in that scientist language they used. “You mean after we designed them, they changed. That’s Factor Nine.”

				“Exactly,” the young man said.

				“Well, shit. What do we do now? We’re introducing the R-19 line to the press this morning. Already have, an hour ago. Come up with a fix,” Squires said. “I’ll give you twenty-four hours.” Squires used a dismissive tone, as if he were talking about fixing a dead car battery instead of some of the most complex cutting-edge biotechnology and irradiation science in the world.

				“Sir. I’m afraid that it couldn’t possibly take twenty-four hours for us to understand how this mutation has worked its way into our hybrid gene’s schematic,” the older executive said, shocked by the man’s ignorance.

				 “You fucking, limp-dicked asshole! God damn you, if you say one more word in that fucking foreign language, I’ll fire your asses—so help me God!” Squires said. “I told you this is about money, not science. How many times do I have to tell you assholes the facts of life? This is a business, not a fucking university, no matter how many single-story buildings we got. Do you understand? I got a nine-month burn rate!” 

				Burn rate, the amount of capital consumed in a startup, was a phrase the younger man had learned to revere, along with book value and other terms—especially stock options—that were going to make him rich.

				“We can’t fix this problem in a day,” the older man said. Unlike the younger man, he still had a sense of responsibility. He was English, and phlegmatic at the oddest times. Years of crisis in colonial backwaters had taught his ancestors sang-froid in the face of panic. Crouchback had the rare ability to lie to moronic superiors in order to get things done.

				“Why didn’t you say so? I’ll give you two days. How’s that? Then I want a memo on my desk I can read to the board,” Squires said. 

				Crouchback was about to try and explain that the lab work alone would take ten, never mind the discussions and analysis. But he realized, like all good middle managers, that the truth was not what the CEO wanted. He wanted a memo and he would get one. A very short one indeed. 

			

			
				Failure is an option. This is an eight sigma event, no doubt, he thought.

				“No problem, sir,” Crouchback said.

				“Now, I need a story for Food and Drug. So give me one.” Squires picked up his cell phone.

				“A story, sir?” Crouchback said.

				“Yes, a fucking story—you know, the thing we tell our kids at night. Make-believe fairy tales. They go to sleep, you go into your bedroom and bang the wife, end of the day. A STORY. Jesus, man.”

				“You can tell them that the new food products were irradiated for too long and we can fix it,” the younger man said. The younger scientist was deathly afraid of Squires and only spoke now because he wanted to score a point. He was determined to score points. He’d spent his whole life fearing people in authority.

				“You mean I tell everyone we overcooked them in that five-hundred million dollar bug-killer thing?”

				“Yes, sir. That’s about the size of it.”

				“What about people calling saying we’ve made them sick with R-19 foods?”

				“Ask them for proof,” the young man said, and smiled. “It’s the same as Gulf War Syndrome. No proof. No problem.” 

				“Fucking right. No ticky, no laundry. Yeah, where is their proof?” Squires smiled and buzzed his secretary. “Love it.”

				


				


				As soon as Crouchback got to his office, he picked up the phone and called his daughter. He told her to throw out the assorted vegetables he’d sent her from the company’s “new line.” Then he began the process of trying to understand what nature had done to their perfectly good idea for a genetically altered common table—vegetables that couldn’t be bruised during shipping. Two hours into his investigation he felt ill, and drove home.

				


				


				*   *   *

				


				


			

			
				“Eileen, would you calm down, please,” Quentin said. His secretary had started talking as soon as he’d come into the office, but not making a lot of sense. 

				She stopped talking. 

				“Now, start at the beginning. And sit down,” Quentin said.

				“Okay. I have heard from the dispatcher that at least 200 people have been reported missing just this morning—might be more. My son is missing from school. And, as soon as I give you your messages, I am leaving and getting to the bottom of this,” she said. “The state police have sent a fax this morning about some of the news stories that have appeared in the press and TV concerning missing people.”

				“What news stories? I didn’t watch ‘Good Morning America’ this morning.” 

				“I don’t know. I didn’t read the whole thing,” she said. “And Lacy called. She said she was going back to school and that she’d call you once she got down to the Bay Area. She said she’d lost her phone and is getting a replacement this morning. She’ll call you from her car. 

				“Dr. Poole wants to see you, he’s been waiting. And he’s upset, something happened over at his office. I’m afraid something happened to Willis Good—he’s dead. And T.C. is missing.” And then Eileen Anderson did something he never thought he’d see: she started to cry. 

				Quentin got up. She was someone he’d known practically all his life. They had dated in high school. She was a lot more than his secretary; she was a dear friend. They were, in fact, friends in a way few men and women ever get to be. He had never seen her cry before—ever.

				“I’ll take you up to the junior high as soon as I call the state police. But you can’t leave me right now. Something’s going on, and I need your help, Eileen. Okay? Sharon is missing, too. I was just up at the high school and she didn’t show up for school. Now, we can’t panic and leave our posts here. Right?” 

				Eileen stopped crying and looked up at him. 

				“I need you.” He put his arm around her. “Now get me the state police on the phone, and then I’ll take you up to the school to find your son. And send Marvin in. I thought Willis was on the way to Boonville with T.C.? How can he be dead?” 

				Eileen left the room without answering his last question.

				Quentin sat down behind his desk, which was stacked with mail and pink phone-message slips. He watched Eileen behind the glass wall that separated his office from her desk. She and his wife had been good friends. He was putting Ronny Alexander—her son—at the top of his list, right next to his daughter. Quentin looked at the sea of papers on his desk and saw the fax from the state police. The message was so obtuse you couldn’t tell exactly what they were trying to say. He quickly flipped through several phone message slips; half of them were about missing people. He recognized most of the names. 

				Quentin heard his office door open. The doctor was standing there, his jacket and sweater stained with blood. The morning was getting crazier and crazier, Quentin thought, looking at Poole.

			

			
				“Marvin? What the hell’s going on?”

				“Sheriff.”

				“What happened to you?”

				“I’ve got the state police in Sacramento on line three.” Eileen’s voice came through on the intercom. 

				Quentin motioned for Marvin to sit down. Quentin put on the speakerphone.

				“Sheriff, this is Captain Harrison.”

				“Captain, I have a rash of missing—” Quentin started.

				“You can stop there, Sheriff. You aren’t alone. We have twenty-six counties reporting unusually high numbers of missing persons. We texted you to ask you not to speak to the press until we have a coordinated law-enforcement response. We don’t want wholesale panic—” The phone went dead. 

				Quentin almost broke out laughing. It was all a little too much—a nightmare he would certainly wake up from.

				“I’ve got him back.” It was Eileen’s voice on the intercom. She’d been listening in.

				“Sorry, we’ve had lots of phone problems. If we get disconnected, you can radio me. Now, I need your help with your local press, Sheriff.”

				“Sure. Can you brief me?” Quentin said. “On what’s going on, I mean. I don’t understand.” He leaned back in his chair. He thought of Sharon and Ronny.

				“Nobody does,” Harrison said. “There are reports that—there are reports of a mass hysteria.”

				“Come again?” Quentin said.

				“We’ve had some pretty disturbing reports, especially in the Bakersfield area, about mass hysteria. Reports are saying that people are going off their heads,” the captain said. His voice tried to retain that policeman’s cool, but it wavered. 

				Quentin noted a hint of fear. And it was that hint of fear that finally got to Quentin. 

				“Captain, my daughter is missing. What the hell is going on? Can’t you be more specific?” Quentin slid forward in his seat. He looked through the window. Eileen was standing and holding the phone, tears in her eyes.

				“I don’t know,” Harrison said. “My wife and son are missing too. I don’t know. But let’s not give the press any more ammo. They’re already having a field day with this.”

				“What do I tell the families of the missing?” Quentin said, looking at Marvin.

				“Tell them that you’re going to do everything you can to find their loved ones,” the policeman said and rang off. Quentin watched Eileen put down the phone in the next room.

			

			
				  “Marvin, I don’t have a lot of time,” Quentin said. “You heard what he said. Something crazy is going on. I thought you should hear it, seeing that you’re the only doctor we got in town.” 

				“Sheriff. I just had Willis Good kill himself in my office. He cut his throat.”

				“What?”

				“Willis cut his throat because he was afraid that something was coming to town,” Marvin said. His face was almost gray from the stress. His shirt, splashed with blood, was pulled out and hung from under his sheep-skin jacket. The shirttail was stiff and hard with dried blood.

				“Willis killed himself? I just sent him down to Sacramento with T.C. That’s impossible.”

				“There was an accident outside of town. They brought Willis to my office,” Marvin said.

				“Eileen, where’s T.C.?” Quentin spoke into the intercom. 

				Eileen Anderson opened Quentin’s door and stepped into the office. She’d put on her coat and a ski hat.

				“I don’t know, Quentin. He never got to Sacramento with the prisoner is my guess. I’m leaving the office. I have to find Ronny.” 

				Quentin stood up and wanted to grab something, anything, to stop the world from spinning.

				   “Quentin. I think there’s something very wrong. Some kind of mass poisoning or meningitis. I’m not sure what,” Marvin said. “I called the CDC. We’ve had over twenty cases at the office this morning alone.”

				“Poisoning?” Quentin said. “What’s that got to do with Willis killing himself in your office, for Christ’s sake?”

				“I don’t know. He was hysterical,” Marvin said.

				“Okay. All right, there’s something going on, okay. You heard what the man said on the phone. Let’s slow down. Marvin, I want you to go back to your office. We’ll investigate Willis’ suicide as soon as we can. Eileen, I want you to find out where the hell T.C. is.” He looked at the two of them. The doctor’s bloody shirt and coat were unnerving. They both were staring at him.

				“I want to use the phone,” Marvin said. “I want to check on my wife.” Quentin nodded.

				“T.C. is missing,” Eileen said. She walked back over to her side of the office and turned on the intercom. “I had the note on my desk. I just didn’t read it, I’m sorry. T.C. wasn’t at the accident site when they found Willis. His patrol car was destroyed,” she said over the intercom.

				“Accident site?” Quentin said.

				“T.C. must have gotten into some kind of accident out on 50 this morning,” Eileen said over the intercom. She lifted the Highway Patrol flash report from her desk and pressed it against the glass between them, showing Quentin the report.

			

			
				


				


				The sheriff’s car pulled out of the parking lot and merged into the traffic on Main Street. It didn’t seem much different than any other February morning, Quentin thought. The sky was overcast. Lit Christmas lights were still strung over the street. Quentin took comfort in the familiar sight. The lights always reminded him of his own childhood.

				“What time did Lacy call?” Quentin asked.

				“About an hour ago,” Eileen said.

				“I’m glad she’s decided to go back. I don’t know what got into that girl. Kids, huh?” He looked at his friend. 

				She was looking out at the street, her expression pensive. “What did the captain mean by mass hysteria?” Eileen said.

				“I don’t know. People are missing all over the state. Maybe it’s a coincidence. Or maybe it’s some kind of illness. I just don’t know.”

				“Quentin, what would make people go missing all over the state? Come on? Don’t talk to me like a cop, Quentin.”

				“Eileen, you heard him. They don’t know.”

				“You said Sharon didn’t go to school this morning.”

				“Right.” Quentin turned off Main Street. He looked into the new coffee house that had gone in on the corner. The bike stand in front of the place was full of mountain bikes. He stopped the patrol car. “She likes to come here, Sharon and her friends. I bet you a dollar I’ll find her in there cutting class,” he said. Quentin stopped the patrol car in the middle of the street and turned on his red lights. He threw the shift lever into park. “I’ll be right out.”

				“Quentin, hurry, please,” Eileen said.

				Quentin walked into the Higher Ground Cafe. The stereo was playing a song he didn’t recognize. The tables were full of young people on break from the businesses nearby. He saw Rebecca, Mike Stewart’s daughter, talking to a tall kid in bike clothes sporting a goatee, a bright yellow bike jacket hung over the chair behind him. Quentin walked through the crowd. Several of the local business people nodded to him. His radio went off and he turned it down. Eyes started to follow him toward the back of the cafe.

				“Hey, Rebecca,” Quentin said.

				“Hey, Sheriff. This is my new friend, Gary.” 

				The sheriff saw how red both kids’ eyes were. Stoned, he thought.

				“Hi, Gary,” Quentin said. 

			

			
				The kid glanced at him, not wanting to look him in the face.

				“He’s just moved up from the City,” Rebecca said. 

				Quentin nodded. “Welcome to Timberline, son. Rebecca, I’m looking for Sharon. Has she been in here this morning?”

				“I didn’t see her, Sheriff.”

				“You’re sure?” 

				“Yeah, what’s wrong?”

				“I’m not sure. If you see her today, will you tell her to please call me? How’s your dad?”

				“Okay. The shop’s being picketed by some anti-gun people. All week long,” Rebecca said.

				“I know, he called me about it. I got to run. If you see Sharon, please tell her to call me on my cell. Or better yet, to go to the office and wait for me.”

				“Sure, Sheriff,” Rebecca said.

				“Nice meeting you, Sheriff,” the kid said. 

				Quentin was going to move on, but he stuck his hand out and the kid shook it. Quentin tried to smile back at the young man’s eager-innocent stoned face. He felt protective of the two kids, of everyone in the cafe.

				


				


				   “I should go back to the store,” Rebecca said. “It’s like, not cool. But I can’t stand meeting someone and then—I don’t know. I’m kind of impulsive,” she said.

				“What about the video store?” Summers asked.

				“I know the owner. She’ll understand. I want to check on my dad.”

				“Cool,” Gary said. He wanted to look at his watch. He was going to be late for his appointment with Mr. Worden at the pet shop, but he didn’t give a damn. The girl in front of him was not only beautiful; she was turning out to be unpredictable, too, which was very exciting. She was different from all the girls he’d known in San Francisco, with their cool-breeze, butter-won’t-melt attitudes.

				“The sheriff said your dad was being picketed?”

				“Yeah. It’s really stupid,” Rebecca said.

			

			
				“You mind if I ask why?” Gary asked.

				“He has the gun shop in town, and every once and a while the gun haters come up from San Francisco, Sacramento, or LA, some big city, and picket our shop.”

				“Wow.”

				“Yeah, it’s really stupid. My dad’s great.”

				“Why his shop? I mean, there are lots of gun shops in the Bay Area.”

				“We’re one of the biggest sellers of handguns in the state,” she said proudly. “I hope you aren’t one of them. I mean those people who, you know—don’t know his ass from a can of chocolate sauce.” 

				Gary hardly heard what she was saying. She sounded like a truck driver but she looked like one of those girls on the cover of Maxim. “I don’t really know much about guns,” he said carefully.  

				“I could teach you,” Rebecca said, smiling. “I know a lot about guns. I was two-time NRA pistol champion in my age division.” She leaned over and touched his arm. He could smell her again. She smelled like coffee and some kind of sweet soap. He had a fantasy of rubbing shampoo all over her in a big shower. “We have a Fifty Caliber at the house,” she said, winking at him. “It’s legal, too. Did you know it isn’t really illegal to own machine guns? Not if you get a permit from the ATF. My dad got one.”

				“Wow,” Gary said. He had no idea what a Fifty Caliber was, exactly. But if she owned one, great.

				“He wants to get an old Army surplus Quad Four, but they won’t let him have that,” she added.

				


				


				Quentin pulled up into Eileen Alexander’s driveway. They had heard the same story at the junior high that he’d heard at the high school earlier, only this story was even more bizarre. Kids hadn’t shown up for class, or had left the school grounds. Ronny Alexander had attacked a teacher, they’d been told. When a math teacher tried to stop him from leaving the room, he’d hit the teacher and run away.

				“Quentin, will you come in? If he’s here, I want you to take him back to the school and find out what happened. I want you to get the teacher to stop pressing charges. Please. You know Ronny. He wouldn’t hurt anyone,” Eileen said. 

				The sheriff looked into his friend’s face. She was pale. He needed her to come back to the office, but he was afraid to ask. What he’d heard had scared him because he did know Ronny Alexander. He was a bookish kid, who rarely spoke above a whisper. The principal had said he’d attacked his math teacher. They’d had to call an ambulance for the teacher, whom Ronny had beaten horribly and left unconscious. The principal told Quentin that Ronny had fought off another two teachers and run away. And he wasn’t the only kid who had acted violently that morning. Several teachers had been attacked. The principal had closed the school for the day and sent everyone home.

			

			
				“None of this makes any sense,” Quentin said. He looked at the front yard buried in snow. He wondered where his daughter was. He heard the car door open and knew he had to go inside with Eileen. But he didn’t want to. He wanted only to find Sharon. Nothing else seemed important. 

				I’m not going to panic, he told himself. Don’t panic. He remembered the look that young father had when Quentin was forced to tell him they hadn’t found his daughter. 

				Oh God, that can’t happen to us, Marie.

				


				


				“Is Dad home?” Sharon asked. Lacy had picked up the ringing landline on the way out of the house. She’d almost decided to not answer. She and Robin had had a terrible fight. She’d said the word “abortion” and Robin Wood had gone ballistic. He hadn’t heard anything else she’d said.

				“Where are you?” Lacy asked.

				“I’m in town. At someone’s house,” Sharon said.

				“What do you mean, at someone’s house? Why aren’t you at school?”

				“What difference does it make? Just tell me where Dad is,” Sharon said.

				“I don’t know. He left here and went into town. He wants to talk to you. What happened between you two?”

				“He won’t leave me alone about stuff.”

				“What stuff?” Lacy said.

				“Never mind.”

				“Sharon, are you sleeping with that dirt bag who picked you up this morning?”

				“None of your business.”

				“Are you being careful? Are you using a condom?” She tried to imagine her little sister now. In some biker’s crash-pad, feeling grown up.

				“Are you?” Sharon said. “Tell Dad I’m okay. All right? I’ve decided. I am not coming home for a while. Okay? Tell him I’m okay. I’m going to school. But I’m not coming home for a while. I just can’t take it right now. I need some space.” 

				“Sharon … ” The line went dead. Lacy put down the phone and called her father, but the call went to voice mail. Then she went outside and loaded her VW bug and left for town to buy a new cell phone before leaving for the Bay Area.

			

			
				


				



			

	






			

			
				


				


				CHAPTER 11

				


				


				They were driving Bell to the Army’s regional stockade in Sacramento, as ordered by the colonel. Two young MPs had put Bell in leg irons and loaded him into a white government van that would take him to jail. It was still snowing softly, the way it had been earlier that morning when he and his sergeant had landed their chopper. It was difficult for Bell to believe that all that had happened only a few hours ago. He’d tried to explain to the colonel, but he hadn’t listened. Instead he’d assumed that Bell was crazy. 

				Riding in the MPs’ van Bell decided he would have to tell another story. No one was going to believe the truth; he understood that now. And for the first time, he was scared. 

				Why didn’t they send another helicopter up there? Why didn’t they look at the tracks in the snow? They would still be there if they hurried. He hadn’t killed Sergeant Whitney—that was absurd. 

				Bell listened to the conversation between the two young MPs. They were talking about their upcoming plans for the weekend as if everything were normal. The young soldiers’ scalps were gleaming white under their very short military-style haircuts. Just as the snow had gleamed around us, Bell remembered. He heard Sergeant Whitney yelling at the things again as the two of them fought for their lives by the creek. 

				  

				


				*   *   *

				


				


				They saw more of the creatures dropping off the snow bank down into the creek, half a dozen more. Others were already in the water, too many to fight. Bell and the sergeant helped each other out of the shallow water. The sergeant began to move up the bank. The lieutenant followed him out of the creek, pistol in hand.

				“There’s too many, sir!” 

			

			
				“I’ve got an extra clip,” Bell said. His breath appeared as fog in the cold air.

				“No good, Ken.” It was the first time the sergeant hadn’t called him sir. “Look at them. There’s twenty or more in the river.” 

				Bell watched more of the things drop into the river and start to swim-float toward them. They all wore the same dull and strange expression, man or woman. “We have to get to the chopper. They’ll have to run through the snow, too.” Bell said. “Let’s wait until they all drop in.”

				“I’m fucking scared, sir.”

				“Bill.” The lieutenant looked at the sergeant.

				“Yes, sir.”

				“If it makes you feel any better, I’m just as scared. I want to shit my pants.” 

				“Yes, sir!” They watched the horde of human-like things drop into the fast-moving creek, some sliding down the bank on their butts and into the water. One of them started to howl, then another.

				“They look just like people,” the sergeant said.

				“Well, they aren’t people,” Bell said. The first one was twenty yards and coming, floating down the creek, his chest up out of the water. Bell raised his pistol and fired, hitting the thing in the mouth. Hurrying, he and Whitney helped each other up the snowy bank and started to run toward their chopper through the deep snow.

				


				


				*   *   *

				


				


				The MPs’ van stopped at a traffic light. Everything seemed so normal, hours later. Not like out there in the snow running toward the helicopter that looked close but wasn’t. It must have been about nine in the morning, Bell thought, when they ran toward the chopper. If running was the word for it. The sun had come out without them noticing. They crawled, helping each other up the steep snow-covered creek bank, standing in four feet of snow now. The lieutenant heard the sergeant’s labored breathing. He could hear it now, again, the sound of Bill Whitney’s breathing and the look of terror in the older man’s eyes. 

				


			

			
				


				*   *   *

				


				


				They could see their helicopter only seventy yards away, sitting in the open field, the dull Army-green color standing out on the snow. He’d let the chopper down on a rocky boulder-strewn field spotted with fresh snow; it was a high spot that Bell had guessed would support the Apache.

				“There’s some of them around the chopper!” the sergeant said. 

				“Doesn’t matter,” Bell said. He didn’t know what else to say. The chopper seemed to be their only chance. They started to trot toward it. The sun came out and the glare on the open field was explosive. He saw a bluish crystal-burn on the icy surface of the fresh snow in front of him, strangely psychedelic. The sergeant was ahead of him. They ran with their hips deep in snow. Sergeant Whitney was charging, bent slightly forward like a halfback trying to break a tackle. The lieutenant could hear Whitney grunting. The deep snow was pocked and crushed by Whitney so that Bell could follow in the bigger man’s trail. But it was slow going; the snow was wet and deep and seemed to hold them in place at times. 

				It dawned on Bell that the creatures would be able to use their trail, too. Maybe I was wrong. Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea.

				“Are they coming, sir?” The sergeant stopped. Bell could hear him breathing very hard. The sergeant, older, in his late forties, was sweating, his red face wet with it.

				“Keep going, Bill. You have to keep going!” The lieutenant was afraid to turn around. He forced himself to stop and look behind him. He saw nothing behind him. But he was shocked how close to the creek they still were. They’d only come fifteen yards, at most. 

				The sergeant was bent over, taking gulps of air. Bell heard him spit. “Tired. Have to rest a moment.”

				“All right, I’ll go first,” Bell said. He stepped around the sergeant, having to push through the snow that came up to his crotch. He handed Whitney his Beretta. 

				Bell looked at the clean snow in front of him. It was belt-high, the top frozen and hard. He looked up at the helicopter. It was still more than fifty yards away, an eternity it seemed. He started forward. Immediately the wet fresh snow gathered around his waist and made going forward difficult and exhausting. 

				Bell leaned forward, feeling the snow barely separate. His legs started to burn. He tried to hop as a way of clearing his body, but it only made him sink deeper in the snow. He tried to get a rhythm he could maintain, his leg muscles straining with the effort. The snow fell away as he broke a narrow trail, narrower than the sergeant’s. 

				The sun came out through a fissure in the clouds and blinded him. The glare off the field made him squint to see anything. Bell made himself think of his control panel in the helicopter. He made himself see each dial, each knob, the smooth red knobs of the flight control, the chopper’s clean windshield. He made himself feel the thing lifting off the ground. He was sitting in the pilot’s seat, watching himself and Whitney run toward him, turning on the engine, listening to the whine of the engine and the movement of the heavy dark blades that would save them. 

			

			
				Move, you SOB—move, move, move.

				“Run, Lieutenant, they’re behind us! RUN, LIEUTENANT! OH GOD, RUN!” 

				Bell felt the sergeant’s hand on his back, pushing him. He tried to tell him to stop it, that he was going to fall forward, but he couldn’t speak. Bell was sucking hard for air. He heard a gunshot shot. 

				“LIEUTENANT, RUN!” 

				Bell heard a second shot, very close to him. Something pushed him from behind. He fell face forward in the snow and everything went dark.

				Horribly confused, the lieutenant struggled to stand up. He heard the howling near him, very loud. He stood and managed to turn around. Whitney had one of the things, a woman, by the hair. He was pulling her head back, bending her backwards violently. Another creature, a man in a blue suit and dark glasses was running down the snowy glistening path, howling. The thing’s not-quite human face contorted, long strings of white thick-looking spit dripping from its reddish lips. The woman Howler, despite being pulled backwards, backhanded the sergeant, knocking him away from her. Bell saw the sergeant fall to his knees, pistol in hand. Panicked, Whitney fired at the woman, the bullets catching her in the chest, then the stomach. The Howler stood up from where she’d fallen, unfazed, and kicked the sergeant in the face, knocking him toward the lieutenant. The struggle was compacting the snow around Whitney into a scooped-out bowl. 

				Bell looked at the bullet hole in the in the women’s breast. Blood poured out onto the trampled snow staining it red, but she was unaffected.

				“You fucking bitch!” the sergeant yelled. This time he took careful aim and fired. Nothing happened. 

				The Howler looked at him, her mouth open in a strange snarling glare. She walked over to the sergeant and picked him up. 

				“OH God, Lieutenant, help me! God, Lieutenant!” 

				The Howler bent him over her knee, trying to snap Whitney in two like a stick. 

				“OH GOD! OH GOD! AAH!”

				The lieutenant heard the sergeant’s spine snap, saw the man’s hands and feet twitch horribly, his back broken. The Howler threw Whitney aside as if he were a broken toy. 

				The one behind her, in the suit, stopped howling and trotted up the carved narrow trail toward Bell. 

				The lieutenant stood up. He looked at the Beretta laying in the trampled snow a few yards in front of him and knew it needed to be reloaded. He took the extra clip from his service holster hanging from his arm.

				 “You fucking—” The lieutenant jumped for the weapon. The woman came at him in a crouch, stepping over the sergeant’s still-twitching body. Bell, grabbing the weapon, managed to drop the clip and ram home the fresh one. He fired at her. He caught her in the neck, then fired again at almost point blank range. Her head exploded and she ran aimlessly, face punched out. Bell fired again, this time at the back of her head, hitting it and seeing the back of the thing’s skull smashed open and fall apart. 

			

			
				The Howler in the suit pushed the head-shot Howler out of its way, knocking her down. The Howler with the sunglasses stood in front of Bell, long strings of spit hanging from its slightly open mouth. The thing turned and looked at the squirming sergeant, his body twitching in agony. Bell saw that the thing wore a name tag on its coat and an American flag on its lapel. It said: Hi, my name is Paul. The lieutenant looked at the tag in horror.

				“Why are you doing this? Why?” Bell said. The lieutenant raised his pistol. 

				The Howler looked at him. The Howler opened his mouth and made a kind of hissing sound.

				“Hey, Paul! Fuck you!” The lieutenant fired into the thing’s howling mouth. It fell backwards, stone dead. Bell ran to the sergeant lying face up in the blood-sprayed snow. 

				The sergeant looked up at him, still alive. “Shoot me, sir. Please. Please. I won’t make it. Please, God! Don’t leave me alive.” 

				Bell knelt down and put the pistol’s barrel on the center of Whitney’s forehead. They locked eyes; Bell fired several rounds, each seeming louder than the next. He finally turned and started toward the helicopter, the pistol and his hand covered in Whitney’s blood and brains.

				   Bell turned to rest a few yards from the chopper. He saw one of the creatures—a small young woman, no older than fifteen—lift the sergeant’s dead body over her head and throw it out of her way. The sergeant’s dead body flew several yards. It was impossible, but he’d seen it with his own two eyes. How could she lift the body like that? He caught his breath. He dropped the pistol’s clip into his palm and saw he had only a few rounds left. 

				I’ll save the last one for myself.  

				He turned around and started running again, his entire body burning from the effort. The snow dropped away as he reached the rocky area. But he didn’t feel it. He didn’t feel anything but hate. He wasn’t afraid anymore. Three teenage Howlers, standing near the chopper, were screaming so loud it hurt his ears. He killed all three and climbed into the chopper. He heard himself yell with excitement at having cheated death; he started the engines and lifted off the ground and saw, he guessed, a hundred of the things coming through the snow in single file past the sergeant’s dead body splayed out in the snow.

				


				


				*   *   *

				


				“We have to take you to the Nevada City jail,” the MP said. “Something’s going on down the freeway. We just got a call. The freeway into Sacramento is closed.”

				“What do you mean it’s closed?” the lieutenant said.

				“I don’t know, sir. Just got a call on my cell. Weren’t you listening?” 

			

			
				Bell shook his head. He’d been back there starting the helicopter and seeing a hundred or more of the things coming toward him in a long line. He opened up with the Apache’s cannon and cut down half of them, hovering at just 50 feet, turning the ship’s nose, the sound of the cannon overwhelming the terrible howling sound. He finally took his finger off the trigger and flew over the destroyed column of things, many of them still trying to crawl. A few, untouched by the cannon, were howling at the Apache as it flew over their heads.

				   The magnitude of what had happened to them hit him. He’d been forced to stop Whitney’s horrible suffering—what other choice was there? They’d both known it. He couldn’t have just run off and left Whitney alive. He’d never forget the sergeant’s look as they’d locked eyes: grateful. He was grateful.

				“No.”

				“We’ve been ordered to take you to Timberline and leave you there. The MPs from Sacramento will come and get you later, when the highway opens again.”

				“Why is the highway closed?” the lieutenant asked. “It’s Howlers, isn’t it? They’re all over, aren’t they?” 

				The MP looked at him. “Sorry, sir. What’s a Howler?”

				“You’ll see,” Bell said. 

				The kid looked at him, then turned around. He winked at the corporal who was driving.

				          

				


				*   *   *

				


				


				“Why didn’t you say you knew people in this town, boy?” Mr. Worden, the pet shop owner, wasn’t mad that Summers was late. “I’ve known Rebecca Stewart since she was a little girl.” Worden, in his seventies, put his arm around Rebecca and hugged her. 

				“I have to go back to the store,” Rebecca said. “He was afraid you’d be mad at him for being late, Mr. Worden. But I told him you wouldn’t be if you knew he was with me.” Rebecca turned and looked at Gary. “You see, Mr. Worden and my pop are very tight. And besides, Mr. Worden is my godfather. I told you not to worry.” 

				“He still thinks he’s in the big city where nobody knows anybody,” Worden said, smiling. “Who you know in Timberline matters, son. Now if you’re a friend of Rebecca Stewart’s, then you’re a friend of mine.” 

				“I’ll come by the video store later,” Gary said. 

			

			
				Rebecca reached over and kissed him on the cheek. “Why don’t you come by the gun shop instead? I’ll be there after two,” Rebecca said. 

				Gary nodded. Today, he thought, watching her leave, was the best day of my life. He was in love! Without question. He knew he was in love for the first time in his life. It was as if he had gotten a new pair of eyes. The shop’s brass bell, attached to the door, rang as she closed the door and left him alone with Worden.


				



			

	





			
				


				


				CHAPTER 12

				


				


				I could break the story here, Price thought, putting his cell phone down. Why not?

				Howard looked out the bank of windows from his spacious corner office. His stand-up desk held several computer monitors, and a flat panel TV hung on the wall above it. The TV was tuned to CNN, but the sound was muted. CNN had reported nothing that morning to contradict what his brother, a fire captain in Santa Monica, had just called to tell him: major riots were underway in several southern California cities, including downtown L.A., all under a news blackout ordered by Homeland Security.

				Price turned from the TV, which was showing clips from the previous evening’s “Dancing With The Stars,” where there had been a major upset. He didn’t recognize any of the “celebrities.” The tarted-up wunderkinder being interviewed were dressed up in garish costumes, their faces overly made up. 

				Price laughed. He’d been in the office for more than five hours and it wasn’t even lunchtime yet. He searched his messy desk for his coffee cup.

				He usually got to work around by 5:00 a.m., which allowed him to work on his own book about Building Seven’s collapse on September 11. He was keeping the book a secret from everyone at work because of what had happened to him at the LA Times. He was also tracking several international news stories that he felt weren’t getting the attention they deserved in the US press: the nuclear accident in Japan at Fukushima, NSA’s project PRISM, and the federal government’s use of drones inside the US. 

				Tracking these stories took time and effort. He’d been especially engrossed in the Fukushima story because it seemed so important to the future of mankind. He couldn’t help himself. Of late he had begun tracking currents in the Pacific Ocean, and the strange reports of sea otters and other mammals dying off the coast of Orange and San Diego counties. He was convinced of a link to Fukushima’s ongoing meltdown and massive release of nuclear waste directly into the Pacific Ocean. 

				His research into Building Seven had convinced him that the U.S. media were no longer doing its job. Big Media had turned into a hopeless wasteland filled with mind-numbing PR about iPhone apps, or lurid tabloid stories, or we’re-on-it-now disasters. The best TV news coverage was the rampaging lunatic-gunmen stories—very common—which made for high drama and high ratings. The TV news business had become an empty-headed array of video snippets with blow-dry commentary—even for mass shootings. The question of why there were so many murderous lunatics in America remained unaddressed. Major newspapers, too, were doing their best to keep up in this race to the bottom of America’s IQ.

				   Howard considered what his brother had just told him, which was unbelievable, even to him. Across the street was an exact duplicate of the building he was standing in; its mirrored windows reflected a pewter-colored and dangerous looking sky. He saw Miles Hunt park his ridiculous old Mustang in the parking lot and trot toward their building. Miles, he guessed, was back from Genesoft’s news conference.

			

			
				Staring out the window, he tried to put the conversation with his brother into some kind of order. If it had been anyone else, anyone, he would have assumed the person was a lunatic. My brother isn’t crazy. He’s an asshole maybe, but he is not crazy. 

				Howard waited for Miles to walk into the city room, or what passed for a city room. Compared to the L.A. Times, it was more like a mailroom. As soon as he saw Hunt, he signaled for the young reporter to come into his office. Uncharacteristically grim faced, he motioned for Miles to close the door behind him and sit down.

				“There’s something wrong at Genesoft,” Miles said. He sat in the chair across from Price. “Employees are sick.  I have a whistle blower who—” 

				Howard put his hand up to stop him. “There’s some kind off major panic in Los Angeles. I have a call into the L.A. Times trying to check on the story. Homeland Security is trying to cover it up, it seems. They’re not letting the media report it. There’s a news blackout. I want to break the story here. I have to wait until I get more details, but I think we’ll run it in tomorrow’s paper. I want you to help me with the cover-up angle. I’ve got Garzarelli working the phones with some other local papers. I’ve had him call the Chronicle and the Sacramento Bee, to see what they have on the story.”

				“You mean another riot?” Miles said. “Another Rodney King thing?”

				“No. Different. I got call from my brother this morning while you were at Genesoft. He’s a fireman, a captain in L.A. County.” 

				The phone rang and Price’s secretary told him it was his call into the Times. Price took it on the speakerphone. “Jim?” 

				“Howard, I got your message.”

				“You’re on a speakerphone, it’s two of us here. My reporter Miles Hunt and myself,” Howard said. He was looking at the phone as if it would jump off the table.

				“This is all off the record,” the Times editor said.

				“Fine,” Price said.

				“Yes, your brother is right. There is a news blackout.”

				“What’s going on? My brother said it’s some kind of major panic,” Price said. “Some kind of illness?”

				“No one knows for sure what it is. People are disappearing, that’s all I know for sure. Whole buildings full of people come up missing for work. The police are working with only about forty percent staff, probably less. We’ve been able to confirm that part of the story. And it’s the lack of police that’s prompted the news blackout from Homeland. The Times is cooperating with their request, at least for the time being.”

				“I don’t understand,” Price said. “You said disappear? What do you mean, exactly?” 

			

			
				“We’re not sure. But I know a lot of the staff here at the Times are missing too, probably over half.” 

				Howard looked at Miles. 

				“We can’t contact them,” the Times editor said. “We’ve called their homes, but either no one’s there, or their families can’t find them. We’re getting a lot of reports of people seeing their loved ones on the street and them not recognizing family members. And worse stories, too. This is what the mayor’s office and Homeland don’t want reported.”

				“What do you mean worse?” Price said, looking away from Miles.

				“Gangs of people roaming the streets attacking people. No one in the office has seen it for themselves, but we got a call from our office in the San Fernando Valley that a gang of people, about a hundred or so, attacked a fast-food place. Killed everyone in the place. The story hasn’t been confirmed. The ABC affiliate has a helicopter capturing footage of other gangs of people on the streets of the Valley. They’re threatening to go live with it.”

				“Gangsters?” Price said.

				“No, that’s just it—not gangsters. Ordinary people,” the editor said. “People are making a connection between the missing and these attacks.” 

				“I’m sorry, Jim, but I can’t believe this. It sounds ludicrous,” Price said.

				“I know. I don’t believe it, either. But that’s what we’ve heard. And these types of reports are coming in now from all over L.A. County. The boss is in a meeting right now with people from the Mayor’s office and Homeland Security.”

				“We have missing people here, too,” Price said. “I mean at the newspaper, here.” 

				“A lot?” his friend asked.

				“If you count the delivery people, about twenty or so,” Price said. “We employ fewer than a hundred people.”

				“All right, you see? I’ve been calling around town, to different businesses, big and small. Everyone is saying the same things. People aren’t showing up for work. They call them at home and there’s no answer, or their families say they’ve gone missing in the last day or so. We’re hearing the same story again and again,” the Times editor said.

				“I’m going to break the missing-people story. No one’s told us not to,” Price said.

				“I doubt the government cares about the little papers. They’re targeting big mass-media outlets. The Daily News has something up on its website, and so does La Opinion. And some of the independent radio stations are reporting this. But it’s not on TV yet. Homeland Security’s blacked out TV, local and national, the whole nine yards. Listen, I have to go. Good luck. Call me back and I’ll let you know if anything changes. Howard, good luck.” 

				A dial tone came from the speakerphone. Price, hitting a button on the phone, hung up too.

				“Half the people at Genesoft are missing,” Miles said. 

			

			
				Price looked at him. “You’re sure?”

				“Yes.”

				“I want you to cover the local story, then. We’ll run two stories, side by side. The Los Angeles story, and our own Nevada City and surrounding community’s missing-persons story,” Howard said. 

				They looked at each other as if for reassurance that the other had heard the same tone of fear in the man’s voice, which had somehow given the outrageous story he told credibility. 

				“Start with Timberline, and some of the other smaller Sierra towns. Call the sheriff’s department and get a report on all recent missing persons. We’ll build our local story around those. Contact the families of the first ten people on the list. We’ll have to edit the stories ourselves,” Price said. “Everyone on the copy desk is gone.” 

				Miles turned around and looked into the small city room. It seemed like a Sunday afternoon, not a Friday afternoon when their city room was its busiest.

				“What do you think is going on?” Miles asked.

				“Something bad. Something very bad,” Howard said, and picked up the phone. “Maybe the biggest story of the century. And here I am stuck up here in the sticks with you.” 
 


				


				If it had been a big-city newspaper, Miles would not have had the sheriff’s personal cell number. Because it was Timberline, he did. He went to his desk and dialed Quentin’s cell. Like all the old Timberline families, the Colliers and the Hunts kept in touch. In fact, they were close: Miles’ brother had married into the Collier family. 

				He got the message option on Quentin’s cell number, hung up and called the sheriff’s department’s main line.

				“Sheriff’s office,” a woman’s voice answered.

				“Yes, can I speak to Quentin, please?”

				“He’s not in right now. Would you like to leave a message?”

				“Is this Eileen?”

				“Yes.”

				“Eileen, this is Miles Hunt.”

				“Hello, Miles. I thought it sounded like you. Can you hold a moment?”

				“Sure.” 

			

			
				Miles sat looking at the pile of the random papers on his desk. He saw a message from his fiancée in San Francisco and tucked it into his pants pocket. There was another from the whistleblower at Genesoft. He’d told her to call him as soon as she got any more news. He’d made a date with her, for later in the day, to interview her boyfriend. 

				Miles looked at his watch and kept waiting. He cradled the phone’s receiver with his shoulder and took out the message from his fiancée. A cold panic filled him. She was in San Francisco at a fashion show and buying trip for the new store she was planning to open in Nevada City after they were married. If something was going on ... He punched in his girlfriend’s cell number on a different line. 

				“Room 1222, please ... Hello, Becky?”

				“Miles. I was just leaving. Hi.” 

				The panic in Miles’ stomach eased. He saw his soon-to-be bride. She was a trim brunette with blue eyes and a knock-out smile. They’d met at Cal Berkeley while both students.

				“I wanted to ask if my mother had gotten hold of you? She had a list of questions about the guest list. She doesn’t want to make any mistakes with your people. I thought you—”

				“Miles, go ahead.” 

				Miles heard Eileen Anderson on the other line and asked his fiancée to hold. “Yes, Eileen —could you have Quentin call me at the paper as soon as possible? And I was wondering, have you had a lot of missing-person reports filed in the last day or two?”

				“Yes. How did you know?”

				“Could you fax me over the list?”

				“I don’t know . . . my son’s missing. That was his school calling asking me where he was,” she said. Her tone was different. She sounded frightened.

				“I’m sorry. I’m sure he’s okay.”

				“I dropped him off at school myself,” she said.

				   “Eileen, I need the list of missing people, even if Quentin is out of pocket. Okay? It’s important.”

				“All right.” Quentin’s secretary hung up. 

				Miles punched the blinking button on the other line. “Is everything all right there in San Francisco?” Miles said.

				“Yes, Miles. Everything is fine here. What’s wrong? You sound strange,” she said. 

				Miles sat back in his chair, relieved. “Well, if I told you what we’ve been hearing, you wouldn’t believe me,” he said. “Anyway, it’s probably some kind of hoax.”

				“Miles, I’ve got to go. I love you. Don’t forget to call my mom.”

			

			
				“Okay. Love you too, babe.”


				



			

	





			
				


				


				


				CHAPTER 13

				


				


				Dr. Poole drove out of the Timberland High’s parking lot on the south end of Main Street in a quiet panic. A long line of yellow school buses were parked in the whirling snow. His Volvo dipped roughly off the school’s parking lot and onto the street. Everything that had gone on that morning, until that moment, had been bizarre, even horrible, but still dream like. Now it all seemed very real. His son had disappeared and he was on the verge of panic. He heard his cell phone buzz and he grabbed for it.

				Find him?

				He pulled the car over and texted his wife back.

				No. Not yet.

				The high school had called his wife and asked if their eldest son had been kept home. His wife, frantic, had begged Marvin to find their son Richard when Marvin had called her from the Sheriff’s office. So far he’d failed. Now he would have to go home and explain to her that hundreds of students were missing from Timberline’s schools, and that he had no explanation. 

				He drove down Main Street toward his practice, hoping to see his son on the street—his tall body bobbing the way it did when he walked, his hair riddled with snow. Marvin turned a corner by the town’s one pool hall where he knew the kids sometimes hung out. He slowed the Volvo. He saw the CLOSED sign in the pool hall’s window and went on toward the center of town, glancing down side streets. His cell rang and he snatched it off the passenger seat without looking to see who was calling.

				“Poole.”

				“Marvin, did you find Richard?” his wife asked.

				“No, baby. But I’m sure he’ll call one of us.”

				“I don’t understand, Marvin. Richard would never do this. Not call me. He would not cut school.” Marvin listened to his wife’s anxious voice. It was the first time he thought of lying to his wife since they’d met. He didn’t want to tell her what he’d heard. He didn’t want to tell her that something truly dreadful might be happening.

			

			
				“He’s all right, some kind of prank. You know teenagers, just when you think you know them, they do something like this. It’s part of growing—”

				“Marvin, don’t talk to me like that! I’m not a patient. Don’t. I want to know where my son is!” his wife said.

				“Grace, how’s Vivian? Is her temperature any better?”

				“No, it’s worse. She has horrible diarrhea, you better come see her. I don’t know what to do.”

				“What about Richard? I was going to go up to the ski school and see if he—” he said.

				“No, come home. See about your daughter first.” His wife hung up without saying goodbye.

				


				


				Marvin turned the Volvo back onto Main Street with the thought of other mothers and fathers he’d seen, searching for their children at the high school. The doctor tried to put the conversation he’d overheard with the state police into some kind of context, trying to work it into his own son’s disappearance, but he couldn’t. How could anyone make sense of what he’d heard? The report was too bizarre to believe. There was some kind of reasonable explanation. Something was indeed terribly wrong, yes; he was sure of that. He’d sensed it for days, after seeing his patients’ strange symptoms. But there had to be a good reason.

				At a stop sign he rubbed his eyes. One of his medical school professors had once said that just because someone was a Catholic, didn’t mean they couldn’t ride a motorcycle too: two diseases could exist together, living side by side. 

				One of his patients, a young mother with her baby boy, crossed the street in front of him. Bundled up, she lifted her hand to wave at the doctor, and smiled. Marvin watched the baby carriage, one of those new high-tech ones with the bicycle wheels, roll by. How could what he’d heard be true?  Marvin tried to smile, but he couldn’t. He glanced up instead and noticed the Christmas lights strung over the street. 

				“God damn it,” he said aloud. 

				The streetlight went out. He slammed his hand on the steering wheel.

				


				


				Marvin pulled onto the old stone bridge over the Truckee River. It was a covered bridge, and once under the bridge’s shed-style roof, he was grateful for the partial darkness and a sense of quiet and protection. He glanced through the slats in the walls and saw the dark molten river running around huge snow-capped boulders, the rocks standing in dumb silent formations against the moving river. It all seemed so normal. He’d passed over this bridge a thousand times, a thousand times he’d felt the bump of his tires over the timbers, and felt the way it shook the car slightly. It reminded him of the first time he had driven over the bridge years before with his wife and son. And then he remembered Willis’ warning as he stood with the scalpel to his throat: “They’ll be here soon!” 

			

			
				Trucks and cars with snow on their roofs and hoods came at him in the opposite lane as soon as he’d crossed the bridge. He went down a mile and turned onto Ridgewood Avenue. He glanced at his watch. He would be home in twenty minutes, or less. He waited at the stop sign. A white VW bug crossed in front of him. He saw Lacy Collier. She wore dark glasses and a bright red wool ski cap. Lacy raised her hand and waved at him as she went on toward the center of town.

				


				


				The Ponderosa Estates was a new development of expensive homes seven miles from Timberline. The doctor’s Volvo passed the garish sign advertising the development’s newest homes. “Fifteen Ranchettes Still Available!” a sign said. A car coming the other way through the snow was flashing its headlights, alternating between the high-beam and low-beam. The driver slowed down as he approached the doctor’s car. Marvin slowed, thinking there must be an accident ahead. The two cars stopped alongside one another. An older man rolled down his window.

				“Mister, don’t go up that road, whatever you do!”

				“What are you talking about?” Marvin said. 

				The man, in his seventies, was talking but keeping both hands on the wheel of his car. He was driving an old yellow Dodge; the car’s back window had been smashed.

				“They’re attacking—up by Pollock Pines. I drove through them. I’m looking for a policeman. Do you have a cell phone? Mine is dead.” 

				“Yes,” Marvin said. “Attacking? Who’s attacking?” 

				“They tore a guy out of his van and killed him. There’s twenty or thirty kids in the middle of the road, pulling people out of their cars and murdering them.” The old man was obviously in shock, his mouth quivering slightly. Marvin had seen men’s lips quiver that way in Africa, during the worst Ebola outbreaks. 

				The man drove off without warning, seeming to have forgotten about asking to use Marvin’s cell phone.

				


				


				   Marvin pulled over and got out of the car. It was snowing hard. He went to the back and searched the trunk of the Volvo for a weapon. Not sure why, other than the horribly frightened look on the old man’s face. Marvin took a tire iron out of the back. He got back in the car and put the tire iron on the passenger seat next to him. He had to drive through the intersection at Pollock Pines to get home. There was no way around it, no other route to take. 

				He pulled back onto the empty road. It was snowing harder. The sky had turned a flat death-gray, everything obscured except the road’s new asphalt. 

			

			
				He turned on the radio automatically and got the classical station from Sacramento. Marvin recognized the piece: “Swan Lake.” As he drove, he realized he’d broken out in a sweat. He glanced at the tire iron on the passenger seat next to him. He thought of his father, who had been a professional prizefighter in his youth; he wished his father were riding with him now.

				


				


				Marvin saw the van first. Blue, all its doors were thrown open. It was parked in the middle of the road, blocking traffic. More abandoned cars were scattered beyond the van, one of them turned over on its side. He saw people milling about, a group of them wandering down the center of the road, mostly teenagers. Some he recognized from his practice. They seemed different: their faces were blanks, and their arms seemed somehow deformed, a little longer than normal, hanging out from their coats. One of the kids was dragging something behind him. 

				Marvin slowed the Volvo. The news came on and he switched the radio off and faced the oncoming phalanx of kids. He honked his horn. The faces remained blank. He laid on the horn.  

				Something about the way they were walking down the center of the road, oblivious, told him not to get out of the car. Marvin reached for the tire iron on the seat next to him. He put the car in a lower gear and started toward the line of kids, slowly, still not sure what to do. 

				Have to get through. The man said “attacked.” Attacked. 

				He stopped the car. Marvin heard a sound on his right. Two men were standing on the side of the road. He turned to look at them. A tall white man looked at him with a blank expression. He was wearing a sheriff deputy’s uniform. The front of the uniform was covered in blood. Marvin felt an overwhelming sense of relief, and hit the button that lowered the window.

				 The deputy’s gun belt was askew. The other man, standing next to the officer, picked something up and rammed it through the doctor’s back windshield before Marvin could speak. A woman’s body, used like a battering ram, crashed through the back windshield, shattering it. The woman landed half in, half out, of Marvin’s back seat. 

				Marvin sat unable to move, the whole thing a horrible dream—impossible. The woman looked up at him, her face cut horribly by the glass. It was Eileen, the sheriff’s secretary.

				“Help me—doctor!” 

				Marvin heard himself scream. He had never screamed like that before in his life. It was an involuntary scream of fear and panic. He saw the deputy, still with that horrible blank face, drag the begging-bleeding woman back out of the smashed rear window by her shoeless feet. 

				“HELP ME, DOCTOR!” 

				Marvin punched the Volvo’s accelerator. The deputy picked the woman up and flung her over the roof of the car so that she landed face down on the hood with a slam. Marvin hit the brakes. Eileen rolled off the car’s hood and fell onto the road in front of him. The deputy dove, jumping into Marvin’s smashed-out back window. Marvin felt the Volvo run over something as it took off again. It was as if someone else were driving. 

				The gauntlet of Howlers converged on the car. Marvin laid on the horn; it was obvious they weren’t going to move. He drove directly into the mob of kids, knocking bodies into the air. The loud thudding was horrible.

			

			
				Inside the car, the deputy was crawling toward Marvin. Glancing into the rearview mirror, Marvin saw its lips dripping ugly white ribbons of saliva. The deputy’s hand reached out for the passenger’s seat headrest and caught it; the thing pulled himself up towards the front of the car.  

				Marvin, turning away from the road, and toward the deputy, picked up the tire iron. The thing looked at him like a shark; its eyes were flat, dead. Marvin brought the tire iron down savagely on the deputy’s wrist until he saw it break, and become useless. 

				Marvin turned back and faced the road, flooring the gas pedal again. The deputy’s body slid back toward the rear of the car. The Volvo, off the road and traveling at a high rate of speed, scraped the frozen snow bank that ran along the side of the road and on Marvin’s right, showering the windshield with frozen snow and making it hard to see out.

				Frantic, he managed to steer the car back onto the roadway. Then Marvin saw the unbelievable: two of the things he thought he’d run over climbed up from the Volvo’s front bumper, where they’d somehow held themselves onto the car’s front grill after being struck. Marvin swung the wheel violently, right, then left, hoping to shake them off the car; but the two hunkered down and clung onto the Volvo’s bumper and grill, howling demonically.

				Marvin glanced into the rearview mirror and saw the deputy had grabbed hold of his headrest with his one good hand. The deputy made a horrible grunting-screeching sound and began pulling at the driver’s seat furiously like a trapped ape. Marvin could hear the seat being torn loose from its bolts while he fought to hold himself, and the bucking seat, in place. He clung to the steering wheel in an attempt to keep himself righted and in control of the car; his seat slid wildly, and ripped loose from the floor.

				He watched the two things climb up and onto the Volvo’s hood. One of them scrambled forward and punched its fist through the Volvo’s windshield, shattering the safety glass and turning the windshield green. Marvin’s seat tilted violently backwards; he was pitched ass-up, his feet suddenly off the floor. The screaming-howling sound became unbearable. Marvin saw the deputy’s face loom, its dead eyes and drooling mouth inches from his own. 

				   The Volvo, out of control, spun onto the icy median. Marvin could feel the car spinning, and then pitch over. Marvin heard the loud sounds of metal on asphalt. The Volvo rolled over completely, twice, finally righting itself. Marvin, his seat loose, bounced around the car. He saw the deputy’s legs pinned by the collapsing back end of the Volvo’s roof. 

				The car had miraculously come to a stop upright, but kept rolling forward, the engine still in gear. The Volvo struck the snow bank on the far side of the two-lane road and smashed into it, burying itself into the bank.

				It was quiet, or seemed that way to Marvin. The things’ howling had stopped. He could hear the sound of the engine stuck at a high RPM. It was completely dark inside the car, which, Marvin realized, was buried in the snow bank. He unbuckled his seatbelt and turned, looking for a way out of the car. He ran his fingers over the car’s console, felt the map-light button and switched it on.

				He saw the deputy. The creature’s back had been crushed by the roof, but it was still trying to move. Marvin found the tire iron, picked it up and brought it down on the deputy’s skull again and again until it was just bloody red and grey pulp, the skull smashed to bits. 

			

			
				Marvin’s face and hand was covered in brains and a wet blood-filth, making the tire iron slippery. He stopped finally and realized he’d been screaming the whole time he was striking the thing’s head. He looked out the side window and saw only snow pushed against the glass and the sound of the car’s engine whining loudly. He wiped his face. It was slick with gray matter. He felt it on his fingers and face. He rolled over and kicked the driver’s seat upright, landing it in front of the steering wheel, but cocked to the right. He took a few breaths. He managed to shift the Volvo into reverse. He began to pray. His lips dirty, he prayed the car would respond. 

				He felt the tires slip and started to laugh, which shocked him. The salesman had talked him into buying a four-wheel drive, and he’d bitched about it for weeks afterwards. Now the Volvo pulled out slowly, in reverse, through ten feet of snow bank and back out onto the empty road.

				


				


				*   *   *

				


				


				“Who’s that?” Quentin asked. He’d seen the Military Police outside his office when he got back from Eileen’s. He was about to go out again and look for Sharon.

				“It’s someone called Bell,” one of the deputies said. “Hey Sheriff, we’re trying to get Calvin on the radio, and nothing. He was supposed to be back from Reno this afternoon.”

				“I talked to him first thing this morning,” Quentin said. “Keep trying. Why are they bringing him here—the Lieutenant? That’s an Army problem.”

				“I don’t know,” the deputy said. 

				Miles Hunt walked up to the main counter of the Sheriff’s office. Quentin saw him and raised his hand in a hello. Miles walked through the doorway and up to the counter that separated the offices from the public anteroom. Miles looked at the young man sitting against the wall in chains and leg irons, and then at Quentin standing in his office doorway.

				“Quentin, what’s going on?” 

				The sheriff looked at the young reporter and hesitated. “Buzz Miles through,” Quentin said. 

				Miles stepped to the gate in the counter and waited for the buzzer to sound. Bell glanced at him. His leg chains made a noise on the floor as he moved his feet. The buzzer sounded and Miles stepped though. He followed Quentin into his old-school, all-metal-furniture office. Quentin closed the door.

				“What have you heard?” Quentin said, leaning against the door.

				“I heard a lot of people in town are missing, and that’s not all. The paper sent me over for a list of missing people. Eileen was supposed to email it, but she must have forgotten. So I came over to get it myself. And I came to ask you what you’d heard about the rumors.”

			

			
				“I can’t give it to you. The list, I mean,” Quentin said. He looked at his friend. “Not right now. This is all off the record. Do I have your word on that?” 

				Miles nodded. 

				“I got a call from the State Police in Sacramento about an hour ago,” Quentin said. “There’s some kind of … outbreak.” 

				“You mean like in the movies?” Miles smiled.

				“No, there are people gone missing all over the state.” 

				“And that’s not all,” Miles said. “There are gangs of people roaming the streets of Los Angeles. Killing people.”

				“Where did you hear that?”

				“Price called the Los Angeles Times,” Miles said. “He still knows a lot of people on the staff there.”

				“Gangs of people?” Quentin sat on the corner of his desk, taking the news in.

				“That’s what Price’s friend said. And something else. I went up to Genesoft’s news conference this morning. A woman stopped me in the hall and told me that there’s a serious problem with one of the company’s new products.” 

				Quentin’s cell phone rang and he picked it up.

				“Daddy, it’s me,” Lacy said.

				“Where are you?”

				“I’m in town, at the Copper Penny. I changed my mind, I’m going back to school,” she said. “I stopped here—I wanted to look for Sharon and tell her. And I just bought a new cell phone.”

				“Don’t. I want you to come here, to my office right now. Right now,” Quentin said.

				“Why? What’s wrong?”

				“Nothing. I just want you to come to the office.” Quentin looked up at Miles.

				“Daddy, is something’s wrong? Did you find Sharon? Is she okay?”

				“No, I didn’t find her yet,” Quentin said.

				“I think I know where she is. I’m going over there,” Lacy said.

				“Lacy. Please, for Christ’s sake, not now!”

			

			
				“Daddy, I can’t go back to school without getting her to go home. Mom wouldn’t like it. I know I can get Sharon to come home. I know I can.”

				“Lacy ... Goddamn it!” The line went dead. Quentin held his phone, then put it down. “I’ve got to go out. I’ll be back.” Quentin rushed out the door, past the military police in the lobby of the building. Lieutenant Bell, handcuffed and waiting in one of the wooden chairs, watched Quentin move past him. 

				They’re here, Bell thought. They’re here and he knows it. 

				Bell turned in his chair. He held up his manacled wrist and tried to move his chained feet. He twisted in the chair, watching the sheriff pass, out on the street now, from the window behind him. The sheriff moved quickly down the sidewalk, and people moved out of his way.

				


				


				Miles couldn’t wait for Quentin. He had a deadline at the paper and was already late with his end of the story. He stopped at the counter to look for Quentin’s secretary, but didn’t see her; he would have to write the story without a list of missing persons. 

				He tapped his fingers on the transom, frustrated because he couldn’t get any hard news to substantiate all the rumors he’d heard. Two deputies were talking to the Military Policemen at the far end of the counter. Miles turned and looked at the young redheaded lieutenant in leg irons and waist chain sitting against the wall. The lieutenant’s head was craned around so that he could see out the window behind him. Miles tried to overhear the conversation the deputies were having with the military policeman.

				“From what I heard, he’s not all there,” one of the young MPs was saying. “He told the Colonel some kind of monsters killed his sergeant.”

				“We’re out of rubber rooms, but we got concrete ones.” one of the deputies said. That got a laugh from the young cops all around.

				“What did he do?” Miles moved down the counter. The men looked at him. “Press. Reporter for the Nevada City Herald,” Miles said to the two MPs.

				“Murdered his sergeant,” one of the MPs said, nodding toward Bell.

				“At the base?” Miles asked.

				“No, out in the woods. They were on a search and rescue mission,” one of the MPs said. 

				“Why is he here?” Miles asked. His reporter instincts were firing. 

				“There’s some kind of closure on Highway 50. No one can get through,” the MP said. “We were ordered to leave him here. He’ll be picked up tomorrow. There’s no place to keep him up at the base. We were supposed to take him to the Army’s stockade in Sacramento, but were ordered to bring him here at the last minute.”

				“Hey, are you a cop?” 

			

			
				Miles turned around; the young man in chains was looking at him. 

				“Are you a cop?” Bell asked. “Or a lawyer? Or what?”

				“Reporter,” Miles said.

				“Well, I got a story for you,” Bell said from across the room. “And it starts with I didn’t kill anybody.”  

				


				


				“They’re here, aren’t they?” Bell asked. He’d turned from the window and put his handcuffed wrists on his lap. 

				The handcuffs looked heavy duty. The MPs had left, ordered back to their base. Miles and Bell were alone in the anteroom.

				“Who’s here?” Miles asked. Miles glanced at Bell’s filthy and ripped flight suit and the military insignia on his shoulder. They were about the same age, he realized.

				“The Howlers,” Bell said. “That’s why the MPs couldn’t take me down to Sacramento. See, I’ve figured things out now. I think the Army knows what’s going on too. They just can’t say. But I bet they know about the Howlers by now. I turned on the Apache’s gun camera. So there’s video, and they will have seen it by now and sent it on to Washington. I flew over several hundred people attacking cars on Highway 50.” The lieutenant’s blue eyes were very clear. He seemed completely sane.

				   “What are you talking about?” Miles said. All morning he’d been hearing things that didn’t make any sense. He was tired of it. It had started to make him angry. If people had been lying to him, he’d had enough of it.

				“I’m talking about the things that attacked me and my sergeant this morning—out there,” Bell said. Bell hadn’t been allowed to change his bandage. It was dirty, a bright red stain showing through the gauze that had been taped to his wound. For some reason the bandage reminded Miles of a book he’d read as a boy:  The Red Badge of Courage.

				“You’re bleeding,” Miles said. 

				Bell looked down at his side. “Yeah. I’m not crazy, if that’s what you’re thinking.” 

				A deputy came up to them and started to unlock Bell’s manacles and leg irons.

				“I’d like to interview the prisoner,” Miles said. 

				The deputy scratched his head, picked the chains up and put them on the counter behind him. “What for, Miles?” he asked. 

				Miles didn’t answer. He was afraid to say why.

				


			

			
				


				*   *   *

				


				


				Rebecca stared at the people picketing the front of her father’s store. “Guns Kill!” one of the picket signs said. No shit! What do you think they’re for, she thought. There were more picketers than usual. “Question Authority,” another sign said. The picketers were city types, mostly young, in their twenties. Rebecca watched a girl her own age; their eyes met as the girl passed by the shop window. The girl was on her cell phone. Rebecca held up her middle finger in a universal gesture. The girl saw it and turned away, shocked.

				“Don’t get mad, get even,” her father said from the behind the counter. “I put an ad in the paper. We’re having a 50% off sale tomorrow, on all ammo.” He laughed. 

				“I don’t see why they care so much about guns,” Rebecca said, turning toward her father. She searched her pockets for a cigarette.

				“I’m not sure. But I’ve given it a lot of thought this morning, watching them walk up and down in the cold. They’re scared, I think,” her father said. “I asked them to come in and talk about it with me. But they were afraid of me. Like I was evil.”

				“Scared of what? Guns? You?” Rebecca came back along the long glass counter that was filled with handguns of all kinds. She reached over and kissed her father on his receding hairline. She couldn’t imagine anyone in the world being afraid of her dad. She went to one of the clothes racks and slipped an orange Day-Glo hunting cap over her blond hair. She had a habit of wearing something from the huge assortment of hunting gear when she was in the store. It was something she’d done since she was a little girl. Her father looked at her and remembered the little girl he’d been left with when her mother had run off. He loved his daughter so much that he didn’t know how her mother could have walked out on her. 

				“If people don’t understand something, they get frightened of it,” her father said.

				“Why don’t they want people to have guns?” Rebecca came around the counter. 

				Her father was getting a new Swarovski rifle sight out of its box. He laid it out on the counter and began to take out the parts putting them in a line on a green piece of felt he used for resting pistols on.

				“Maybe they’re right about some of the assault rifles, I don’t know,” her father said. “I’ve thought about getting rid of the assault rifles myself. But now the hunting rifles?”  

				Rebecca was shocked. She looked at her father in amazement. It was the first time she’d ever heard him question himself. 

				“Since that kid fired on the school in Newtown, I haven’t been sleeping too well,” he said. “I mean, it could happen here in Timberline. I couldn’t take that. If it was one of my guns that killed those kids.”

				“You said they were just a fad anyway. We could get rid of them. We don’t even sell that many,” Rebecca said. “People here don’t buy many assault rifles. They buy handguns, mostly.  But I draw the line with hunting rifles and shotguns.” 

			

			
				“Yeah, I did say that. These military style guns are mostly Chinese made. Not even American.” He took a semi-automatic AK-47-style assault rifle off the long rack behind him. Forty-odd assault rifles were chained to the gun rack, but they were still the minority of long guns he had for sale.

				“You’ve just been listening to these tree huggers,” Rebecca said, lighting her cigarette.

				“Well, I been reading their signs all morning. They get you to thinking. Some of the ideas aren’t bad. Like that one that says ‘Question Authority I like that,” her father said.

				“You’ll start smoking dope pretty soon, if you don’t watch out,” Rebecca said. “Then I’ll have to throw your bail.”

				The shop’s doorbell rang and Sharon Collier walked in. A huge dirty-looking biker walked in behind her. It was impossible to tell how old he was; he could have been twenty, or forty. Rebecca had seen the man around town since the summer. People knew the gang sold crank; more and more of the drug was being used now, especially by the unemployed.

				“Hi, Mr. Stewart,” Sharon said. Her eyes were furtive, the young girl’s skin pale as paper. 

				“Hi, Sharon,” Rebecca’s father said.

				“Hi, Sharon,” Rebecca said. 

				The biker with her didn’t say a word. He put his hand on the Sharon’s shoulder and prodded her forward. She walked toward the counter. Quentin’s daughter had on a pair of black yoga pants and her midriff was bare and red from the cold. The bearded and tattooed hulk followed her; his eyes darted around the store, appraising it. Finally he looked at the two people behind the counter. The biker stopped Sharon, grabbed her by the arm and whispered something in her ear. Then he pushed-moved her forward to the counter again. 

				Rebecca shot a look at her father.

				


				


				*   *   *

				


				


				It had started snowing again. A dozen Harley Davidsons, some with old-school butterfly style handlebars, were parked under a kind of low-slung, bleak-looking carport. The back end of the carport had collapsed under the weight of several feet of snow. 

				Lacy let her VW idle on the street in front of the house and its adjoining carport. She drummed her fingers on the steering wheel. The front door of the house was open. She reached over and turned off the car’s radio. She’d driven to the high school, found Sharon’s best friend at her locker and demanded to know where her sister was. The girl had given her this address. It was what she’d expected; she’d heard her sister talking about the place. 

			

			
				She saw a man in leather pants and black leather vest walk by the open door. A grey pit bull came flying out of the open door as if it might have been kicked out. The dog landed against one of the parked motorcycles, knocking it over. The pit bull scampered away up the road yapping, obviously hurt. 

				A young girl with long black hair stood in the doorway holding a can of beer. She was laughing; someone grabbed her and yanked her back inside the house by her arm.

				


				


				“Great,” Lacy said to herself. She pulled the car around and parked directly in front of the house. This is my sister we’re talking about here. If it was Mom she’d walk right in there and yank Sharon out. 

				She looked up the street. The dog was coming back toward the house, its nose close to the snow-covered road. Lacy turned off the WV’s engine and got out of the car. She waited for the dog to come to her. The animal growled at first, but Lacy bent down and made soft mothering sounds. The dog came forward and let her pat its wide ugly head. Eventually the dog licked her hand.

				“What’s wrong, boy, huh?” She looked up at the house behind her. She heard laughter. Someone kicked the door shut. The dog pulled away from her and ran out into the middle of the street, spooked by the loud sound of the door being slammed. The animal was almost hit by a passing car.

				


				


				“I’m looking for my sister,” Lacy said. The girl who answered the door was only sixteen or seventeen, she thought, in Lycra shorts and a t-shirt. A TV was on in the living room; Lacy could see someone playing a video game on it. Several men were sitting around the dismal room. One of them got up off a black Naugahyde couch and came toward the door. He was very blond and had a large Celtic-style cross tattooed on his neck. Lacy didn’t recognize any of the men; none was from Timberline.

				“Who the fuck are you?” the young man said. He pushed the girl away from the door as if she were a dog.

				“She’s looking for her sister,” the girl said. She looked a lot like Sharon, Lacy thought: attractive, thin, greasy hair, in true biker-chick style. 

				Lacy felt the dog squeeze by her leg. It ran into the house. The man who was walking toward the door said something and Lacy heard a squeal and thud. She saw the dog get kicked into the wall next to the television set. She’d never seen anyone kick a dog before in her life, and didn’t know what to do. It froze her blood.

				“I don’t want any dog that can’t fight,” the man said, smiling at her. Without saying another word, he grabbed Lacy by the arm, yanked her into the house and slammed the front door shut.

				


			

			
				


				*   *   *

				


				


				“I’d like to buy a pistol, Mr. Stewart,” Sharon Collier said. 

				Rebecca and her father could both see that something was wrong with her. Her eyes were bloodshot, and she seemed thinner than they remembered her. 

				The man did something with his ponytail. His arms were covered in blue-black crude prison tattoos. He still hadn’t said a word. 

				Mike Stewart turned and looked at his daughter, then back at Sharon, whom he’d known since she was a baby.

				“Well, Sharon. I guess—”

				“It’s a present for my dad’s birthday. It’s coming up,” Sharon said quickly. She looked down at the counter. “I need something for my dad.” Her voice sounded agitated, the words coming out a little too fast.

				“Why don’t you get him a hat or something?” Stewart said. He started to come around the counter.

				“No! It has to be a pistol. Something powerful—I want.” She put both hands on the glass counter, as if she were deliberating. “I want a shortened forty-five, with two clips and a box of hollow points. Oh, and I think I’ll buy him a bullet-proof vest, too. That’s okay to buy, right? I mean, it would be like my father was buying it?” she said. She scratched her arm and shot Stewart a look.

				“Rebecca, why don’t you show Sharon what we have in hunting vests, and I’ll get some of my powerful stuff from the back.” Stewart looked at his daughter. 

				Rebecca nodded; she knew that her dad was on his way to make a call. She looked at Sharon, whom she known since they were kids. Sharon was stoned—that was obvious. The biker who’d come in with her had blue eyes, and his hair and face were greasy. He seemed very pale, too, which was a dead giveaway of meth freaks.

				“So what’s your name?” Rebecca asked him, unafraid.

				“Smith,” the man said, looking at her. “John Smith.”

				“That’s an unusual name,” Rebecca said, meeting his stare.

				


				


				“This is Mike, down at All American Gun Shop. I got to talk to the sheriff. To Quentin,” Stewart said.

			

			
				“He’s not in right now. Do you want to leave a message?” a deputy said. 

				Stewart looked through the one-way mirror he’d installed in the shop’s office so that he could always keep an eye on the gun counter.

				“Tell him that his daughter Sharon is down here at my shop with some—some biker guy. This guy is trying to get her to buy a pistol and a bullet-proof vest. I think they’re both high as kites.”

				


				


				*   *   *

				


				


				Miles raced along the corridors of Timberline’s city hall. He stopped when he saw Quentin come into the lobby, heading for the Sheriff’s office on the first floor.

				“I’ve got to talk to you.”

				“Not now, Miles.”

				“Quentin! I said I have to talk to you!” 

				The sheriff stopped. He had his hand on the office door. “I’ve got to find my daughter Miles,” Quentin said.

				“Quentin. Listen, there’s someone upstairs in the jail. He was the search and rescue pilot who was sent out when you called the ranger station about Chuck Phelps.”

				“What are you talking about?” Quentin said.

				“I just interviewed him. The pilot. He says Phelps was dead up there in the Gap, and that he and his sergeant were attacked by some kind of ... some kind of people, that weren’t people. I think you better come hear his story. It’s a lot like what I heard the guy from the L.A. Times tell my editor this morning. It’s what I heard happened in Los Angeles. They’re here. These things. I think that’s what the disappearances are about. I think it’s what I heard at Genesoft’s offices this morning. I think I know what’s happened,” Miles said. “I think it’s that genetically engineered food that’s done it. I’m not sure. But I think it’s possible.”

				“Miles, you’re not making any sense. That’s a biotech firm—they screw with vegetables or something. What’s that got to do with all these disappearances?” 

				A deputy opened the door and stuck his head out into the hallway. “Sheriff, a message came in for you, there’s been some kind of disturbance at the high school. We sent a couple of cars down there. A fight or something. When’s Eileen coming back? I’m having trouble handling the phones by myself. We got a lot of people calling in about missing persons.”

				“How many people we got out sick today?” Quentin asked the deputy. 

			

			
				The young man stopped and counted on his hand. “Four. And T.C. must have gone home; he should have been back from Sacramento by now. But we can’t get him on the radio and he’s not answering his cell phone, either. It seems like half the town is missing,” the deputy said. “Sheriff, are you all right?”

				“Deputy. Does anyone in your family work at Genesoft?” Miles asked.

				“What?” The man looked at Miles as if he’d gone off the deep end. The deputy tried to hand Quentin a telephone-message form.

				“Answer him!” Quentin said. “Does anyone at your place work up there? Did you get any food from up there?”

				“Or in the last week?” Miles said.

				“I don’t know. I had an omelet this morning,” the man said, baffled. “And no. My wife works at the bank. My mom does too.”

				“Breakfast. Where?” Miles said.

				“At the Copper Penny.” The deputy nodded toward the street.

				“How do you feel?” Miles said.

				“Quentin, what the hell is Miles talking about?” 

				“I’m not sure,” Quentin said.

				“Oh, and Sharon’s over at the gun shop,” the deputy said, handing Quentin the message.

				“What?” 

				“Yeah, Mike just called for you. You were out. He said Sharon is at the shop and she’s— she’s stoned,” the deputy said.

				“Look, Miles. I’m going to give you one minute, then I’m walking out of here and getting my daughter.” The deputy went back into the office.

				“The pilot says that he was attacked by fifty or sixty people who weren’t people anymore. He called them Howlers because they make some kind of weird screaming sound when they attack,” Miles said.

				“Obviously he’s crazy,” Quentin said.

				“Is he? How many people are missing here in Timberline since yesterday? A hundred, maybe more? Look, I didn’t put it together until the pilot told me what happened to him,” Miles said. “I don’t think he’s crazy.”

				“Put what together?”

				“I told you there was a worker at Genesoft this morning who said that a lot of the employees were sick there. She said there was something wrong with the new product line, R-19 —that it was responsible for illnesses.”

			

			
				“Miles, are you telling me all this is about Genesoft?”

				“Yes, I think so. I got their shipping reports for the new product. The shipped to supermarkets in Southern California, in the Bay Area and back East. Even here in Timberline. They sent free products to several restaurants in Nevada City too, all over the Goddamn state—starting two weeks ago.”


				



			

	





			
				


				


				CHAPTER 14

				


				


				Lieutenant Bell looked at the name written in dark pencil lead under the window of the jail cell: Willis Good. It stood out amongst the other graffiti. Something about it made it stand out, centered under the window. Bell read the Latin: In hoc lacrimarum valle. He’d gone to a Catholic high school and managed three of the words, but was at a loss for lacrimarum. He smiled: a Latin graffito seemed fitting after what he’d been through. 

				He stepped closer to the Plexiglas windowpane and looked out on the street below. It was snowing and the Christmas lights strung over the intersection were swinging in the wind. A car stopped in front of the Bank of America, which was built on a slight knoll; a long flight of granite steps led up to the entrance. Bell watched three men get out of the car. The lieutenant caught sight of a pistol tucked quickly under a jacket. He turned around and looked at the cell door they’d locked behind him. He thought of calling out, but hesitated. He looked again out the window and down on the street. The car had pulled up the street; the men who had gotten out were walking quickly up the steps to the bank. 

				Bell turned around. He saw the MPs at the door of his cell.

				“Lieutenant.”  

				  “What are you doing? I thought you guys had left,” Bell said, moving from the window.

				“We got a call from the Colonel. He said they’re going to drop the charges. You’re to come back to base immediately,” the MP said. Bell heard the key move in the door’s steel lock. The cell door swung open and the young MP stood aside, making way for the deputy who had opened his cell door. The young military policeman seemed embarrassed by the sudden turn of events.

				“So, the U.S. Army made a mistake,” Bell said. The Colonel who had arrested him had probably understood finally what was going on out there, and that Bell had been telling the truth about what had happened to his sergeant. 

				“Won’t be the first time, sir,” one of the young men said. 

				Bell walked out of the cell and followed the MPs down the stone stairway. They walked out of the jail and piled into the U.S. Government van waiting for him outside in the alley. 

				“You guys don’t mind driving with a crazy man then, I take it?” Bell said. The two MPs didn’t answer.

			

			
				“The colonel said he wanted me to give you his apologies, sir,” the driver said. 

				Bell was looking again at the car that had pulled up in front of the bank. The driver, an older black man, was holding the wheel with both hands as if he expected something other than his wife to come out of the bank. The car’s windshield wipers moved slowly over the glass, pushing snow out of the way.

				“Apology not accepted,” Bell said. The van’s engine started. The driver pulled out onto the street from the alley. 

				The black man at the wheel of the Ford glanced up at the van as it pulled onto the street and passed him. Bell thought of telling the van’s driver to stop. He contemplated going back and warning the sheriffs that there was probably a bank robbery in progress—right across the street, no less. But he didn’t. He told himself there were much more important things going on in the world, and said nothing.

				


				


				Something about the way the Ford was parked, or perhaps the cloud of white exhaust coming from the primer-gray Ford Explorer’s tailpipe, or the hard glancing look of the stranger sitting behind the wheel of the car caught Quentin’s eye as he stepped out from the Copper Penny, where he’d been looking for Lacy. It was snowing hard enough that he had to pull up the collar to his coat. Instinctively, and despite the fact he was looking for Lacy on the street, Quentin glanced again at the Ford, this time unbuttoning his coat. 

				His right hand found and rested on the butt of his automatic. The black man behind the wheel, a stranger to him, looked at the sheriff and then into the Ford’s rearview mirror. Quentin, hand firmly on his pistol, started to cross the icy street. All his internal alarm bells were going off.

				Quentin’s radio crackled as he stepped off the curb. He turned it up enough to hear it as he walked toward the Ford.

				“Sheriff, we got some kind of riot at the K-mart. Attack by some kind of gang—Sheriff, are you there? Quentin?” 

				“Yeah, I’m here,” Quentin said, as calmly as he could. “I think we have an armed robbery in progress across from the station, at the Bank of America.” 

				“Could you repeat, Sheriff? There’s something wrong down at the K-mart. I think you better get down there. I’ve sent—did you say armed robbery?” 

				Quentin had stepped down into the dirty snow-covered street. The man behind the wheel of the Ford was staring directly at him, the black man’s eyes intense, his hands gripping the steering wheel.

				“I said, I think we have an armed robbery in progress,” Quentin repeated carefully, holding the button down on his radio. A car passed him, coming between him and the Ford. He recognized the driver, a neighbor, who waved. He didn’t wave back. He drew his pistol. He used the cover of the car’s passing to pull it out of the holster. He slid the radio’s handset back into place, lowered his pistol and hit the safety on the Sig, making it hot. He simultaneously pressed the pistol against the back of his thigh, which he hoped would keep it out of the black man’s sight line. 

				The deputy was speaking to him again over the radio. Quentin’s heart had kicked into overdrive, thumping hard enough for him to feel it beating. His vision started to close down, the adrenalin creating a tunnel-vision effect: the front of the Ford, the black man’s face staring at him over the steering wheel, now all distant and sitting at the bottom of the tunnel. 

			

			
				Walking slowly, Quentin turned his head and glanced up at the steps of the bank. A women and a child were heading up the stairs of the bank building. The young woman stopped and motioned to Quentin with her hand, as if she were warning him of something. 

				Quentin, thinking he’d missed a car, turned to his left. The street was clear. He tried to re-focus on the black man in the Ford. The girl on the stairs was yelling something; he couldn’t quite make it out. He was having trouble finding the black man’s face at the bottom of the adrenaline-created tunnel. Then he heard the scream behind him and was shoved forward, viciously. He knew he was going to lose his balance and fall. He tried to get his gun hand up, away from him, so that he wouldn’t shoot himself.

				He landed better than he thought, his pistol in front of him; he was facing the front wheel of the Ford he’d been heading toward. He heard the scream again and something was on him, jumping up high on his shoulder. He felt himself being dragged over the street. When it stopped, his face was shoved down hard against the rough salted-and-snow-covered asphalt. He saw the asphalt come and go. He almost lost consciousness, his head slammed down hard again on the asphalt. 

				On the edge of consciousness, Quentin heard the scream again. Then a gunshot, very loud and very close. He felt the pressure on his neck ease. He saw something roll to his right. A body came into view. A car horn honked loudly as his vision returned to normal, and he could see clearly again. He tried to get up, his pistol still in his right hand.

				Quentin looked up at a man standing a few feet away and wearing a ski mask. The man had a short combat-style shotgun pointed at the body lying on the ground to Quentin’s right. The man with the shotgun turned toward Quentin, racking the shotgun. The man’s eyes were penetrating, dark, efficient.

				“Get up,” the man said. “Get the fuck up!” 

				Quentin picked himself up off his hands and knees. 

				“Put the gun down.” 

				Quentin dropped his pistol as he stood, still slightly dazed. The end of the man’s shotgun barrel was touching his chest. Quentin realized he was bleeding; it was the blood in his eyes that was making it hard to see clearly. He had half a picture of the snowy street. 

				Three men were in the Ford now. He looked to his right. An old man was lying in the street, a spray of blood around him on the snow. Quentin didn’t recognize him. He couldn’t believe that the old man had been the one to knock him down and then pick him up and fling him around like a doll. He must have been eighty years old. The old man’s chest was imploded from the shotgun blast; a portion of his face, from his nose down, was blown off completely. 

				Quentin turned toward the sheriff’s station across the street. One of his deputies had come out. His hands were up in the air. The deputy was looking at Quentin. The deputy’s face, a confused blank, took in the scene. The traffic on Main Street had stopped to the left and the right of the masked man.

				“You got a real problem, lawman,” Ski Mask said. “There’s plenty more of those things. They’ll be all over town soon. You’ll see.” 

				Quentin looked into the eyes of the man speaking. He didn’t understand. Had the robber just saved his life? 

			

			
				Ski Mask ran to the Ford and jumped into the back seat. The Ford moved out into the street, not quickly, but as if it had all the time in the world. It drove into the intersection slowly and deliberately, and headed down the street. 

				Quentin bent and picked up his pistol. He looked up at the girl on the stairs of the bank who had tried to warn him. She was gone. The deputy was jogging across the street toward him.

				“Sheriff, you all right? Jesus Christ, I never seen anything like it!” Quentin looked to his right at the body of the old man that had almost killed him. “You’re bleeding bad, Sheriff. We better get you over to the doctor’s.”

				“What happened, Troy? I don’t understand. They just robbed the bank?”

				“Sure did. But that bank robber just saved your life. That thing that came down the street just killed three women in The Copper Penny.”

				“What?”

				“That’s why I came out. Someone ran into the station and said some old man had gone crazy in The Copper Penny and was killing people. That bank robber just saved your ass!”

				“That’s impossible,” Quentin said. He looked down at the dead body lying in the street. The car that had been stopped in front of him raced on. “That’s an old man,” Quentin said, half out of it.

				“Old man or not, that guy body slammed you like you were a little girl,” the deputy said. “I saw it myself.” 

				Quentin touched his face. His right eye was starting to swell shut and his face was covered with blood. He could feel the stickiness and the gravel and salt that had gotten into the lacerations on his face and chin. A siren wailed in the distance and Quentin, wiping his eyes, saw a fire truck making its way down Main Street, its canary-yellow engine bright against the falling snow. He watched in horror as it approached, cars pulling over to make way. People were crawling on the fire engine, hanging onto the ladders and onto the engine’s side, like apes at the zoo. One of them—just a kid—threw the driver from behind the wheel and down onto the street.

				“My God,” the deputy said. “Oh my God!” 

				The thing driving started to howl loudly. 

				“It can’t be,” Quentin said. “That’s Eileen’s son, isn’t it?”

				The young boy stood up on the seat as the fire engine raced down Main Street, out of control, and began to hit cars and plow over them. Eileen’s son put his head back and howled as loud as the engine’s siren. The deputy pulled Quentin out of the fire truck’s way.

				They watched the fire truck crash into the AG Edwards storefront down the street. The people hanging from the ladder dropped off and loped up the street toward Quentin like great apes. Some of the things used their knuckles to propel themselves. 

				Quentin stared in disbelief. Bystanders on the sidewalks were being attacked. In a moment the gang of ape-like things were on them, and it was complete chaos.

			

			
				


				


				Their Ford had been rammed by the fire truck and hurled through the storefront’s plate-glass window and into the interior of AG Edwards. The front of the fire truck, having followed their car, was sitting beside it. Both vehicles were wedged into the debris. A steel beam in the ceiling had sheared the fire truck’s cab clean off.

				The Ford had struck several people with desks along the storefront, killing them instantly. Dillon turned around in the backseat; he saw the smashed-out gaping hole the two vehicles had punched out. He could see Howlers jumping off the fire truck’s back end, which was sticking out into the street.

				One of his men had been decapitated by a stop sign that had come through the Ford’s front windshield. In a surreal picture, the head was still wobbling about on the seat next to Dillon like a slowing top. Someone was screaming. The driver, he guessed, because Dillon could see the black man was rocking back and forth in agony, his big head ticking violently. The screaming was horrible. The driver, his left foot and left thigh impaled on a gas line, was trying to undo his seat belt. Dillon got control of his own shock and did a quick check of his body. He moved his arms, then his legs; everything was working.

				One of the Howlers was approaching the Ford. The Howler got close in and put his face up to the bashed-in front windshield. The dead man next to Dillon still wore his ski mask. Dillon tore it off, then took the pistol out of the dead man’s hand. The driver had stopped screaming; it was quiet in the car. Dillon was the only one left alive. The severed head was sitting on one of the moneybags, the head’s eyes wide open. Dillon knocked it off with the back of his hand. The head’s face, even in death, seemed to sense the ironic turn of events. 

				Grabbing one of the canvas moneybags, Dillon tried the door on his left. Immediately a hand was grabbing for him. A child’s hand caught him by the ankle and began to drag him out of the Ford. It felt as if a powerful machine had caught hold of his leg. He saw the kid’s head through the Ford’s window, raised his pistol and fired. 

				The kid flew backwards into a dead stockbroker, still holding his phone where he’d died. The stockbroker’s legs had been cleanly amputated; he’d been knocked into the front of the Ford and rammed between a random desk and a wall. Pieces of his intestines had been pushed up through his mouth and were spilling onto the Ford’s hood, and yet the dead man was holding his cell phone as if he were alive and in mid conversation.

				Dillon crawled out of the half-open car door. He brought out two of the moneybags from the bank. He reached into the back of the Ford and got his shotgun, which was lying on the floor. He searched one of the Texan’s pockets for ammo and found an extra full clip for a Glock.

				In the smashed-up office the Howlers were milling around, looking about as if they were lost. Two of them were beating a young secretary to death, punching her with tremendous force, their blows crushing her face. Several people from the brokerage were sitting at their desks injured or trying to help each other get over the debris and out into the street. 

				Dillon looked at the two bags of money. He couldn’t carry both and wield his shotgun at the same time. He swore under his breath. “Hey, asshole.” 

				One of the milling Howlers looked up. It started to shriek, then howl. It made for Dillon, the Ford between them. The Howler, about twenty and clad in Cal-Trans overalls, climbed over the top of the Ford, taking the direct route. Dillon waited for him to come over the Ford’s roof. He shot him as soon as he came over the top, blowing him backwards. Several Howlers came up over the Ford in the same manner. Dillon fired again and again; three Howlers dropped from the shotgun’s blasts. The rest of the group came up at him, the same way, over the top of the Ford, just as he expected. 

			

			
				They’re so stupid!

				“Stupid fuckers,” Dillon said out loud. He dropped the shotgun, now empty and pulled out the two pistols he had holstered before he’d walked into the bank. He began to fire. 

				The last Howler—another kid, only about ten—dropped at his feet as the pistols clicked empty. Dead Howlers rolled off the top of the Ford and onto the floor of the destroyed brokerage office. He picked up a section of gas line and smashed the kid in the head, killing him.

				The heavy smell of cordite mixed with stinking Howler blood, but the Howlers were all dead and he had the two bags of money at his feet. “It was me or the money, motherfuckers!” he shouted, the adrenalin pumping through him so hard he felt high. 

				One of the stockbrokers—fat, still alive, his white shirt stained with blood—looked at him from the smashed water cooler where he’d been standing talking about George Clooney’s new girlfriend on his phone, and how he’d “like to do her, too.” He was frozen with fear but miraculously untouched, his belly sagging over his belt. CNBC was playing on a TV on the wall above him as if nothing had happened.

				“You better clear out,” Dillon said to the fat man. “There’s probably more of them.” 

				The man—in shock—nodded, finally moving his head and dropping his phone. 

				Dillon picked up the two heavy canvas bags of money, each stamped with “Bank Of America on its sides, and walked out of the hole in the storefront office and into the chaos on the street.

				


				*   *   *

				


				


				“Dad, I want you to meet Gary Summers,” Rebecca said. She was standing next to Gary and smiling. 

				Mr. Stewart looked at the kid from behind the counter and smiled back. “Any friend of Rebecca’s is a friend of mine,” he said.

				“Well, don’t just stand there,” Rebecca said. “Come on in and I’ll show you the store.” 

				Gary followed. “I didn’t lock my bike,” he said. 

				Rebecca looked at her father and they both laughed. 

				“Son, you don’t have to lock you bike here in Timberline. And people don’t steal much from in front of gun stores, usually.” 

			

			
				Gary took one more look back at his $2,000 mountain bike. It was his prize possession, and he wasn’t sure. 

				Rebecca grabbed him by the hand and pulled him up to the long counter. “We got more pistols than any gun store in the Sierras,” she said, looking down at the huge assortment of handguns. “That’s why those people outside are mad at us.” 

				Summers didn’t know what to say. He looked up from the counter and saw that Rebecca’s father was looking down on the arsenal proudly.

				“You an auto man, or revolver?” Stewart asked.

				“Auto, I guess?” Gary said, not sure what the man meant; all his knowledge of firearms had come from video games or TV shows.

				“I thought so,” Stewart said. He took out a Smith and Wesson 1918 Colt 45 and put it out on the counter on a piece of green felt. “Now that pistol, right here—and I don’t care what anyone says about the Glocks—This is the one I’d take to a gunfight,” Rebecca’s father said. 

				Gary looked at the thing. His parents had been horrified when he’d asked for a GI Joe once for his birthday. He reached for the pistol and picked it up. It was cold and slightly oily to the touch, and heavier than he expected. The pimpled grip felt oddly sensual. He’d never touched any kind of firearm in his life. 

				“How do you—load it?” Gary asked, fascinated. “Down here, right?” 

				Mr. Stewart and Rebecca were both too polite to register their shock at his ignorance.

				“We got a shooting range downstairs in the basement. Want to try it?” Rebecca suggested. It was best to get him up to speed with firearms as soon as possible, before he said anything else that might put her dad off.

				“Sure,” Summers said. 

				Rebecca winked at her father. It was a signal they used for inside jokes and for city-people ways, which were always strange.

				


				


				Rebecca closed the door behind them. A steep flight of stairs faced them, with a yellow light shining on a concrete floor at the bottom. 

				“I used to bring all my boyfriends down to the range,” Rebecca said with a smile. She put her hand in his hair; he almost fell backwards, and she had to grab him by the arm. She pulled him close and kissed him. 

				Gary felt her tongue slip into his mouth. It was all getting to be a little too much: first guns, now Rebecca’s tongue darting down and touching the roof of his mouth and rubbing its roof sensually. 

			

			
				She finally pulled away. “You want to screw?”

				“Yeah, sure,” Summers said. “But what about your father?” 

				Rebecca looked down the stairs past him as if he were a child. 

				He wanted to do both. Both seemed fun. He had a fantasy of shooting the pistol while they made love. He looked at her beautiful face in the light from a naked light bulb hung over the stairs. The basement smell mixed with something else: gunpowder, he imagined, or whatever smell guns made when you shot them. 

				“I’d like to shoot the gun and then make love,” he said sheepishly.

				“Come on, then. That sounds like fun,” Rebecca said. “And it’s not a gun, it’s a pistol.”

				


				


				*   *   *

				


				


				Quentin looked out at the chaos on Main Street. The things were out there, but he could do nothing about it now. The deputies who had gone to the K-Mart were not responding to their radios. It had started to snow harder; all he saw was a driving sheet of white outside the office. He was holding on the phone for the State Police, trying to get assistance and some kind of explanation for what was happening to his town. Nothing he’d seen in the last thirty minutes made any sense. He was sure he was dreaming and that he would wake up. He kept praying he would.

				“Quentin? It’s Captain Harrison, sorry. Look, before we start, let me tell you that the Governor’s office is calling for a State Of Emergency and has asked the National Guard to take up positions in several of the state’s major cities. So we don’t expect much from us for rural areas like yours, I’m afraid. 

				“And another thing: they are predicting the phones will go down soon, as they’ve had a lot of damage to one of the switching stations in Sacramento. Now what can I help you with?”

				Quentin was watching one of the things come down the center of the street. It was a young woman in her thirties, half naked, beautiful and ugly all at once. A long stand of white spit dangled from her open mouth. She punched out a car windshield that had been abandoned on the street, then walked aimlessly away. The street in front of Quentin’s office was empty until several of the human-like things came out of Dr. Poole’s office, dragging a dead woman behind them.

				“What’s going on? These things, what’s going on?” Quentin asked. The sound of his own voice sounded strange to him.

				“Don’t know. Nobody does. There are guesses, that’s all. The only thing we know is that there are tens of thousands of them around the state. Some cites don’t have any, and things are normal. Then, some places—well, they’re hell on earth.”

			

			
				“Are they sick? Are they still—human, or what?”

				“Sheriff, I don’t have an answer.”

				“We need help. I think we have hundreds here, and this is a small town. I only have nine law-enforcement officers. I’ve lost contact with more than half of my men. I’ve got two at the jail with me. We’ve got gangs of these things roaming Main Street killing people. It’s chaos—do you understand?”

				“I understand. We can’t do much right now. There’s talk about the Army getting involved, but I haven’t heard for sure. They’re meeting about this at the White House.”

				“What am I supposed to do?” Quentin said.

				“The best you can. We’ve issued a shoot-on-sight order for the—things. Howlers, people are calling them. If you think it’s a Howler, kill it. Good luck.” The captain hung up.  

				All those seminars and meetings in Sacramento about emergency plans and inter-agency cooperation, that’s what they amounted to, Quentin thought. Good luck. He put down the phone in disbelief. It rang again almost immediately. He picked it up. All his office phone lines were lit up. People had started to call in, frightened and wanting to know where the deputies were. He didn’t know what to tell them.

				“Daddy.” It was his daughter Sharon’s voice. “Daddy. You have to help me. They have Lacy here. God.”

				“Where are you?” he said.

				“Over on the Pinecone Road, white house on the corner, the old schoolhouse. Daddy, hurry. Please!” 

				The line went dead. Quentin put the phone down. He knew the house; it had been on his drug-watch list. 

				Before, he’d been confused and frightened and at a loss. Now, as he unlocked the gun cabinet and pulled down the M-16 and a bulletproof vest, he wasn’t thinking about anything but his daughters and his wife, what she would be thinking of him if he didn’t succeed. He dumped half a dozen extra fully-loaded clips into a metal garbage can and walked out of the office with the weapons and ammo. The phone was ringing, but he didn’t bother to pick it up.

				“You’d better go home,” Quentin said, looking at his last deputy.

				“Sheriff?”

				“Let the prisoners out of their cells first. There’s nothing we can do now but be with our families. It’s every man for himself. God bless you,” Quentin said.

				“Willis was right, then,” the deputy said. “He told me that I should get my wife and kids out of town. I thought he was crazy.” 

				The deputy heard the door close. He took the headset off and threw it on the office’s phone-system console, which was lit up like a Christmas tree. He felt helpless, as if he’d been afraid of this day all along, and now it had finally come. He went into Quentin’s office and grabbed one of the M-16s from the unlocked gun locker. He snapped in a clip and jacked in a round. The phone rang. Hoping it was his wife, the deputy picked it up.

			

			
				“Quentin?”

				“No,” the deputy said. “This is Deputy Troy.”

				“Is Quentin there? This is Patty Tyson at the ranger station at Emigrant Gap. We need some help up here. Can you send a couple of deputies? There’s—well, I can’t quite explain it,  but we’ve had several attacks by—”

				“You’ll have to take care of it yourself,” the deputy said. “We’re overrun down here in town. There’s hundreds of the things here.” 

				“You’ve seen them, too?” Patty said.

				“Yeah, I’ve seen them. I—” Something spun the deputy around. A half-naked woman, about thirty, was screaming, with a huge gob of white ropey-looking spit hanging from her mouth. 

				The deputy lifted his weapon and shot her in the stomach. To his horror, nothing happened; the thing kept screaming at him. He fired again, stitching its naked chest with rounds. The impact of the M-16’s fire shook its shoulders and head, back-footing it. But it still wouldn’t die. More of them were behind her.

				


				


				Patty Tyson put down the phone. A chill ran down her back. She’d heard the man screaming over the phone and it had unnerved her. She looked out the office window. One of the things was coming slowly up the gravel driveway toward the ranger station. For some reason it was dragging a garbage can behind it.

				“He said there are hundreds of them in Timberline,” Patty said. She looked at her boss, who had come in from the parking lot. He had his service pistol out and was standing in shock, staring at a waitress from the Denny’s who was walking deliberately up the gravel path. Patty looked at her boss. He was bleeding from his mouth where one of the things had punched him.

				“How much ammunition do we have left?” he said. He began reloading his automatic from a half-full box of ammo on his desk top. They heard a crash in the back of the office. One of the things had punched out the back door’s window and was trying to tear through the wire screen that covered it.

				“Well, what are you waiting for!” her boss said. “You going to wait for it to get in here and kill us?” 

				Patty Tyson lifted her pistol and aimed at the young man climbing through the broken window. She recognized him as the salesman who’d sold her car at the Chevy dealership in Nevada City the week before. She pulled the trigger several times and killed the thing as it tried to climb through the door’s window, its shoulders halfway through it. Her rounds went through the top of its head. It stopped moving; its body hung lifeless. It was the first time she’d ever shot anything, much less a human being. 

				She turned around. Her fellow officers had run out the front of the office and left her behind. They were jumping into the last working truck. She watched the truck, packed with rangers, pull down the driveway and turn onto the street, its back end sliding on the icy pavement.

				      

			

			
				


				*   *   *

				


				


				Dr. Poole looked at his wife. The house was cold and dark, the heater and lights not working as the entire county’s electrical grid was down. Her pretty brown face was wet with tears.

				“Sweetheart, I need for you to calm down and listen to me. All right?” Marvin said.

				“I can’t leave without Richard,” Grace said.

				“I’m afraid you have to,” Marvin said. He couldn’t tell her that he’d seen their son on the road. That he’d stopped the car, afraid of Richard when he’d seen him with that strange blank look on his face. His son had been standing in the snow with more of the things, long strands of strange thick-looking saliva hanging from his mouth. Marvin had driven on, not wanting to believe it until he heard Richard make that awful howling sound.

				“I promise you, we’ll go by the high school on the way down the mountain,” Marvin said. It was a lie, but he didn’t know what else to say. 

				“What about Sidney?” she asked. 

				Marvin looked down at his suitcase. The bedroom was neat. His wife had been cleaning when he’d come in the door. She’d taken one look at him and screamed. His clothes were filthy from the fight in the car. He hadn’t answered her questions at first. He had no words to describe what he’d seen on the road. 

				“Listen, you have to get a few things together. I have some clothes Mr. Crouchback can probably wear. He is sedated right now. But he’s going to need some warm clothes. Can you fix him up with some? We have to take him. We can’t leave him here,” Marvin said. The doctor crossed the bedroom to his closet and took one of his Mackinaw coats and a few other things he thought would fit their neighbor Crouchback, who was sitting in their living room, obviously very ill. Marvin had done what he could for him.

				“What’s wrong with Mr. Crouchback? Why aren’t you explaining anything, Marvin? What’s going on? You say we have to go down the mountain, but you don’t say why. You say we can’t wait and look for Richard, but you won’t say why?” 

				His wife sat down on the edge of the bed. She was much younger than Marvin, ten years. He had been married before and felt guilty saddling her with an older man, but he’d fallen in love with her so completely that he had been selfish. Now he wished he’d never met her. Then, maybe, she would have been spared all this horror.

				“I’m sorry, you just have to trust me right now. Something bad is going on. Some kind of pathogen affecting people, making them sick. Maybe in the water—it’s best if we go down the mountain for the time being. I think it might be better away from here.” The strain of the last few hours was showing on his face. He collapsed on the rug, his elbows on the bed. He let his face fall into his hands. “I saw it developing. I should have been more aggressive.” 

			

			
				His wife came around the bed and helped pick him up. She had never seen him like this before, physically done in. Her own fear was subsumed in the shock of seeing her husband on his knees, talking to himself.

				“Honey, please tell me what you saw. What is it?” She sat him on the bed, put her hands in his. 

				Marvin looked at his wife. He reached up and touched her face. “People have turned into some kind of monsters. They—they —”

				“What do you mean?” she said.

				“Just that, people are turning into something inhuman, something I’ve never seen before. Something no one has ever seen before,” he said. “It’s as if they’ve been physically altered, too.”

				“Why do we have to leave? Why is Mr. Crouchback sedated?” she said. Grace looked at the bedroom door. They’d taken Crouchback into the living room and let him lie down on the couch. He was speaking gibberish, not saying anything they could understand. Marvin had found him walking up the road toward the gate of their development in the snow, barefoot, talking to himself—in fact, displaying the symptoms he’d seen in his practice all week.

				“He’s sedated because I’m afraid that he might become one of them. The gibberish is a symptom. But I can’t be sure. I couldn’t just leave him out there.”

				“Why do we have to leave our home, Marvin? You haven’t told me everything.”

				“Because I think that we should.” He couldn’t answer her truthfully. It would frighten her. He needed his wife’s help to save their daughter and get down the mountain, to what he hoped would be safety. If she had seen Richard . . . “I think we better eat something before we go,” he said. 

				His wife gave him a look Marvin had never seen before. “I’ve tried to call the high school and there’s no answer. Why? Why aren’t you telling me the truth? Why aren’t they answering the phone at the high school, Marvin?”

				“I’m going to go look in on Vivian,” he said. “We should leave soon. It’s best.”

				“Where are we going, Marvin? At least tell me that!” his wife said. 

				Marvin held the door. He was exhausted. He didn’t have an answer. He didn’t know where they should go. All he could hope was that if they went somewhere else, they could escape the nightmare around them.

				“I’m not sure exactly where yet. Down the mountain,” he said and closed the door.

				


				


				



			

	






			

			
				


				


				CHAPTER 15

				


				


				Turning from Main Street, Dillon walked down a side street’s antique duckboard sidewalk. The snow piled up here and there, dumped by the morning’s violent storm. Architectural features that had been obscured by the storm—doorways, banisters, cornices—were sharply outlined by sunshine. 

				An old man wearing a grease-stained snowsuit left a hardware store, bumping Dillon on the way to his car. The old man pretended not to notice the pistol stuck in Dillon’s belt, or the two hanging from his double shoulder holsters. The storefronts, the parked cars, the occasional pedestrians walking to their cars or toward Main Street, were still oblivious of the danger around the corner.  

				If the government would just tell people, Dillon thought, watching the old man get in his pickup truck and drive away as if everything were still normal. 

				The snow banks piled against the buildings were stark white, almost painful to look at without sunglasses. Dillon, having lost his dark glasses in the crash, had to squint. 

				His arm had been cut when he’d stopped to help a woman save her baby from one of the things. The Howler had been about to smash the baby’s head on the ground by its legs. The mother, screaming in horror, had tried to fight the thing.  Dillon had stopped and pistol-whipped the Howler, smacking him in the side of the head. He’d managed to snatch the baby away, but the thing had sprung up and bit him on the forearm. It had torn out a mouth-sized chunk of flesh before Dillon had shot him dead in the face. 

				Dillon had walked with the hysterical mother, who was holding her baby close. She begged him to help her get to her car. He’d stood in the middle of Main Street covering their escape, firing at Howlers that tried to jump on the woman’s car as she pulled away.

				After that, out of ammunition, he’d been forced to ignore the mayhem and chaos on Main Street or he wouldn’t survive himself. He’d had to pass people fighting for their lives, some being beaten, some in tears having seen their loved ones murdered in the most horrible way. He’d turned down the first street that looked quiet, not knowing what he would do next. 

				   Keep the money. That was number one. 

				Stay alive, get out of here. There had to be places without Howlers yet. He stopped to check the pistol in his belt, pushing it down so it wouldn’t show as much. 

				Funny, he thought, me saving a sheriff—a lawman. Maybe it was the wrong thing to do. Might end up regretting it.

			

			
				He wondered if he was going a little crazy. Maybe, he thought. Seeing a car bend the corner and come toward him, he stopped walking and put the two canvas bags of cash down. People in the car stared at him as they passed. Dillon looked at them carefully. One street could be normal, while on the next Howlers were overrunning everything, dragging people out of their cars and killing them with their bare hands. He looked up the street. It looked quiet. He picked up the bags again and walked on.

				He glanced into a storefront beauty parlor as he walked by. A lot of middle-aged ladies stared at him from inside the shop, their heads trapped in old-fashioned conical metal hair dryers, oblivious to what was happening. He could only imagine what it would be like when the things got in there. He put down one of the canvas moneybags and waved at the women from the street. 

				“Get out!” he yelled. 

				They looked back at him stupidly through the window. One of them touched another on the arm and gave him a look. 

				“Get out, I said. While you can!” 

				Two of the old ladies, prune-faced, burst out laughing, thinking he was a drunk. Dillon stared at them, then opened the door of the salon. It was acrid-smelling, as if they’d been frying rats on a hot plate. 

				“There are Howlers, here in town. Down on the main street. They’ll be up here soon. Get out!” he said. He looked at the gaggle of ladies. They all looked like his mother under the hair dryers. Almost faceless, just eyes and chins. They’d stopped laughing when they saw the pistols. 

				He walked into the beauty parlor. It was warm; half a dozen ladies were under the dryers and more were having their hair cut in another room. The smell was worse here, almost as bad as a dead Howler, Dillon thought. The hairdressers, all young women, had stopped cutting hair and were staring at Dillon, their mouths open in shock.

				“Listen, you better get out of here before I call the cops,” a young girl said. She wore black leotards and a white blouse. She held a spray can in one hand, and was talking on her cell phone, cradled on her shoulder, as she worked.

				“You have a few minutes. If you leave now, you might make it,” Dillon said to all of them. “They’ll come up here too.” 

				The girl put down her can of hair spray, hung up on her call, and dialed 911. 

				Dillon watched her and started to laugh at the stupidity of it. “Go ahead and call! They’ll be picking that phone out of your ass when they get here.” He turned around and walked out of the shop’s front door, back out into the blinding sunlight of a suddenly cloudless sparkling blue sky. They were doomed, he thought. 

				He turned back and looked in the salon’s window. One of the women went back to her People magazine, sneering and muttering about people needing jobs.

				    He hefted the moneybags and walked on. Quit being a stupid shit. No one is going to believe you til they see them. He glanced down the street. If he stayed here too long, he’d be dead meat too, he thought.  He began to walk by the cars parked on the lane, looking for one that had been left open. He found one with a jean jacket left on the front seat. He put the jacket on, covering his shoulder holsters so they wouldn’t be so noticeable. 

			

			
				He watched an old station wagon drive by, a mother and her children in the front seat, totally oblivious of what was in front of them on Main Street. He couldn’t hijack someone’s car, not now. He was a son-of-a-bitch, but he wasn’t heartless. He thought of going back to the used car lot he’d seen, where he knew he could hot-wire something and get out of here. 

				Then he saw the sign down the narrow snow-filled street: All American Gun Shop. Dillon crossed the street, snow crunching under his cowboy boots. He would need ammo, and lots of it. 

				


				


				He saw picketers in front of the gun store. Dillon looked at them incredulously. Mostly young kids, they looked at Dillon and asked him to join the protest. He’d stared at them, the bags of money in his hands, not knowing whether to laugh or what. 

				“Guns kill,” a young Latin girl said to him. She saw the pistol tucked into his jeans and backed away. The girl moved back into the safety of the moving queue.

				“You all better get out of here!” Dillon shouted. “And you’ll need guns and ammo! That’s what I’m doing. The Howlers are down the street, right down there, on that main drag. I just came down from there.” He put the bags of money down and spoke in an earnest tone of voice. He didn’t want the Howlers to take the young girl, or any of the kids. 

				The crowd of twenty or so young people looked at him wide-eyed. One of them, a tall boy with pimples and red hair, burst out laughing. Some of the others began to laugh, too.

				“He’s drunk,” the red-headed boy said.

				“No, I’m not neither,” Dillon said. “I said there’s Howlers right down on the main street, they’re bound to get up here too! You got to get one of these and protect yourselves!” He ripped the automatic out from where he’d tucked it in the front of his jeans. 

				The grins on the faces of the young people turned to fear. One of the girls screamed and backed away, held around the waist by her boyfriend who’d come down the line to protect her. All the kids backed away down the sidewalk en masse. 

				Dillon heard the old-school brass bell attached to the store’s door, and felt something stick him in the ribs. He knew right away it was a weapon of some kind.

				“Boy, put that down,” a voice said. 

				Dillon turned around and looked over the top of the head of the man, who was much shorter, holding the shotgun on him. The older man had a salt and pepper flat top and wore a red flannel shirt. His eyes were blue.  Dillon saw a look he recognized. He dropped the gun on the wooden sidewalk. The automatic clattered at his feet. The shotgun’s barrel was level and pointed at his stomach.

				“I didn’t mean to scare anyone. I was just trying to warn them, mister,” Dillon said.

				“What do you want here, boy?”

				“Just some ammo, sir. And I’ll pay for it.” 

			

			
				The older man holding the shotgun looked down at the two canvas sacks at Dillon’s feet.

				“Mister, I need that pistol back. I swear I didn’t mean no harm to anyone.”

				“What do you need it for? You going to rob me?”

				“No, sir. I don’t think I would have been standing out here shouting at people if I intended to rob you, would I?”

				  “No, I guess not.”  

				In the store window’s reflection, Dillon saw three Howlers coming around the corner. They wore gym shorts and t-shirts, but he could tell right away what they were because of the spit hanging from their open mouths. 

				One of the Howlers stopped in the middle of the street, threw its head back and began to make their sound, half human and half animal/monkey scream.

				“You better shoot them,” Dillon said. 

				The man holding the shotgun looked at Dillon, then at the Howlers in the middle of the snow-covered street. “What did you say?”

				“I said you better shoot those—those things,” Dillon said. The Howler stopped calling. “He’s calling more of them. There’ll be a whole bunch of them up here in a minute if you don’t stop him from calling like that.” Dillon bent down to pick up his pistol. 

				“Touch that, boy, and I’ll cut you in two,” Stewart said. 

				The protesters were looking at the Howlers standing in the street. All three Howlers squatted in the middle of the road. It was the first time Dillon had seen them do that, wait for more Howlers to show up. They were learning. They were learning fast. They had also changed a little bit since he’d seen them in Elko. Their arms were somehow longer than human arms, and their faces heavier, the jaws slightly thicker, like something Dillon had seen in a book.

				“Boys, get out of that street!” Mr. Stewart yelled. “Hey, boys! I said get out of the street, that’s not funny. We got a lunatic here.” 

				Dillon waited as long as he could, but when the older man turned to look at the Howlers again, Dillon made his move. He elbowed the shotgun barrel away from him and with his other hand he swung out and caught the older man with a right to the jaw. The man crashed to the ground, out cold. Dillon held the shotgun by the barrel and then took it in hand, looking down at the man on the sidewalk. He pushed through the crowd of kids and stepped down into the snowy lane. 

				The three Howlers were crouched together like apes in a zoo. Dillon looked down toward the main drag, then kept walking. He raised the shotgun. One of the Howlers sprang in the air at him. Dillon fired. The other two stood up. Dillon shot a fat one in the head, took it clean off at the shoulders in a red haze. He leveled the shotgun on the other that had charged, running along the ground on all fours. Dillon held his fire. He hated Howlers and wanted this one in close before he killed it. He waited while the thing charged him. 

				The Howler used its arms to propel itself into the air. Dillon waited for it to get only inches from the shotgun barrel before he fired. Screams of horror echoed behind him. Bits of Howler sprayed Dillon’s face. It was splattered and bloody when he walked back up to the sidewalk, all three Howlers dead, their bodies lying in the lane behind him. 

			

			
				The protesters, running away, were halfway down the block. Dillon called after them, but it was too late. They’d all run toward Main Street, the exact wrong direction, and there wasn’t anything he could do about it.

				“Jesus, what did you do that for?” The old man was holding Dillon’s pistol on him. Dillon watched the protesters running toward certain death. 

				“God damn it, why doesn’t anyone wake up?” Dillon said. He turned around to face the pistol leveled at him by the older man.

				“You’re an animal.” The man was pointing the gun at Dillon’s face. He pulled the hammer back and wanted to pull the trigger. 

				Dillon watched him, unmoved. He knew the gun was empty. “It’s not what you think, old man. Those weren’t teenage kids you saw, they were Howlers, and they don’t give a shit about humans. You understand? They’ll kill us, or we kill them, it real simple. That pistol is empty. You better go get some ammo for it. Those things howled to their friends, and once they howl like that, more of them will show up very soon.”

				“I can’t kill you, you’re a lunatic,” Mr. Stewart said. He put the gun down “You’re a lunatic!” A sheriff’s car pulled up the street and stopped in front of the shop. Quentin got out of the car holding the M-16 by its handle. He had his bulletproof vest on. There was a dead body of a Howler, a woman, on the hood of the car; he’d hit her as he’d left Main Street and turned up the lane.

				“The vest is a waste of time,” Dillon said. “They can’t shoot back.” 

				“Mike, I need all the ammo you got for this thing. And you’ll have to leave. You and Rebecca. You can come with me. You’ll have to leave the store, right now.”

				“God damn, Sheriff, I’m glad to see you. This lunatic just killed three boys in cold blood. Out there in the street.” 

				Dillon turned and looked at the bodies in the snowy lane. 

				“What’s your name?” Quentin said.

				“Dillon.” 

				“Is that the money you stole from the bank?”

				“Sure is.”

				“Thanks—I mean, for saving my ass back there. You could have let him kill me.”

				“Didn’t see any point to it,” Dillon said. “I was in Nevada when they overran Elko. I hate ’em. Worse than the law.”

				“Sheriff, have I gone crazy, or didn’t you hear me? This lunatic—”

				“Shut up, Mike. It’s not what you think. Those weren’t boys, not anymore. They were something else. I know. They’re down on Main Street right now, hundreds of them. They killed everybody in the K-Mart an hour ago. Everyone in the Copper Penny. They’re all over the state and there’s no law to help us. All we got is each other. You understand? Him included,” Quentin said, nodding at Dillon.

			

			
				“You better stop the chin wag. They’re coming now.” Fifty or sixty Howlers were trooping up the street, looking for their brothers. “They’re changing,” Dillon said. “Changing from the way they were in Elko. Their arms and faces are different, maybe.”

				  “Holy shit!” Stewart said.

				“You got anything fully automatic?” Dillon asked. “Anything in there like what he’s got?” 

				“Well? Do you, Mike? For God’s sake, man, get it, if you do!” Quentin said. 

				Stewart looked at Quentin, then went back into the store. 

				“It’s better if we fight them from inside,” Dillon said. “If they get behind us we won’t have a chance. You won’t be able to kill them fast enough.”

				“Look, I got to go get my daughter,” Quentin said, looking at Dillon, then at the troop of Howlers coming at them. “Can you help me? I can’t do it alone. Some assholes have her in a house down on the other side of town. I need back-up. I’ll help you get that money out of town if you come with me. If you help me get my daughters back.” 

				“What about the old man in there? We can’t leave him,” Dillon said. “He won’t stand a chance.” 

				The Howlers had stopped at the beauty parlor and were swarming it. One of the old ladies was passed out of the parlor and torn apart as if she were made of paper instead of flesh. 

				“Can’t let that happen to him,” Dillon said, watching.

				


				


				They’d been making out in the semi-dark, just a candle lit, when Rebecca noticed the light from the top of the stairs. Very stoned, she heard her father calling to her. She got off the couch and faced the narrow gun range they’d built into the store’s basement. She reached over and snapped on the range lights. Piles of old National Geographic magazines were stacked up on either side of the couch where Summers was lying, a shocked look on his face.

				“Rebecca! God damn it! Get up here!” Something about the tone of her father’s voice froze her blood. 

				Gary looked up at her. A post blocked his view of her father. Terrified her father had caught them, Summers jumped up off the couch. 

				Rebecca turned, smiled, and held out her hand in an “it’s-cool” signal, a calm-down-no-problem-look on her pretty flushed face.

				“Yeah? What’s up, Dad?” she said, hooking up her bra quickly, and finally stepping out of the dark to the bottom of the stairs.

			

			
				“You better come up, honey. And bring the Thompsons, all of them,” her father said.

				“Okay, but—”

				“Rebecca, just do it, please.”

				“Okay, Dad. Okay.” They heard the door close. Gary was putting on his bike shoes.

				“God damn, that was close!” Gary said.

				“Sure was. God, you’d think there was a war going on,” Rebecca said.

				“What’s he want? What are Thompsons?”

				“Machine guns,” Rebecca said. 

				“Excuse me?”

				“Dad collects older machine guns. He wants me to bring up the Thompsons. Must have a collector up there or something. Probably the goddamn ATF agents again. He’s got one of the biggest collections in the state. It’s illegal, though, I guess. You don’t work for the ATF or anything, do you?” She smiled at Gary. “Somehow I don’t think so. Help me move these boxes out of the way.”

				Gary turned around and looked at the couch they’d been making love on. Great stacks of National Geographic magazines stood on either side of the couch and ran down the walls of the shooting range. Rebecca went to the first stack and pulled down several bundles of magazines they used to hide the collection of automatic weapons. She reached into the space, opened a box and pulled out a Thompson. Gary recognized the thing from old black and white gangster movies he’d watched on TV.

				“Holy shit!” he said.

				“Pretty cool, huh? Here, take this one upstairs, and this one too.” She handed two of them to him. Summers stopped at the top of the stairs and turned around. Rebecca was taking out two more Thompson submachine guns from their original wooden packing cases. 

				“I never met anyone like you before,” Gary said, and went through the door into the store.

				


				


				“Boy, give them guns,” Mr. Stewart said. Gary stepped out of the doorway. The sheriff he’d seen around town was at the counter. His face was hurt, one eye almost closed shut. The sheriff was taking boxes of ammunition and throwing them in a canvas bag he’d gotten from a rack. Another man, tall and muscular, was standing near the shop’s entrance—he looked a lot like a white version of the movie actor the Rock, Summers thought. The man had a shock of black hair, was about forty, and had crude tribal-style tattoos on his arms. The man stuck his head out the doorway and looked both ways.

			

			
				Gary walked to the sheriff and handed him one of the guns. Quentin looked up from what he was doing.

				“Kid can you use one of these?” Quentin asked. He nodded to the M-16 he was holding. From the look on the men’s faces, something was seriously wrong. Gary glanced at the man standing in the open doorway, who’d turned around.

				“No time, they’re on the way,” Dillon said. He walked toward the gun counter. “Give me that thing!” Gary handed him one of the Thompsons. 

				“Where’s Rebecca?” Quentin said.

				“Here I am, Sheriff.” Rebecca kicked the door to the basement shut with her foot. 

				Quentin looked up at the girl. He put his hands on the counter in a formal way, like a preacher at his pulpit. 

				“I want you to listen to me, girl, because what I’m going to tell you is the truth, but it’s going to sound pretty strange. There’s a bunch of things out in the street. They look human but aren’t. They’re going to try to kill us as soon as they get here. I don’t have time to explain. Lacy and Sharon need me. I have to go back outside. There’s no more law in town. I guess it’s everyone for themselves.” 

				Dillon yanked off the canister clip on the Thompson and was filling it with ammunition that Mr. Stewart had thrown to him from behind the counter. 

				 Dillon looked at the girl. “How do you use it? It’s a fucking antique!” Stewart grabbed the Thompson and showed Dillon how to change canisters and where the safety was. 

				While they were doing that, a few Howlers rushed the door. Gary had wandered to the front of the store, not sure what was going on. He looked at the people outside and thought they were trying to escape from what the sheriff was talking about. He went to the door and opened it for them. The three armed people behind him watched in disbelief, not able to shoot because Gary was in the way. 

				Dillon was the first to react. He ran across the room and began firing. The thing that had grabbed Summers by the throat caught a hail of bullets as Dillon threw himself against it and kept firing. The bullets went through the Howler that was trying to rip Gary Summers’ head off, and out the back of its head into the other Howlers that were crowding the door. A waterfall of brass poured out of the Thompson. Dillon drew Gary back by his shirt, yanking him backwards violently. Dillon stepped between him and the Howlers trying to come in the open doorway. His machine gun clicked empty. 

				A Howler, a tall, thin woman, flew through the door and grabbed Dillon by the shirt, backhanded him, and started to pull him out the door. Rebecca ran across the room, put one of the Thompsons up against the woman’s jaw and fired a burst. The Howler dropped to the ground, its broken-into-pieces skull pouring blood. Rebecca turned on the open door; several Howlers were trying to get through. She opened fire, moving slowly along the doorway and wall. Wood chips and pieces of Howler flew in the air. Rebecca kicked the door closed, threw the dead bolt, then a steel security arm across what was left of the shot-up door.

				“Thanks,” Dillon said. 

				They were silent. Gary picked himself off the floor and moved back away from the door, terrified.

			

			
				“Are you coming with me, or not?” Quentin said, looking at Dillon. “I’m leaving. I’ll come back with the girls if I can. And pick you all up.”

				“Go where?” Dillon said, still looking at Rebecca. “It’s no different anywhere else. They’re all over.”

				“Maybe, maybe not. But you don’t have a car and I do,” Quentin said. “I’ll need everyone’s help to clear the street, and give me a chance to get into the patrol car.”

				“Would someone please tell me what the fuck is going on, for Christ’s sake,” Rebecca said. 

				Dillon turned around and looked at her. He could still feel the iron grip of the Howler on his shirt as the thing had tried to pull him out the door. “Hey, save the last dance for me,” he said, without even thinking about it. He didn’t smile, but the gates in his eyes opened a little. 

				Rebecca’s father looked at the man. He saw something he didn’t like in that look, something feral and extremely masculine aimed at his daughter.

				


				


				*   *   *

				


				


				“I said you aren’t supposed to stop the van,” Bell said.

				“Those are civilians, sir. I can’t just run them over!” the MP driving said.

				“That’s exactly what you have to do,” Bell said. The young soldier glanced into the mirror. “I’m your superior officer. That’s a direct order—run them down!” 

				Bell felt the van slowing. They had been going about sixty miles an hour, driving in the fast lane on Highway 50, when they saw them. Bell watched the trees outside and gauged the van’s speed. 

				“That’s an order!” Bell said again. 

				The young soldier slowed down, not listening to him. They had left Timberline and just gotten on Highway 50 near Truckee. No traffic was coming the other way, Bell noticed. They had been on the highway for ten minutes and still there was no traffic coming the other way. The highway’s eastbound lanes were empty. He knew something was wrong. It was late Friday  afternoon; at this time of day, the traffic heading east from Sacramento should have been heavy. But not a soul was on the other side of the freeway. They were alone.

				“I’ll shoot you if you disobey that order, soldier,” Bell said. He’d taken out the side arm he’d made the other MP give him as soon as he got in the van.

				“Can’t do it, sir. Not going to run over civilians. Go ahead and shoot.”

			

			
				“I’m going to tell you one more time: YOU DRIVE THROUGH THOSE THINGS, SOLDIER!” Bell lifted the pistol. He felt himself getting off the back seat. He saw the hairs on the driver’s scalp where he’d rested the barrel. Bell looked down at the speedometer. They had slowed down to thirty miles an hour. In front of them, across all five lanes of the freeway, a mass of Howlers was coming toward them. They were walking down the freeway—a hundred, maybe two hundred strong.

				“I’m not running over civilians, sir. You’re crazy. That’s why you were down here. I’m not taking orders from a crazy man,” the young man said.

				“You think those things are regular people, soldier? Look at them. Take a good look. Do regular people walk down the middle of a freeway like that? HUH!”

				“I don’t know, sir. Maybe there was some kind of accident.” 

				Bell felt the van slowing down even more. He glanced at the other soldier.

				“They’re dragging something, on the left, there—look at them,” the other MP said. 

				Bell felt the van brake hard. They were going only about fifteen miles an hour, and slowing, the van only about a hundred yards from the mass of Howlers.

				“Do regular people drag a dead man down the road with them, soldier? Do they?” Bell said. One of the children near the front was dragging a man by the neck. “How many children you seen strong enough to drag full-grown men like that?” Bell felt his finger close down on the trigger. He saw the white skin, the blue color of a blood vessel under the young soldier’s skin. He couldn’t shoot the man in cold blood. 

				“God damn you! Stop the fucking van!” The MP slammed on the brakes. The van skidded and came to a stop. 

				Bell hopped out. The driver was fixed on the Howlers, which were walking quicker now. One of them started to howl. It was the sound Bell had heard that morning with the sergeant. They were trotting only fifty yards from the van. Bell started to run in the opposite direction. He ran like he’d never run before, the pain in his side forgotten, running in terror away from the van. He heard the howling become louder and the pounding start on the van’s sides as they pulled the MPs out. The driver tried, too late, to pull into reverse, but his escape was over before it started. 

				As Bell ran, he heard something behind him. He held the pistol at his side, his legs working as fast as they could. The shoulder of the road, to his left, was a high white wall of snow cut by the plow. He recognized the sound; it was the sound of shoes hitting the pavement. The sound was gaining on him. He was afraid to stop and afraid not to. The wall of snow to his left looked icy and hard, almost clear. He tried to pick up his pace. He heard himself scream at the point he heard the howling start up right behind him. The howling was loud and ugly; the sound covered up the sound of heavy boots hitting the pavement just behind him.

				Lieutenant Bell, running as fast as he could, realized that he was going to die here on this empty stretch of freeway. The howling behind him reached a kind of hypnotic level. He knew that the Howler chasing him must be close, only a few feet behind him, and gaining. 

				He looked down the great expanse of highway. In the distance he saw a car in the fast lane, its lights on. It was too late. He dove into the snow bank to his left. 

				Unlike what he expected, the snow bank gave way. He fell into it, turning to fire his weapon. He felt himself tumbling backwards, inside the snow bank. He could see the Howler in front of him, only a few feet away, as he fell into the gloomy snow-tunnel firing at the thing. It was a man’s face, only heavier, and it wore a uniform, a highway patrolman’s uniform. The thing’s face seemed apelike, the brows heavy, its forehead anvil-like and thick, its lips wet and cracked, spit-laced. 

			

			
				Bell fell backwards into the whiteness, continuing to fire his weapon into the Howler as it came after him, its arms reaching for him.

				


				


				Bell pulled himself out of the snow, crawling over the body of the dead Howler. He looked up the hill toward the van. The Howlers were moving again, walking quickly. They’d finished with the van and were mindlessly trotting toward the howling they’d heard, thousands of them. 

				Bell looked down at the thing he’d killed. This one was slightly different from the ones he and the sergeant had seen earlier. 

				He heard honking. The car he’d seen a few moments before, while he’d been chased, had swung over to his side of the road and slowed. Its headlights flashed.  Bell waved his hands over his head in an attempt to get them to stop and pick him up. The car moved into the middle lane and began to slow. 

				Bell turned and looked up the hill. The Howlers were trotting down the road in a line that stretched across the freeway, like some kind of primitive tribe, filling all the lanes.

				A young Chinese girl rolled down the window on the passenger side of the car as it slowed. Bell heard a voice. “Get in!” He ran to the back of the car and jumped into the back seat. Almost before he got in the car, the driver whipped around and they were moving the wrong way down the freeway in the fast lane, a whistling sound coming from an empty ski rack on the top of the car. 

				Bell turned around and looked behind him as the line of Howlers started to fade. Then he turned back to the couple in the front seat.

				“You got any money?” the young man driving asked.

				“What?” Bell said

				“I said: Do you have any money?” the man said. The man driving glanced into the rear view mirror. He had a day-old growth of beard and was younger than Bell, about twenty-three or -four. Bell wanted to laugh. He looked at the girl. She was holding a gun on him; she had it propped on the top of the seat.

				“Sorry, but that’s the way it is. We’re from Los Angeles and we’re about out of cash,” the young man said. 

				Bell started to laugh. He couldn’t help himself. The couple watched and waited. The girl, chewing gum, elbowed her partner as if she was in on the joke. 

				“I just got out of jail. I don’t have any money,” the Lieutenant said finally.  He felt the car start to slow. He looked at the girl. She was petite and attractive; she was wearing an over-sized T-shirt that read Disneyland, with a drawing of Daffy Duck on the front. The pistol didn’t move.

				“Oh, Johnny, let’s take him down the road a little ways,” she said. “He’s kind of cute. And the Howlers will just fuck him up. It’s such a waste. What’s your name, honey?”

				“Bell,” the lieutenant said. He looked down the road. Cars were coming toward them on the freeway, in their direction. It didn’t seem to matter. The car didn’t slow. The driver looked for a way over onto the other side of the freeway, but a concrete barrier blocked the way. Bell heard the driver speed up. They were doing a hundred miles an hour. The cars in front of them were coming up quick. The girl seemed oblivious to their imminent death by front-end collision.

			

			
				“Is it bad, in L.A.?” Bell said. He looked past the girl at the oncoming cars and wondered if they would make it past them, or if he would be killed.

				“Oh, shit yes,” the girl said, and turned around and faced forward. “If the Howlers don’t kill you, the looters will. Won’t they, Johnny?” she said. 

				The young man nodded, intent on the oncoming cars. 

				The girl turned around again, oblivious to the danger, and smiled at Bell. “I think it would be better to have the things get you. At least it’s quicker than the looters,” she said. 

				The concrete barrier ended. The driver swerved the car across the open median toward the other side of the freeway. The driver, seemingly unfazed, drove down the grassy patch at ninety miles an hour. Cars passed them, honking. The front of their car bounced wildly until the driver—slowing the car down—moved off the grass and swung onto the roadway. He sped up, heading east—toward Timberline.

				“No worse than the traffic back home on the 405,” the driver said. 

				The girl slugged him on the shoulder.

				   Bell wanted to laugh again, but didn’t. Enough of that, he told himself. “How long has it been going on down there?” Bell asked.

				“I don’t know,” the driver said. “Maybe a week.” 

				“What are the police doing down there?” Bell said.

				“Cops disappeared right after it began,” the girl said. “They got a McDonald’s up here? I think I saw one when we passed,” she said.

				“Denny’s,” Bell said. He was hungry, too; he hadn’t eaten anything since very early that morning. Despite the world having gone crazy, you still had to eat, he supposed.

				“Hey, is it your birthday?” the girl asked him. “If it’s your birthday, maybe we could ask them for the—what do they call it?”

				“Grand Slam breakfast,” her boyfriend said. 

				“It’s free, if it’s your birthday,” the girl said. 

				Bell realized the two were high, and maybe crazy too.

				


				



			

	






			

			
				


				


				CHAPTER 16

				


				


				The men had been brutal, as if they weren’t human at all but black-leather-clad beasts. They had no mercy when she’d pleaded with them to stop what they were doing. They’d finally gone away. She’d fallen asleep, but only because they’d made her take a Valium to keep her from both escaping and sobbing. The sound of her crying bothered them. 

				Exhausted and filthy, Lacy, in a dream-like state, heard herself speak out loud, finally waking. She heard herself call for her father, as if he might come pick her up off the beer-stinking mattress and carry her out of the cold, tiny bedroom she’d been raped in. 

				After a horrible moment of consciousness, she knew that she’d been dreaming. She was in that awful house where she’d come to look for her sister. At last she opened her eyes. The sight of the empty room, a chair pushed over on the floor where they’d enjoyed her first, was surreal. She saw her jeans tossed across the room next to her ripped-from-her panties, both muddy and trampled. 

				She forced herself to sit up. It seemed as if the whole terrible memory of what they’d done to her would go away if she could just get dressed and get to her car. 

				The bedroom door was shut. She heard nothing from outside in the living room; the house was completely silent.

				She got up, naked, and tried to put on the panties but gave up, seeing they’d been torn badly. She slid her jeans on, and then her gray wool sweater she finally found. It had been tossed into a corner and was clean. 

				She sat back down on the bed and started to cry. The Valium had left her with an overwhelming sense of fatigue. She felt the tears run down her cheek and wiped them with the back of her hand.

				It was late afternoon, she guessed—or seemed to be, from the cold, dead light in the room. She checked the pocket of her jeans for her new cell phone and remembered she’d left it in the car with her purse. She stood up again, still feeling weak, and walked across the room. She lifted a sheet that was being used on the window as a curtain. 

				The snow was falling outside soundlessly. The road, which had been clear when she’d arrived, was white with snow. She put her head down on the cold glass of the window and told herself to get out. She walked to the bedroom door and tried it. It was unlocked. 

				She realized she had no shoes on and went back to look for them.  She remembered being pushed onto the chair and looking up at the three men, all of them high on amphetamines. One of them tipped the chair over, holding her by her foot, her shoe coming off in his hand. She found both her running shoes by the tipped-over chair. She couldn’t look at the chair without feeling sick.

			

			
				She slipped her shoes on, went back to the door and listened. Not hearing anything, she pulled the door open. 

				The first thing she saw was a motorcycle stuck in the opposite wall, as if it had been hung like an ornament. The room’s couches and lounge chairs were turned over. A man, the one who’d come to the door and pulled her into the house, was on the floor of the tiny living room, dead, his head twisted grotesquely so that it was turned 180 degrees. His face was above his back. 

				She heard the front door’s screen door open and turned, startled. A young man with red hair, in a dirty uniform of some kind, stood in the doorway. 

				“Sorry, I saw you in the window and I—I wasn’t sure. I didn’t think you were one of them,” Lieutenant Bell said. 

				Lacy looked at the lieutenant. He’d left the stoner couple from L.A. when they stopped at the Denny’s on the road to Timberline, preferring to go it alone. And after he’d watched them rifle two dead bodies for cash, the Chinese girl taking a dead woman’s earrings and putting them on and laughing about it.

				He’d found an abandoned mountain bike leaning against the back of the restaurant and ridden it back all the way into Timberline. He’d ridden to the sheriff’s office, expecting to find help, and found that abandoned too. The interior of the office had been wrecked. The bank across the street was mysteriously on fire. And everywhere he walked on Main Street were dozens of dead bodies and abandoned cars. He thought he was the last living soul on the planet until he’d cycled down a random residential street and seen the girl standing inside the house. She was the first human being he’d seen in more than an hour.

				“I’m looking for my sister,” Lacy said blankly. 

				Bell limped into the house. His side was bleeding and he had a bruise on his face. He was wearing some kind of military overalls that were filthy. 

				“Is she here?” Bell asked.

				“I—I don’t know. No. I don’t—I’ve been. I have to call my father,” she said. “Do you have a cell phone?”

				“No. Land lines are down,” Bell said. “I’ve been in a few empty houses and there was no dial tone.”

				“I need to call my father,” Lacy said again. “Do you have a phone?” She repeated the question as if she hadn’t heard him answer her. 

				Bell looked at the girl. He saw that something was very wrong with her. She was disheveled—trauma from seeing the killing in the house, he supposed. He didn’t know what to say. Bell glanced around the room. He saw a body part lying on the floor and looked up. The things had been here, it was obvious. The girl had escaped—or come in later—and now she was traumatized. It was understandable. 

				“I’ve …” Lacy looked at him. 

				On instinct he walked across the room, took the girl by the hand and led her out the front door to the street.  She followed him, not able or not willing to object. He didn’t know whether she saw what he’d seen on the floor: a man’s male organs tossed aside, ripped from his body. 

			

			
				“There’s a house next door. It has a cell phone. No one was there when they came. I think the place is pretty much intact,” Bell said. “Why don’t we go over there and try their phone?” 

				The girl looked at Bell and nodded. The dog that had been kicked by the man at the door that morning came out from behind a fence across the street, ran across the snowy road and put his head on the toe of Lacy’s running shoe. The dog barked. Lacy bent down and patted the animal carefully, as if she were reconstructing something inside of herself at the same time. She stood up and pushed the hair out of her face. 

				Bell saw she was weeping. It was the first human thing he’d seen since he’d left the crazy kids who had picked him up on the freeway and taken him up to the demolished Denny’s. He’d walked away from the couple as they rooted around in the body-strewn kitchen of the Denny’s looking for something to eat. Bell had thought that if he was going to die, he wanted to die alone, and not with a couple of lunatics from L.A.

				   Something about this girl’s tears, the first normal thing he’d seen since his sergeant had been killed that morning, moved him unexpectedly. The tears on her face were, oddly, a sign of normal life.

				“They were mean to the dog. He remembers me,” Lacy said, trying to hold back tears, her voice quivering. 

				Bell stepped out into the road in front of her. He heard the girl, but wasn’t listening. He saw the Howlers coming down the street, two of them, a man and a younger woman. They came from the direction the dog had come. One of the Howlers was naked from the waist down; she was dragging a carcass out into the street. The Howler dropped it and sat down on her haunches. The man, walking on his knuckles, wandered out into the middle of the snowy road, lifted his head, raised his elongated arms over his head, and began to howl.

				“God damn you!” Bell said. He felt as if he were on the verge of losing his mind. He walked toward the man and fired his pistol. The thing tried to move back and Bell shot him again, this time in the head. The Howler fell over heavily in the fresh snow. The woman that had been dragging the carcass in her teeth let it go and started to howl, setting back on her haunches, her face raised toward the sky. 

				“Sharon! Baby?” 

				Bell turned around and saw the girl step off the porch and walk into the street, a strange look on her face. 

				“Sharon?” 

				Bell fired at the Howler but the pistol was empty, the slide all the way back. The girl was walking toward the Howler. The noise from the female Howler was terrific and horrible. 

				“What are you doing? That’s close enough,” Bell yelled. “Come with me!” He stepped between them. “I think there are some guns in the house over there.” 

				Lacy was trying to get by him. “Sharon … honey? God … Sharon!” Lacy started to trot toward her sister. 

				Bell, in horror, saw the thing turn and look at her. The girl was getting closer. “Shit.” Bell ran down the snowy road and picked Lacy up by the waist from behind. He felt the pain in his side as the girl fought him. He looked around him. Out of one of the houses another Howler, in black motorcycle leather, loped down the porch and into the street. Behind him several more Howlers came out on the porch of the house.

			

			
				“Stop it. You’ll get us killed,” Bell said, clutching the girl as she kicked and hit at him. He guessed that the Howler had been someone the girl knew, and that she didn’t understand it would kill her.

				“Sharon! Sharon, what’s wrong?”  

				The pain in Bell’s side was excruciating. Lacy elbowed him twice in the face. He tried not to let go, but she was tearing away from him, the pain in his side overwhelming him.

				“She’s not your friend anymore,” Bell yelled. Lacy finally tore away from him and headed back toward the Howler. Bell looked back toward the other Howlers spilling out onto the street, jumping from the porches of nearby houses. If he stayed here any longer, he would be killed. 

				The girl was still walking toward the Howler. The thing started calling to the others.

				“Sharon, it’s me, Lacy. What’s wrong, honey?  Sharon?” 

				Bell turned away. He didn’t want to watch what was going to happen. He started to jog toward the house he’d seen with the shotgun. It was hard for him to run. He stopped in mid-stride. I can’t let her die like that, he thought.

				“God damn you!” he said.  Bell turned around and walk-jogged back toward Lacy, who was looking at her sister, standing only a few yards in front of her. 

				The Howler stopped, put its head down and looked at Bell. The thing’s arms were longer than he remembered. The thing looked at him and bared its teeth. Bell picked his pistol off the ground where he’d dropped it, walked toward the girl and picked her up and threw her over his shoulder. He walked, not expecting to live much longer, toward the house on the corner.

				“You’re going to get us both killed! Don’t you understand?” Something hit him in the side of the head. He thought it was the Howler at first, then realized the girl was slamming him on the top of his head with her fists, trying to get him to drop her. 

				Through the hail of blows, he concentrated on the house across the street. He felt himself punched again and again. Lacy caught him in the temple and he dropped on his knees, stunned. Bell finally stood up, wobbly from the blow. The girl was running back toward the Howler and certain death and there was nothing he could do about it now.

				


				


				The cruiser was gaining speed. The falling snow was making it hard to see, globs of wet snow collected on the windshield wipers as Quentin drove down the street toward Lacy.

				“Howlers at two o’clock,” Dillon said. He stuck the Thompson out of the open window. A group of Howlers were climbing down from an old Victorian’s wide porch and into the street. Quentin heard the burst of automatic weapons fire. He glanced as the Howlers, a line of six or more, were cut down in the house’s front yard. He saw Dillon hang out of the patrol car’s window, swearing as he fired, the snow catching in his hair, the flash-suppressing barrel sparking blue in the twilight. The brass tossed in a stream from the machine gun. 

				Die. Die. Die. Die, Quentin thought, watching the things fall. Dillon’s well-placed fire caught the entire group, high up, and right at head level. 

			

			
				Quentin turned his attention to the road again. He saw the house on the corner straight in front of him. The windshield wiper lifted a huge clot of snow, dragging it across the windshield; it disintegrated and for a moment he saw Lieutenant Bell trying to get up and Lacy running toward her sister, who was squatting in the middle of the street. 

				Quentin stepped on the brake. He felt the cruiser slide in the snow as he pulled it to the side of the road. For a long moment he didn’t watch the road at all, but instead kept his eyes on Lacy’s running figure. He heard Dillon saying something while trying to get out of the passenger door. Quentin, realizing that Dillon thought Lacy was a Howler, grabbed Dillon’s legs and shoved him out of the car before he could fire. He saw Dillon falling backwards into the snow. His machine gun went off. The roof of the patrol car was pocked with bullet holes, the fire nearly hitting Quentin. He could feel the impact of the shots as they struck the car’s roof, narrowly missing him. He slowed the patrol car to a crawl. He opened his door and turned toward Dillon a few feet behind him.

				“It’s my daughter! Don’t shoot!” Quentin said. 

				Dillon, still holding his weapon, picked himself up off the snowy road and nodded. Quentin reached inside the car and reached into the backseat for a Thompson. Turning from the car, he called to Lacy. She’d stopped in the road in front of her sister. Bell was coming down the center of the street, limping. The Howler—who had once been his daughter Sharon—turned and looked at Quentin, spit hanging from her distorted face.

				“It’s not Sharon anymore,” Quentin said to Lacy.

				“It’s Sharon, Daddy. It’s Sharon! There’s something wrong with her.” Lacy stopped in front of her growling sister. 

				Quentin stepped away from the patrol car, weapon in hand. “Lacy, I want you to step over here. Okay?”

				“Daddy, we have to do something!” Lacy said. “It’s Sharon. Daddy.”

				Quentin raised the Thompson. The Howler had gotten off its haunches and was looking at Lacy. Quentin walked forward, waiting for the thing to spring on his daughter.

				“Daddy, what are you doing? That’s Sharon!” Lacy was horrified to see her father pointing his weapon at her sister.

				“It’s not Sharon,” Quentin said. “Not anymore.” 

				The Howler, snow on its naked shoulders, stepped toward Lacy. Slowly at first, then quickly, the thing reached for Lacy. It grabbed her around the neck with one of its hands. 

				Quentin began to fire. The bullets poured out of the Thompson and finding their target, pounded the Howler’s skull, obliterating it. 

				The Howler dropped Lacy on the ground and sagged to its knees, its face gone, just a wet red-white-bullet-pounded neck left on its shoulders. 

				Quentin walked toward his living daughter and helped her up off the snow. He hit the Howler with the butt of the weapon, knocking it over onto the road, stone dead. Lacy looked at him, beyond terrified.

				“We have to go,” Quentin said. “Come on.” Quentin looked down at what had been his daughter. 

				Bell limped over to them. “God, I’m glad to see you, Sheriff. You remember me?”

			

			
				Quentin looked at the young man and nodded.

				“I tried to stop her, Sheriff. I guess that thing was a friend of hers. Did you know her?” Bell asked. “I found her over there in that house. I—”

				“She was my daughter,” Quentin said. 

				Bell stopped in mid-sentence. Everything that had happened to him in the last twelve hours finally seemed to break through. He thought of his sergeant, and how things had been, and what they’d become: the man in front of him had had to shoot his own daughter.

				Dillon, unfazed by the fall from the cruiser, was facing down the street, his Thompson pointed out in front of him. More Howlers were coming from other houses. They’d heard the call.

				“We better get going,” Quentin said, still looking at his dead daughter. He took Lacy by the arm. She was weeping. 

				“Stop crying,” Quentin said.  “Are you listening to me, Lacy? I’m not going to lose you, too! Do you understand me? Lacy. Answer me! You have to stop crying and help me. Do you understand? I need you to listen to me.  Do you understand? I need you!” 

				Lacy looked at her father and then at her sister’s body lying in the snow. 

				“Yes, I understand,” she said finally. “I’m cold, Daddy.” Quentin handed Bell his Thompson, took off his coat and draped it over his daughter’s shoulders. He looked at Lacy; she looked disheveled, her sweater filthy. He realized, horrified, that something had happened to her. He noticed her car was parked in front of the house and that it must have been parked there for hours; its roof was covered in snow.

				“Good. All right. Lieutenant, can you travel?”

				“You don’t think I’m staying here, do you, Sheriff?” he said. 

				Dillon walked up to them. He had his weapon pitched over his shoulder, his hand on the stock. The snow was whirling around him.

				“Well, now what? There are about sixty more of those things coming down from the center of town. I guess they got really good hearing,”

				Quentin looked down toward Main Street. He could see a group of Howlers coming toward them, some were running in that awful ape-way using their knuckles. “I told Mike Stewart we’d come back for Rebecca and him,” Quentin said.

				“You might as well walk on water,” Dillon said. “You’re low on gas. There’s no power; the gas stations are useless without power. If you go back into town, how are you going to get back out?”

				“I said I’d go back,” Quentin said. “So I’m going back. Lacy. Does the Volkswagen have gas? Your car? Does it have gas?” He’d seen his daughter’s VW parked on the corner where she’d left it.

				“Yes.”

			

			
				“Okay, I want you and the Lieutenant to go to the Phelps ranch. You know Chuck’s place, his cabin? Lacy, listen to me. You know Chuck’s place?”

				“Yes,” she said.

				“All right, I want you and the Lieutenant to take the Volkswagen. I want you to take the old Curtis road. It should have been plowed this morning, so it will still be clear. There’s no reason for the things to be way out there yet. I want you to go to Chuck’s cabin and wait for me. Do you understand? You can go with them if you want,” Quentin said, turning to look at Dillon. 

				“Daddy, I don’t want to leave you. Please!”

				“Honey, I want you to go to Chuck’s place. You’ll be safe there. Please. I have to go back and get Rebecca and her father. I promised I’d go back for them. I can’t leave them back there in town. I’ll come out to Chuck’s as soon as I get Rebecca and her dad.”

				“I don’t understand,” Lacy said. She put her arms around her father’s waist and began to cry. She wanted to tell him what they’d done to her, but she couldn’t say any of it. 

				Bell pulled her gently off of her father.

				“It’ll be all right,” Bell said. “It’ll be all right. I’ll drive. You just tell me how to get there.” 

				A group of Howlers came around the closest corner. They’d been telephone linemen; one of them still wore his hard hat. All three of them got down on their haunches in preparation to howl. Dillon turned and walked toward them. He realized he might be low on ammunition. He jogged back to the squad car. One of the Howlers was getting up as Dillon tried to pull the shotgun off the dashboard of the squad car, deciding to use it. Bell walked toward the three Howlers and opened fire on them with the Thompson. Dillon, standing at the patrol car, watched the three things torn apart by the bullets as they got off their haunches and tried to run at Bell. Lacy began to scream. When the firing stopped, Quentin walked to the squad car and unlocked the shotgun from the dashboard, allowing Dillon to grab it.

				“You don’t have to come,” Quentin said. “You should probably go with them. I probably won’t make it.” 

				Dillon looked at him, then reached inside the patrol car and grabbed one of the moneybags. He ran toward the VW with it. Quentin watched him, expecting him to get in with Bell and his daughter. But in a moment he was back, without the moneybag.

				“I told them to take care of it for me,” Dillon said. “I don’t trust you.” Dillon broke out laughing, popped out his Thompson’s magazine and started to reload, pulling shells from his pants pocket. Plenty more Howlers stood between him and that blonde he’d seen in the gun store. 

				


				


				Quentin got behind the wheel of the patrol car and turned the car around and pointed it toward Main Street. He checked the gas gauge; he had a quarter tank left. He’d meant to get gas that morning on the way into town and had forgotten, and now it was probably too late. The pumps weren’t working at any of the local gas stations because the power grid had gone down. Quentin stopped the car in the middle of the street.

			

			
				He looked over at Dillon, who was loading his Thompson’s second magazine, his fingers working quickly, the box of shells poured out between his legs.

				“Sorry about your daughter,” Dillon said. He watched Quentin get out of the car. The snow was falling at an angle and coming down hard again. Dillon’s fingers stopped working over the bullets. It was silent in the car. The snow was almost blue. Dillon watched the Sheriff walk over to his dead daughter lying in the street. The big man put a coat he’d taken from the trunk of the car and laid it where his daughter’s face had been. 

				Dillon stopped his reloading and watched. He wondered what his own life would have been like if he’d not done the things he’d done, if he could have been like the Sheriff, standing over his dead daughter in the street. He envied the sheriff his pain, no matter how horrible—it was something, at least. He looked down again and scooped up more shells. The worst thing about all his years in prison was the coldness that had crept into him. He’d stopped feeling what people on the outside felt. He’d wanted a family, a normal life. He would never live to have them. He would probably never live to meet his own daughter. 

				Quentin got back in the car and slammed the door. He was weeping. Dillon looked up at him but didn’t say a word. They drove on in silence back toward the center of town with nothing but the occasional sound of Dillon shifting the re-loaded Thompson on his lap. He turned his head left and right looking for Howlers, the snow making it hard to see details. 

				It looks like the inside of one of those glass paperweights my mother used to collect, Dillon thought. When he was a boy, waiting alone after school for his mother to get home from a twelve-hour shift, he would shake all her collection at one time and watch it snow, dreaming of the bright future he knew was waiting for him.

				


				


				      

				*   *   *

				


				


				Miles got out of the highway patrol car, thanked the grim-faced CHP officer, and shut the door. The CHP officer, a friend of his father’s, had rescued him out on the road when he’d been attacked—Miles’ Mustang had been surrounded by a gang of the things. The patrol car took off immediately. 

				Miles watched the patrol car race down the street, its emergency lights flashing blue and red. Everything the CHP officer had told Miles on the way was unbelievable. Yet he was living proof of the officer’s fantastic story about roaming gangs stopping cars and murdering their occupants. Twice on the way here, and to his horror, the CHP officer had driven through milling gangs of random people, running over several, killing them, not slowing down if they were in their way. It was, Miles thought walking toward Poole’s house, the strangest day he’d ever lived through.

			

			
				 Like so many of the cars he’d seen on the road heading out of Timberline, Poole’s Volvo, sitting in the doctor’s driveway, had smashed windows and looked like a wreck. Its roof was partially collapsed. Miles had seen things on the road heading out of Timberline that he couldn’t explain. He’d seen strange-looking groups of people aimlessly huddled around abandoned cars. At one point he’d stopped his car and just stared at the people, wondering what in the hell they were doing. Spotting him, they’d rushed his car, and howling like lunatics, they’d pulled him from the Mustang.

				Knocked to the ground, a little Mexican girl—no more than eight or nine years old—sprang on his throat. It was while the little girl, incredibly powerful, was throttling him that two Highway Patrol cars pulled around the corner and saved his life. Both officers had jumped from their patrol cars and opened fire on the gang. One of the officers trotted up to Miles, who was fighting to pull the girl’s hands from his throat, and shot the girl point-blank. The shot went off inches from Miles’ face. The little girl had slid to the ground, dead at his feet. Staggering to his feet, he’d looked at the officer in horror.

				“Howler,” the officer had said, and holstered his weapon.

				


				


				   While he’d been interviewing the lieutenant at the Sheriff’s Department—and concluding that the man was probably crazy—Miles had gotten a voice mail from a Genesoft executive, a man called Crouchback whom he’d met before. Crouchback asked Miles to come to his home, telling him it was urgent that they speak in private as soon as possible. Crouchback said he had something important to tell him, on the record, about Genesoft’s new R-19 line. 

				


				


				It was snowing again. Miles looked across the street. The front door of the Crouchbacks’ house was wide open. Miles had written about the swanky neighborhood’s McMansions and knew that Dr. Poole lived across from Crouchback’s place; his article had featured both men’s new homes. Poole was also on Miles’ interview list, since he’d heard from one of the deputies that Willis had killed himself in Poole’s office. Since what had just happened to him, though, and what the CHP officer had described to him, it all seemed pointless.

				Miles thought he saw a woman lying on the floor in the Crouchbacks’ foyer. Two hours ago he would have rushed to help, but now he stopped himself, not sure what to do. The last thing the CHP officers had told him was, “Get a firearm.” The police were overwhelmed, and he would have to protect himself from the things. He decided to ignore the body. 

				He pulled the collar up on his jacket and walked across the street toward Poole’s house. He heard a gunshot and stopped in the middle of the street to see where it had come from. 

				A woman in a State Park Ranger’s uniform and a black balaclava came out between Crouchback’s place and the neighbor’s house on cross-country skis. The woman cut to her right, stopped and turned to face Miles. She had a pistol tucked into the front of her open blue parka. They looked at each other for a split second. He watched the hooded skier take off again, cutting across the snow-covered lawn, and then skiing over Crouchback’s driveway. Miles heard her skis make a loud scraping sound as she crossed the drive. The woman stopped again and glanced into the Crouchbacks’ open front door. Miles watched her point her pistol at the doorway. She swung her skis, taking big expert hopping steps, and was suddenly pointing her weapon at him. 

			

			
				He was about to yell “Hello” when she shot him.

				


				


				Patty Tyson fired two rounds at the thing standing in the street and lowered her pistol. She watched him fall. She’d rigged a cord she’d ripped from her parka around the pistol’s trigger guard so she could hang the weapon around her neck as she skied. She draped the cord over her neck now. The Howler hadn’t even gotten off a scream. 

				I’m learning, she thought. 

				She skied across the lawn, building speed, and hit the sidewalk. From there, over the noise of her skies on concrete, she jumped the curb to the snow-covered street. The wide street had just enough snow that she could ski without too much trouble. She glided quickly, double-poling, by the body of the man she’d just shot down.

				Patty heard a front door open and stopped and pointed her pistol toward the door. She was getting low on ammunition. She’d brought just two boxes of shells, and at this rate they wouldn’t last much longer. She leveled her pistol at the small black girl in the doorway, but hesitated when the little girl smiled at her. Howlers didn’t smile.

				“Don’t shoot.” A tall black man scooped the little girl up in his arms and looked at Patty, a frightened expression on his face. 

				Patty lowered her weapon. It was the first human voice she’d heard since she’d left the melee at Emigrant Gap four hours ago and skied into the back country in an attempt to get away from the things.

				“Sorry. I—” Her own voice sounded strange to her. She was hoarse from the cold and lack of water.

				“My name is Poole. Marvin Poole. I’m not one of them,” the man in the doorway said.

				“What the hell is going on?” Patty said. The black man was the first person she’d found in twenty miles of fire roads and streets who wasn’t one of them.

				“I don’t know any more than you,” Marvin said.

				“You have a telephone that works?” Patty asked. 

				She wore a balaclava over her face; the doctor couldn’t tell much about the woman, but he could see she was wearing a uniform and that she was obviously not one of them. She looked exhausted and frightened.

				“No phone. Tower must be down. There is television now. And some radio,” Marvin said, holding his daughter in his arms.

				“The media know what’s going on?” the woman asked.

			

			
				“The government is calling out the National Guard in Los Angeles. It’s pretty bad there, according to the TV,” Marvin said.

				“They say anything about us up here?” Patty lowered her pistol, letting it hang from her neck.

				“No. It’s all been about L.A. and San Francisco. They haven’t gotten to San Francisco.” Poole said. “It’s probably safe there.”

				“You think I could have a cup of coffee?” Patty said. “I’m pretty cold. I skied down from Emigrant Gap. It’s bad up there. They must have come up the freeway from Sacramento. There were so many of them.”

				“Yes, of course. Was that one of them?” Poole said and gestured toward the street. “I knew him. Miles Hunt.”

				“I didn’t ask,” Patty said. “I’ve been shooting those things all morning.” She bent over to push her ski-pole tip onto the button that released her boot from her ski, then she released the other.

				“It’s more than twenty miles to Emigrant Gap,” the doctor said, watching her get out of her skies, amazed that she’d managed it.

				Patty walked into the foyer carrying her cross-country skis, afraid to leave them outside. The skis had saved her life. She pulled off her hood. Her hair fell over her shoulders. The doctor shut the door. His little girl scurried off toward the living room. CNN was playing on a huge flat-screen television in the living room, a red banner headline over the anchorwoman’s head, almost pushing her face off the screen: PANIC IN CALIFORNIA, it said.

				


				Reports continue to come into CNN headquarters in Atlanta that the city of Los Angeles is experiencing the worst riot in the history of that city, or any American city. 

				We warn you that the film footage we are about to show is some of the most upsetting ever run on CNN. But in the interest of the public good, and after much soul searching here in Atlanta, we have decided to show you some of what our cameras have been recording over the last twenty-four hours. We are also getting reports that the riots are spreading to several other cities and towns in California: Bakersfield, Sacramento ...

				Patty and the doctor moved across the white living-room rug toward the television. On screen they saw live footage shot by a helicopter hovering above the streets of Santa Monica in Los Angeles.

				“We just flew over Santa Monica this morning. Gloria, we have seen things that are impossible to explain. The only thing we can say is that chaos reigns in the city. You can see below that pitched battles are being fought in the streets of Los Angeles. Houses have become forts, businesses have been overrun by ...” The reporter paused, obviously shaken up and frightened, trying to get his composure “… by people that have become somehow changed.” 

				


				A house in Santa Monica was shown on screen. They could see the flash of gunfire coming from the house. Howlers, hundreds of them, were attacking the place. They had gotten up the house’s long driveway and were breaking into the bottom floor. An older man was shooting at the Howlers from a second-story window. The helicopter lowered, the shot of the horde of Howlers very clear as they poured into broken windows on the ground floor. 

			

			
				The doctor watched the TV, unable to turn away from the dramatic pictures. The creatures’ strange faces were caught on camera as the helicopter hovered over the house, at times giving them close-ups of the things howling or loping along on all fours up the driveway. The things wore the same ugly expressions Marvin had seen out on the road. The things on TV all seemed to have the same slight elongation of their arms, thickness to their jaw lines too. He could hear their weird, ear-shattering howling sound.

				  “Turn it off.” Patty said, frightened by what she was seeing and what it meant: there might not be any escape.

				“We did it,” Crouchback said. 

				Patty turned around as a man in his fifties in pajamas and a robe, in his bare feet, stepped into the living room. 

				“We did it.”

				“What are you talking about?” Patty said.

				“Up at Genesoft. We’ve done this,” the man said.

				“He thinks it’s the food that Genesoft designed,” Poole said.

				“I don’t think. I know.” Crouchback turned on him. “I worked it out at the computer this morning. We designed a new protein. We didn’t tell anyone—top secret. No one thought a simple protein could be—well, do this.”

				“Where’s that coffee?” Patty said, looking at the old man. “I could use a cup.” 

				The doctor’s landline rang.

				“I thought you said the phone was out?” Patty said. 

				“It was out.” Poole ran to the phone in the kitchen, hoping against hope that it meant things were getting better.

				


				


				*   *   *

				


				


				Rebecca had changed into her deer-hunting clothes: winter-print camo pants, camo t-shirt, and long-sleeved shirt. She wore ammo belts crossed over her chest, filled with shotgun shells. They were watching the CNN reports on an old black-and-white television in the basement. Sometimes, while they watched, they heard the steel basement door shake, and the awful howling sound coming from above them. 

			

			
				Gary had started to shake involuntarily with fear. Every time Summers heard the pounding on the steel door leading to the shop, he was sure that the Howlers would break it down and get through. 

				Rebecca shot a disgusted glance at him. “Stop doing that!” she snapped.

				“I’m sorry,” Gary said. “It’s just—”

				“If they do come down here, what’s the worst they can do?” Rebecca said. “Kill you. Okay. Fuck! You’re making me nervous.”

				“Maybe some of them are friendly,” Stewart said. Like his daughter, he seemed to find the whole thing slightly funny. 

				Gary looked at the father and daughter and realized he didn’t understand them at all. They were either the stupidest people he’d ever met, or the bravest; it might be a little of each. 

				Rebecca had set up a camping stove and was brewing coffee. Rebecca’s father had put on winter-print camouflaged hunting clothes too, and was wearing a blaze orange baseball cap. 

				“Hey Pop, you think that Quentin can make it back? Maybe we should get down to Sacramento on our own.”

				“He’ll be back,” her father said. “I’ve known that boy since he was a kid. If Quentin says he’ll come back for you, you can put your last dollar on it.” 

				A monstrous loud crash came from the shop above them—glass being broken. It was much louder than anything they’d heard. Mr. Stewart turned down the TV and looked at his daughter. He walked to the bottom of the stairs and looked up at the door. It shook on its hinges as the Howlers tried to tear it down. 

				He didn’t want to show it, but he was terrified.

				


				



			

	






			

			
				


				


				


				CHAPTER 17

				


				


				Lieutenant Bell made small talk. It seemed like the only thing he could do. He told the girl about his parents’ place in Mississippi, near Tupelo, where he’d grown up. He described the town. He told her about summertime back home: the humidity, his parents’ nursery, the fact that all the men in his family had served in the military, going back to The Spanish American War. He talked to make himself feel better. He told the girl that he’d never been in the snow until he went on a Boy Scouts-sponsored trip to Colorado when he was fifteen. 

				The girl had listened to him, but not really been there with him. Bell could sense it as they drove down the two-lane country road. The road had been freshly plowed, as the Sheriff promised. The only time she spoke was to give him directions. “Turn here,” she’d said. And then she’d not said another word until the next time she told him, “Turn right here,” in the same flat tone of voice. 

				Each turn had produced a narrower country road. The one they were on now stretched straight as a black string in front of them. To their left and right was a seemingly endless pine forest, white-carpeted, the trees tall, old-growth pine. Here and there he could make out a summer cabin, set back in the woods. He had to remind himself that things weren’t as they appeared, that the world had been turned on its head. Staring down the road, he remembered the title of a rockabilly song his grandfather used to play on his old-school phonograph: “I Forgot To Remember To Forget.”

				“You ever been down South?” Bell asked. His left side was hurting, but talking seemed to be the best medicine. He wanted to talk, and not think about all the horrible things he’d seen in the last twelve hours. Bell waited for an answer, but the girl didn’t speak. He turned and looked at her. “It’s different down there in winter. It doesn’t snow too much in Tupelo,” Bell said. 

				Still nothing from the girl. 

				He looked out on the road, listening to the pleasant sound of the Volkswagen’s engine. It was a sound he knew well; his mother had an old bug that his parents had had for years. It was the first car he’d ever driven. 

				The road was empty. They had seen no one at all since they’d pulled out of Timberline. 

				He turned to look at the girl. She was beautiful, even in profile. He thought she looked like Gwyneth Paltrow. Her hair was very blond, summertime-hay color, her complexion peaches and cream. Wish I’d met her before all this happened. He looked out on the road again. A deer, just a greyish specter a hundred yards in front of them, sprang from the right side and quickly disappeared into the forest. Bell glanced down at the fuel-tank gauge. It was full.

			

			
				“You were lucky to gas up,” Bell said. “Is there a heater in this thing?”

				“Yes.” It was the first time she’d answered a question since she’d gotten in the car. She reached forward and turned on the heater. Bell watched her fingers work the knob and felt a rush of warm air hit his boots.

				“Thanks.”

				“You’re bleeding,” Lacy said. “I have a friend nearby. I think we should stop in. He’s a vet, maybe he can help you.”

				“Am I that ugly?” Bell said, trying to joke. He looked down at his wound. The bandages the medic at the base had wrapped him in were heavily stained and filthy. Newer bleeding stained the darker dried blood. The lieutenant saw she had almost smiled.

				“Your dad said I should take you to this Phelps place,” Bell said.

				“It’s up here, on the right. My friend’s place,” Lacy said. “Please.” 

				She turned and looked at him. It was a painful thing to see. She was trying to keep from crying. He could see her lips quivering and he felt as if he should stop the car, or reach out and take her hand; but he did neither, afraid he would do or say the wrong thing. 

				Lacy reached over and touched his arm. “Please?”

				“Okay. Sure,” Bell said. He slowed the car down. They had been passing a painted-white fence for the last quarter-mile. Lacy faced the road again.

				 “It’s here. Up this driveway,” Lacy said. 

				Bell slowed the car. He reached behind him for the pistol. Quentin had given him his service automatic and two full clips; Bell had tossed the weapon and ammo onto the car’s backseat when they’d gotten into the VW. He brought the pistol up and laid it on his lap as they turned into the driveway and past a sign that said: “Veterinary Medicine. Dr. Robin Wood.”  

				


				


				Bell pulled the VW up a driveway to the front of a single-story ranch-style house from the ‘60s. An old blue Japanese pickup truck was parked next to a newer Prius in the carport. He turned off the engine and reached for the pistol in his lap. He had the idea that they hadn’t come because of his wound at all, but for some other reason. Some horses trotted over from a corral and hung their heads over the fence that faced the house. Bell saw the front door of the house open. A man about his age stood in the doorway. 

				Lacy got out of the car and walked toward the door. She was crying, and Bell brought the gun up in case the man in the door was one of them. But it was clear from the look on his face, and the length of his arms, that he was human. Bell watched the girl fall into the young man’s arms. Seeing how he held her, Bell understood why they’d stopped here: she had a boyfriend and she’d wanted to be with him.

			

			
				He got out of the car and noticed the bloodstain he’d left on the driver’s seat. He felt light-headed and held onto the roof of the car as he climbed out. He hesitated as the couple in the doorway embraced. He looked away, out to where the horses had been standing in the big corral. The horses had moved into the field, and were galloping for no good reason. 

				He watched them and thought of the sergeant. It was silly, but he wanted to talk to Sergeant Whitney again. He wanted to tell him what had happened to the world in just a few short hours, tell him that the world had been turned on its head since they’d landed in that field. No one had warned them when they’d gotten into their helicopter that morning, fresh from a good night’s sleep, full of breakfast and bravado, that nothing would be the same for either one of them—ever. But he would never have that conversation. He put the pistol in the big pocket of his flight suit and walked slowly toward the front door, which had been left open for him. 

				As he got near the door he could hear Lacy crying. It was sounded very loud and her tone was that of a child who had been hurt. It was awful. For the first time in his life, he thought of suicide. The idea of it welled up from some deep ugly pit. It was this new reality, where nature itself had become perverted and hostile, that was too much to take. It was as if the world hated him, specifically, hated the sergeant, hated everyone. 

				The crazy idea of suicide broke apart in his head like one of those big table-top puzzles.  The pieces of the strange idea pulled apart and scattered, becoming random pieces. He stopped just inside the doorway. He knew since he’d been forced to shoot Sergeant Whitney that he was not quite right in the head. Had the girl sensed that about him? She was sobbing, held in the young man’s arms, the two of them standing in the middle of the living room. The young man nodded to Bell, motioning for him to come on in and shut the door.

				


				


				“I put her in the shower. I thought it would do her good. My name’s Robin Wood,” the veterinarian said, walking into the kitchen. Bell was sitting at the kitchen table with a cup of coffee in front of him, the pistol on the table. “I’m sorry, but I don’t understand exactly who you are, and—is that necessary?” Wood asked, looking at the pistol. 

				Bell could hear a dishwasher going on behind him and wondered how the house had power. The kitchen smelled of coffee and was neat, verging on luxurious. It was the kind of house his mother would have loved. It was the kind of house his family could never afford, but that his mother would go out and visit on Sundays, visiting realtor’s “open houses,” an opportunity for ordinary people like her to see the homes of the county’s well-to-do. 

				Bell looked at the young man in front of him and recognized a secure I’m-in-charge glossiness, the stamp of the wealthy that Bell had seen his whole life in Mississippi. The big land-owning families who rode around their cotton and palm-oil plantations in sixty-thousand dollar Dodge pickups, equipped with the latest GPS, weather-spotting, link ups—high kings. Everywhere the rich looked across their Delta cotton land, it was flat and green with their cotton, the way it had been for over a hundred years. It may have been the New South, but with the same old poor people, white and black, working for the Man in the big truck. He decided he didn’t like Wood.

				“Yes, sir. I think it is.” Bell dragged the pistol over closer to him. He’d forgotten to bring in the extra clips from the backseat of the car. He almost got up to get them, but realized that he was probably safe here. He’d seen nothing on the road to make him think the things had gotten this far.

				“Lacy said you would explain what’s going on,” Wood said.

			

			
				“Well, everything I would tell you is going to sound crazy, and I’m not sure you’ll believe me,” Bell said. He took a swallow of coffee. “How is she?” 

				Wood came over to the table and sat down. He glanced in the direction of the bathroom and then looked at Bell.

				“Apparently she was raped,” Wood said. “Does her father know?” 

				Bell put down his coffee cup, shocked. “I don’t know. When? I guess at that house, where I found her?” 

				“Listen—Lieutenant, right? Lieutenant, I don’t understand. Lacy said that her father— that Sharon Collier was killed there, in front of the house where Lacy was raped. I really don’t understand what is going on. This doesn’t make any sense. You bring my girlfriend in here carrying a gun. She tells me her father has shot her sister out in the middle of the street in cold blood. Is she mad?”

				“No,” Bell said. “She isn’t crazy. I saw it too.”

				“You saw her sister?” Wood said.

				“Yes. Only it wasn’t her sister anymore,” Bell said. He met Wood’s gaze evenly.

				“I’m sorry, I can’t believe any of this. What are you talking about?” Wood said.

				   Bell looked away. He could see the corral from the kitchen window with snow-dusted horses standing near the fences. He tried to formulate some kind of explanation that would make sense, or at least sound reasonable, but he was exhausted, and the effort of trying to explain everything he’d seen in the last few hours was too much.

				“Listen, doctor.”

				“Yes.”

				“I’m very tired right now. I think I’ve lost a lot of blood and I haven’t eaten anything since breakfast.” Bell looked at the clock on the stove, everything shiny and clean. It was 3:00 p.m., according to the clock.  “And I’m very hungry. Do you think I might have something to eat? Maybe later, I can explain.” 

				There was the sound of a door opening and closing in the house. The two men looked at each other. 

				“Pick up your land line,” Bell said. The lieutenant glanced at the phone hanging on the wall of the kitchen. “Go ahead.” 

				Wood looked at him, then got up and went to the phone and lifted the receiver off the hook, a slightly annoyed look on his face.

				“It’s dead, isn’t it?” Bell said. 

				Wood nodded. “How long has it been out?” he asked.

				“I don’t know. But I think the TV is probably out, too. Where have you been all day?”

			

			
				“I had a call last night, there was a horse had a ruptured tendon emergency at the Cohn ranch. I just got back an hour ago. I was there most of the night.”

				“Well, let’s just say things have changed,” Bell said.

				“You want me to take a look at that? You’re bleeding,” Wood said.

				“I saw a satellite dish. Is it yours?” Bell said.

				“Yes. There’s no cable this far from town.”

				“That might work,” Bell said. “There might be some news on that.” He stood up, and everything went black around him.

				


				


				Miles stood up, still in shock. The bullet the girl had fired at him had passed through his thigh but had missed the femoral artery. He’d bled onto the snow where he’d pretended to be dead and saw the red-ochre colored stain where he’d been lying, and prayed that the girl who shot him wouldn’t come back outside. He had instinctively shoved a palm full of fresh snow in the entrance wound; the cold snow had stopped the pain. He pulled his pants down in the middle of the road, and turning to look at his butt and the back of his thigh, he examined the bullet’s exit wound with his fingers. It was the size of a fifty-cent piece.

				“I’m going to die,” Miles said out loud. Lying there, he saw a car’s headlights and realized it was coming straight at him. Two Howlers were hanging onto the car’s ski rack, pounding on the roof of the car as it drove toward him. The car passed him as he struggled to roll toward the curb. The car, just missing him, kept right on going at a high rate of speed until it was gone from sight, the Howlers still hanging on it. His pants still down, he crawled up on the sidewalk and packed snow into the exit wound. It stung horribly, and then he felt nothing. He pulled up his jeans and cinched his belt. 

				The girl who had shot him was gone, but anyone might mistake him for a Howler, especially now. He stood up and noticed Crouchback’s distinctive old Porsche 911 parked in a driveway a few houses down the street. He’d seen the man driving it around Timberline. He limped toward the house’s open front door and walked in, stepping over the body of the woman, laying in the foyer, that he’d seen earlier.

				“Crouchback! MR. CROUCHBACK!” There was no answer. The house was dark. He tried the light switch, but nothing happened. He walked into the living room and looked out onto a snow-covered patio with a covered pool through a set of French doors. The house was cold. He walked to the fireplace, picked up a black wrought-iron fireplace tool and walked into the kitchen holding the heavy fire poker. The kitchen was clean and tidy. He saw a coffee pot with coffee in it, poured himself a cup and drank it down quickly, as if he would be driven out of the house at any moment. The coffee was lukewarm but tasted wonderful. His hand was shaking and stained with his own blood, all his fingertips pinkish.

				He moved to the kitchen sink and washed his hands. It was very quiet when he turned off the tap. He could hear a clock ticking somewhere from one of the nearby rooms—powered by a battery, he guessed.  He looked down into the sink and saw a dirty plate with a knife and fork, the plate flooded with soapy water. He must be dreaming, he was sure of it. He’d dreamt that he’d driven to work in the snow with the top on his car inoperable—of course, how strange. It was all a nightmare. It all had to be a dream. He would wake up. He took a good look around him saw the poker resting nearby on the black-colored granite counter top. A dream! A nightmare. Everyone has them. They’re so lifelike! And about the Good murders—that too! Surely the murders were a dream. 

			

			
				He had caught the Sheriff’s radio from his own scanner and rushed out of the office and driven to Timberline. He’d pulled up the driveway and seen the sheriff’s cars and uniformed men standing at the Goods’ front door. He’d spotted Quentin Collier grim-faced look as he got out of his car.

				Quentin had stopped him. “You don’t want to go in there Miles.” 

				“What do you mean?” Miles said.

				“Just what I said.”

				“Willis and I went to school together. What happened, Quentin?” Miles asked. The Goods’ front door was open. Miles saw bloody footprints on a new white carpet. He turned and looked inside the garage, its door open. He saw the bodies of the children lying on the garage floor, their skulls smashed. He was violently ill and ran back toward his car to be sick in the snow. He didn’t go inside the Goods’ house after that. He simply took notes on what T.C. McCauley gave him about the murders. It had been, up until now, the worst day of his life.

				Miles began to laugh uncontrollably. The sound of his hysterical laughter was horrible even to himself, but he couldn’t stop. He finally stopped laughing and looked behind him and saw a set of new black-handled kitchen knives, nested in a block of wood and sitting on a huge marble-topped island behind him. He turned and grabbed one of the knives, sliding it out of its wooden nest. He put his right hand down in front of him, palm down and was about to plunge a boning knife into his hand, thinking it would wake him from this long nightmare.

				


				


				“It’s all our fault,” Crouchback said again. He was sitting on the doctor’s sofa. They had been ignoring him as they’d prepared to leave the house. Poole and his wife had carried things out to their car. Patty Tyson had been asked to watch Poole’s little daughter. Patty had sat across the room from the old scientist, tired of his blathering on about some protein and talking to himself until he’d fallen asleep, his pajama top open at the chest and exposing a sea of coarse white chest hair. 

				The Pooles’ little girl was oblivious to all of it: the old, seemingly crazy man, the terrified look on her mother’s face as she trooped down from the upstairs bedrooms with bags of clothes, or her father’s peregrinations around the house gathering improvised weapons. The weapons, Marvin knew, would be useful in their journey to what they all hoped would be a Howler-free zone, somewhere west of Sacramento. 

				They’d turned off CNN because the doctor’s wife had broken down as she watched the TV. The news channel showed live footage shot from a police helicopter in San Diego. The camera had caught two Highway Patrol officers battling Howlers on the parking lot of a Target, firing their shotguns at close range, their patrol car ringed by hundreds of Howlers. The helicopter had hovered close. They could hear shots coming from the police helicopter as the police chopper’s crew tried to help, flying closer and closer, in a brave attempt to rescue the two battling officers. But the two Highway Patrolmen were overrun and brutally killed, all shown live. They’d seen them disappear into the horrible mob of Howlers that tore them to pieces, as if they’d been made of something flimsy, rather than flesh and bone.

			

			
				


				


				Patty was reloading her sidearm in the now ice cold living room when Crouchback opened his eyes. She thought that the old man was going to start his crazy harangue up again. She glanced across at him, taking her eyes off her revolver, and noticed Crouchback’s face looked different. His expression seemed odd, his flabby cheeks rubbery; his look vacant, but his blue eyes were intense, savage. Patty’s fingers stopped working the bullet into the pistol’s chamber. It fell from her hand and dropped down on the coffee table with the others. 

				“You okay?” Patty said. “Mr. Crouchback?” 

				The old man looked up at her as if he were seeing her for the first time. She saw a bit of spit emerge from his lips and run down his chin. 

				“Doctor! Doctor Poole!” Patty stood up and fumbled with the bullet she’d dropped on the coffee table, picking it up by its brass end. A panic filled her and her hand shook. She dropped the bullet a second time. An uncontrollable physical terror passed through her. She wanted to run from the room. She tried everything she could to stop shaking. She saw her hand holding the pistol; it was shaking horribly. She attempted to pick up another bullet and bring it toward the revolver’s open cylinder.

				“Doctor Poole!” she heard herself yelling. 

				Crouchback stood up. A giant, filthy gob of spit hung off his lower lip. The spit—like white glue—stretched out, but failed to fall away from his lower lip. Patty’s screaming frightened the little girl, sitting across the living room. 

				“Vivian, honey.” Poole’s daughter was staring at her. She’d been playing with her Barbie doll quietly. The doctor had told Patty that his daughter had been ill with the flu for two days and would normally have been a bundle of energy. The child’s face looked pale; she’d been very quiet all the time Patty had been watching her. Now she was frightened by Patty yelling, and by the strange look on Crouchback’s face. 

				“Honey, I want you to go find your daddy, can you do that?” Patty said in as calm a voice as she could muster. She picked up another bullet, glancing down quickly at the shells on the coffee table. Two loaded, she thought.

				“Daddy?” Poole’s daughter asked.

				“Yes, honey,” Patty said. 

				The little girl, only nine, put down her Barbie doll and stood up. Patty picked up another bullet and slid it into the cylinder. Three. She watched the little girl cross slowly in front of Crouchback, who hadn’t moved since he’d stood up from the couch. The long ribbon of silver-white looking saliva had stretched further, hanging down from Crouchback’s slightly open mouth, almost reaching his crotch.

			

			
				Four. 

				Crouchback grunted slightly as if he were trying to clear his voice. He turned his head slowly and seemed to track the girl as she walked by him.

				“Mr. Crouchback?” Patty said. “Mr. Crouchback, are you all right?”

				“Shoot him,” Poole said. The doctor had stopped in the foyer, the front door open behind him. He was holding a box of food and had just come out of the kitchen. “Shoot him—please. Now.”

				“Vivian, I want you to come to me,” Patty said. The little girl stopped. She turned and looked at the ribbon of saliva swinging in the air, still hanging from Crouchback’s mouth. 

				“Vivian, do what she says.” Marvin said. He put the box down. His wife came up behind him and glanced into the living room, and then screamed. 

				Crouchback grabbed the girl by the hair and was lifting her up and shaking her at the same time, so that her body looked like an over-sized marionette. The girl, because he’d lifted her, was between Crouchback’s head and Patty’s line of fire. She’d learnt on the long ski run that the things wouldn’t die unless you hit them in the head. She watched helplessly as the thing threw the girl across the room by her hair, and against the rock fireplace. 

				Crouchback, free of the little girl, sprung at Patty. She fired until the pistol clicked empty, watching the bullets smack into Crouchback’s twisted and howling wide-open mouth. The gunshots tore off a chunk from the back of the old man’s skull and he crumpled, still grunting, but now lying on top of Patty, pinning her to the couch. His body pressed down on her. The gob of Crouchback’s warm spit hit her across the face, along with bits of Crouchback’s shattered front teeth and gums. The man was bleeding out on her through his mouth. She finally managed to lift him off her. Two black-ringed bullet holes from the close-quarter blasts were stamped on Crouchback’s face. 

				Patty stood up and wiped her wet face. She heard screaming and looked up and saw Dr. Poole and his wife fighting with two Howlers—just children, no older than 16. The couple was trying to close the front door on them. One of the Howlers had Poole’s wife by the ankle. They kept closing the big heavy front door on the child-Howler’s hand until it was severed at the wrist. Finally the two were able to close and lock the front door behind them. Outside the Howlers began to call; their loud shrieking was sure to attract more of them, Patty knew. She looked for Vivian and saw the little girl’s body lying in front of the tall stone fireplace. She was dead. 

				Patty stood frozen, the howling getting louder and louder outside. She looked for her remaining bullets and loaded her pistol. 

				“We have to stop it!” Patty said. 

				Poole’s wife had turned and was looking for her daughter in the living room. Patty ran at the door, pushing the doctor violently out of her way. She heard herself screaming at him, but the sound of the Howlers’ shrieking outside was so loud, she could barely hear herself. 

				She threw open the front door. The two Howlers stopped and looked at her. She was no longer afraid of them. She leveled her pistol and calmly fired first at the boy, hitting him in the face, and then turned the pistol on the girl, who had sprung for her. She dodged the flying Howler as she fired her last shot. The thing collapsed at Poole’s feet, dead. The last shot fired went through the thing’s ear and took the side of her head off.

				    


			

			
				


				“Crouchback had a shotgun,” Marvin said. He was looking out across the road, which needed to be plowed, to Crouchback’s place. The temperature in the house had been cold all day, but he’d not felt it until now. Crouchback’s body had begun to smell almost immediately, as if some kind of internal rot had taken place even before he’d died.

				“I can go,” Patty said. “Do you know where he kept it?”

				“No,” Marvin said. “I just used to see him take it out and put it in the car. He was a bird hunter—quail. He’d bring us some.”

				“It will be good to have. There might be other weapons,” Patty said, “in some of the other houses.” 

				“Yes,” Marvin said. “I wish now—I didn’t really know the other neighbors. I don’t know if they have any guns.” He turned to her. They had sedated his wife, both of them having to drag her away from her daughter’s dead body. She’d been hysterical and fought them, punching Patty in the face. Poole had had to strike her and scream at her. They’d finally managed to take her upstairs. Poole had injected her with something and she’d gone to sleep. Patty had wished that he would inject her, too.

				“Will your wife be able to travel? I think we should go west, as we’d planned. We can’t stay here,” Patty said.

				“Yes. In an hour or so. We’ll go,” Poole said. “I’m going to bury Vivian, out in the backyard.”

				“Do you want me to help?” Patty said.

				“No,” Poole said. His voice was distant. They were both wearing down ski parkas they’d taken from his son’s closet to help with the cold. The doctor looked at his wristwatch. His cell phone was no longer working, the battery dead. All the clocks in the house were electric and had stopped. He had been the kind that found it impossible to even buy a gadget to charge his cell phone from the car and now he was angry at himself for that, and for allowing Crouchback to come into their house. He wanted to scream at himself—or worse—but didn’t. 

				It was a few minutes past four in the afternoon. Outside the snow was falling hard again, and the light had started to go out of the sky. It would be dark soon.

				“We’ll have to travel at night,” Poole said.

				“You’d better lock the door behind me,” Patty said, ignoring what he’d said. She was holding a child’s aluminum softball bat, the only serious weapon they could find in the house.

				“Yes, of course,” he said.

				“Okay. Listen, if I don’t come back—my mom lives in Virginia. Susan Tyson-Phillips, in Virginia Beach. Could you let her know what happened to me? If you make it out,” Patty said.

				“Yes. Yes. I will,” Marvin said. 

				She turned and left. He didn’t move toward the front door because he wasn’t ready to see his little daughter, who was still lying in the living room. He heard Patty Tyson open the front door and leave. He saw her cross the snowy street and watched her enter Crouchback’s house. He wondered if she would survive. 

				The thought of suicide crossed his mind; it would be easy. He could simply inject, first his wife, then himself, and this nightmare would all be over. That morning, only a few hours before, their family had been having breakfast together. Everyone had been so happy. They’d been planning a family trip back east to visit Poole’s parents. He’d looked at his family, sitting around the kitchen table, and had thought that he was the luckiest man alive. It had been less than twelve hours ago.

			

			
				


				



			

	






			

			
				


				


				


				CHAPTER 18

				


				


				“Face it, they’re all dead,” Dillon said. “We’re too late.” He looked around the destroyed gun shop. Weapons and clothing littered the floor. The long glass gun case had been smashed. Dillon had the Thompson up and was looking for more Howlers to kill. More than a dozen dead Howlers lay around the door, and inside the gun shop. Two of the things were lying on the gun case, dead where they’d fallen.

				A car drove by the shop at top speed. Quentin looked as it sped by. Dillon pushed a dead Howler off the counter with the butt of the Thompson; it thudded to the floor, head first.

				“What now, lawman?” Dillon said.

				“I got some people I’ve got to go arrest.” Quentin said.

				“No shit! Arrest. I hope it’s not me,” Dillon said. He placed the Thompson on the busted-up counter and picked up a brand new .50 caliber Desert Eagle lying next to several other new automatics. “I always wanted one of these. Now that’s the mother of all popguns, baby. And I think it’s on sale today, too!” Quentin saw the man smile like a kid.

				“I want to deputize you,” Quentin said. “I didn’t catch your name.” 

				Dillon slid the huge pistol into his belt at the small of his back. “You’re joking. I rob banks for a living. My name is Dillon. Please to meet you.” 

				“Quentin Collier.” The two shook hands. “No, I’m not joking. I can’t do it alone. You seem to know what you’re doing,” Quentin said.

				“Sheriff, I just robbed your bank. I don’t think I’m really deputy material. Do you?”

				“This is what I’d call a Special Circumstance,” Quentin said.

				“Who is so important you want to arrest them instead of getting the fuck out of here while you can?” Dillon said.

				“Motorcycle gang. They have a clubhouse outside of town,” Quentin said. He walked behind the counter and started searching for boxes of .45 caliber ammo. He saw a stack and threw a box to Dillon, then another, making him catch them in quick succession.

			

			
				“Thanks for the offer. And I’d love to help you out, amigo. but I’m busy this afternoon,” Dillon said. “I thought I’d go to San Francisco, maybe catch a Giants game.”

				“If you help me do this, you can keep the money you stole,” Quentin said. “And I’ll help you get the rest of it. It must be back there in the Ford.”

				“You’ll help me get the rest of it?”

				“Yes,” Quentin said.

				“And why would you do that?”

				“I told you, I can’t do this by myself.” Quentin threw him another three boxes of ammo. “And you can stay in town when this is over. I’ll make sure no one bothers you.”

				“When this is over? You sound very sure of yourself.”

				“The government won’t let us be run out of our town. They’ll come, sooner or later. But they will come.”

				“How do you know the whole country isn’t being overrun, right now?” Dillon said.

				“I don’t. But you can’t go downtown and get the money alone, is what I’m thinking. I’m thinking there was maybe a million dollars, meant for the Indian casino. That’s why you robbed our bank on a Friday morning. The casino gets their cash for the weekend on Fridays.”

				“Well, you’re very well informed, Sheriff. I’ll say that. And it was two million in cash. We had someone inside the casino. A pretty girl told me all about it.”

				“We can go get it now, if you want,” Quentin said.

				“What do I do with it?” Dillon said.

				“You can hide it at my place,” Quentin said.

				“Your place?”

				“Yeah,” Quentin said. “It’s not that far, and it will be safe there.”

				“So, you’re going to break the law for me,” Dillon said.

				“No, not for you.”

				“Well, then?”

				“They raped my daughter,” Quentin said. “That was my daughter, Lacy. I want to pay them a visit. And like I said, I can’t do it alone. My deputies are probably all dead.”

			

			
				“How many are there?” Dillon said.

				“Probably twenty or so. Maybe more. Not really sure. They come and go,” Quentin said.

				“I always wanted kids,” Dillon said. “I was married once. I thought she and I would have a lot of kids. We had one. She lives in Virginia. My daughter.”

				“What happened?” Quentin said, looking the man in the eye, trying to measure him. Could he be trusted?

				“I went to prison,” Dillon said. “Occupational hazard.”

				“You help me and I promise you can stay in town. It’s not too late to have a family,” Quentin said. “You have my word on that. We got a deal, James?”

				“How did you know my first name?”

				“I got a call yesterday from the FBI in Sacramento. The FBI is looking for you. They said you were the gang leader. But I wasn’t sure it was you they were talking about until now.”

				“I’m popular,” Dillon said. “All right, Sheriff, you got yourself a deal.”  

				Quentin put out his hand and they shook on it.

				“Put up your right hand and repeat after me: I, James Dillon, hereby do solemnly swear that I will support and defend the Constitution of the United States of America, and the laws of the state of California, against all enemies, foreign and domestic, so help me God.”

				“Sure, why not,” Dillon said.

				“You’re hereby deputized. Welcome to the Department. You have the right to carry a firearm in public and to make arrests,” Quentin said. 

				They loaded up all the ammunition they could carry: three cases of 12 gauge shells, five cases of .45 caliber hollow points, and six full cases of .206 for the department’s M-16s. And they found a few boxes of rounds for the Desert Eagle. To make sure they had enough sidearms, they took all the Glocks they found, of whatever caliber. 

				Quentin was coming back for the last of the ammunition when he saw the door to the basement move. Someone was pounding on it from the other side. Several Howler bodies blocked the door—Quentin recognized one of them, a man’s, as Timberline’s Bank of America branch manager. The banker’s face, now made grotesque by a heavy Neanderthal jawline, had been stitched by machine-gun fire. The banker’s skull was almost torn in two, held together only by grey matter.

				“Help! Help us, for fuck’s sake!” Dillon heard someone screaming hysterically on the other side of the steel door. He walked over the Howler-littered floor. He raised his Thompson.

				  “Who is it?”

				“It’s Rebecca. Open the fucking door!”

				“Why didn’t you say it was you,” Dillon said. He rolled away the piled and shot-up bodies from in front of the narrow door and it flew open. 

			

			
				


				


				*   *   *

				


				


				They were standing in a bedroom looking down on Bell, who had passed out.

				“We can’t take him,” Wood said. “Look at him. And he might become one of them. You heard what CNN said. How can we be sure he’s not infected? He told me he fought with them hand to hand.”

				Lacy looked down on the thin, red-headed lieutenant. The power had come on and off several times that afternoon and was back on. They’d carried Bell, unconscious, into one of Wood’s extra bedrooms. The bedroom was warming up again; the house had gotten cold while the power had been down. 

				Lacy and Robin had sat in the kitchen deciding what they would do. Twice Lacy had tried her father’s cell phone, but hadn’t gotten through. Wood wanted to go to his mother’s house in Burlingame in the Bay Area. His mother was very well-to-do, and he’d gotten her on his phone. She’d told him that none of the things that she’d seen on TV were happening in the Bay Area. She’d urged her son to come down, and bring Lacy, as soon as possible.

				“We can’t just leave him,” Lacy said. “That would be cruel.”

				“What happens if he turns into one of them?” Wood said. “Then what?”

				“We’d have to—kill him,” Lacy said.

				“Well, from what I’ve seen on the TV that might not be so easy,” Wood said.

				“Where’s his gun?”

				“In the kitchen. I’d better go get it,” Wood said, looking down at the lieutenant. “He’s sweating like a pig.” 

				“Maybe he’s just sick,” Lacy said. 

				“I think he’s probably infected,” Wood said. Her boyfriend had been afraid to even touch Bell after he’d seen TV footage from L.A. about the riots. She’d been forced to drag the lieutenant into one of the ground-floor bedrooms by herself. Robin had refused to take his vital signs, or even treat his bleeding wound, terrified that he would catch whatever was turning people into monsters.

				“We can’t just let him die,” Lacy said. “What do I do? Look how dirty that bandage is.”

			

			
				“You can’t touch him. You could be infected,” Wood said.

				“How do you even know it’s contagious, for God’s sake?”

				“CNN said it was probably some kind of virus. We have to assume that’s how it’s being spread to healthy people, by some kind of virus, Lacy. Like AIDS.”

				“Tell me what to do, Robin. He needs our help.”

				“You’ll have to clean his wound and dress it. It might be infected—that might be why he has the temperature,” Robin said. “Lacy. Leave him here. Forget him. Let’s go while we can. I have a full tank of gas in the Prius. We can be in the Bay Area in four hours. Less. My mom said it’s safe there.”

				“I’m not just going to leave this man. We have to take him,” she said. “What if it was you lying there?” 

				Wood looked at her, a strange expression on his face. It was a look she’d never seen before. It was murderous.

				“Okay. I’ll get what you need. And I’ll bring in the pistol, just in case.” He left the room. Her cell phone rang and she jumped. “Hello.”

				“Lacy?”

				“Daddy?”

				“Where are you?” Quentin said.

				“I’m at Robin’s place.”

				“You have to leave there and go to Chuck’s place. I’ll meet you there in a few hours. You can’t stay there at Robin’s. It’s not safe.”

				“The lieutenant is sick. He passed out. Robin wants to leave him and go to his mother’s in San Francisco,” she said.

				“You can’t travel on the roads. They’re not safe. Just go to Chuck’s place. Please, honey.”

				“I can’t leave Bell here.”

				“Is he—is he turning into one of them?”

				“I don’t know,” she said. “I don’t think so.”

				“Maybe you should consider leaving him behind.”

				“No! I won’t. What if it were you? Or anyone we know.”

				“He’s not family, Lacy.” 

			

			
				“I don’t care. He’s a human being. I think he’s just sick.”

				“Okay—bring him to Chuck’s. But you can’t stay there at Robin’s. You promise me? You’ve got to get to Chuck’s.”

				“I promise. I’ll bring him and Robin as soon as I—” She turned off her phone and looked out the bedroom window. She saw Robin Wood pull his white Prius out of the carport. They looked at each other through the window; then Wood continued down the driveway and was gone. 

				


				


				“He took the pistol ... the one my father gave us,” Lacy said. It was dark, and the power had gone off in the house again. This time it hadn’t gone back on. The big ranch house was getting colder and colder.

				“Your boyfriend left you?” Bell said.

				“Yeah.” 

				Bell lifted himself up on the bed. She’d fed him some soup she’d managed to heat up in the fireplace. He looked down and saw he was wearing clean underwear. His nylon flight suit was at the foot of the bed.

				“I hope you don’t mind, but your underclothes were filthy,” she said.

				“It’s only our first date. I usually don’t take my clothes off, you know, until the third,” Bell said. He saw her smile. She’d taken her hair clip off and her long blond hair was beautiful. It was the first time he’d seen her really smile, and it was reassuring.

				“You have a tattoo,” she said.

				“Yes.”

				“I wasn’t expecting it.”

				“Neither was my mom,” Bell said.

				“It said something, but I didn’t want to stare.”

				“This one is for fighting, this one is for fun,” Bell said. He’d had a .45 pistol tattooed on his right side, next to the old-soldier’s limerick. “I got it when I was very inebriated.” 

				“I see.”

				“Thank you,” Bell said. “Maybe he’ll come back. Your boyfriend.”

			

			
				“No, he won’t,” she said. She was sitting on the edge of the bed holding the bowl of soup. “Do you want some more?”

				“Yes, please. I don’t remember the last time I ate. Yes I do—it was this morning, at the base with my sergeant.” She held the spoon up to his lips and he let her feed him more soup. “Were you engaged?”

				“Yes. I guess. Something like that,” Lacy said. 

				He took the half-full bowl of soup from her hands and put it down on the nightstand next to him. She started to cry. He watched the tears well up in her eyes and roll down her pretty cheeks. He didn’t know what to say to make her feel better, so he said nothing. 

				What do I say: Your boyfriend is a prick and you’re better off without him?

				“I was in love with him,” she said. “So stupid. I never thought he would just leave.” 

				Bell reached for her hand without thinking about it and held it. “Is there another car?”

				“His truck. But I think he said it’s low on gas. That’s why he took the other car.”

				“Your father wanted us to meet him at some place,” Bell said.

				“Chuck Phelps’s ranch.”

				“Is it far?”

				“About eight miles from here. It’s next door to our place.”

				“I don’t understand. Why don’t we just meet him at your place?”

				“I don’t know,” Lacy said. “Chuck is kind of a Prepper. You know, like on TV.”

				“You could have left me,” Bell said. “Why didn’t you?”

				“I don’t know,” she said. “I just couldn’t leave you. It seemed wrong to leave a sick person. I want to be a doctor. What kind of doctor would I be if I did that? Robin was afraid that you would turn into one of them. What we saw today. What happened to my sister. The TV said it might be a virus—what’s doing this to people.”

				“It might be,” Bell said. “I touched those things. This morning. What if he’s right?”

				“What if he’s wrong?” she said. “No one could know yet what’s doing it. How could they?”

				“So we have a car, but no gas. No weapon. And you have to drag along an invalid.”

				“Looks like it. Do you think you can leave? Are you strong enough?” she asked.

			

			
				“I think so,” Bell said. “I’ll get up.” 

				Lacy moved off the edge of the bed and backed away. “Do you want help?”

				“No. No. Time to man up, I guess. We need weapons—some kind of weapons,” he said, standing up. He reached for the flight suit and put it on over the clean underwear she’d taken from Wood. “And some warm clothes.”

				“Of course,” she said. She took him up to Robin’s room and watched him pick out a blue Mackinaw coat. 

				“I want to clean up, too,” she said. “I kept some clothes here.”

				“Okay. I’ll see about the truck,” Bell said.

				“Would you—? I mean—this is strange, but—”

				“Just ask,” Bell said.

				“Would you stand by the door of the bathroom—while I shower?” 

				Bell nodded. 

				“Thanks. Do you think we’re going to die, lieutenant?”

				“You want me to lie?” he said.

				“No,” Lacy said. “I want the truth.”

				“I don’t really know,” Bell said. “It doesn’t look good, does it?”

				


				      

				*   *   *

				


				


				“Give me that Thompson,” Rebecca said. She was bloody and tried to tear the machine gun out of Quentin’s hand. 

				He had to grab her wrist to stop her. “What’s going on?”

			

			
				“My father. There’s something wrong with him. He just tried to kill me,” Rebecca said.

				“Where’s the boy?”

				“He’s down there. He wouldn’t help me hold my dad down! I’m going to kill him,” Rebecca said.

				“Hold on!” Quentin said.

				“Fucking coward. We’ve got to get a doctor for my dad!” Rebecca said.

				“Rebecca!” Quentin slapped her. 

				She stopped yelling. “You done? Now go get my dad a doctor. We had to hide down here when those things came. I’m going to kill him. He’s a fucking coward! Summers,” she said again.

				“Where’s your dad?”

				“In the basement. I had to tie him up. Now, go get him a doctor!” Rebecca said.

				“There is no doctor, Rebecca,” Quentin said. 

				The girl looked at him. Her cheek, where he’d slapped her, was bright red. Most girls would have cried out after being hit like that, but she’d taken the slap like it was nothing.

				“You can’t shoot him,” Quentin said.

				“Why not? He’s a little bitch. I had to fight with my father. I might have hurt him. He wouldn’t help me.”

				“Rebecca! Listen to me! We need that boy alive right now. We need everyone we can get to help us. If we’re going to survive.”

				“What about my dad?”

				“Is he—is he one of them?”

				“I don’t know. He started talking crazy a little while ago. And he hit me. He’s never hit me in his life!” 

				Quentin saw Summers come up the stairs. He was pale and looked like he’d been through hell.

				Rebecca turned around and looked at Gary Summers as he came through the door.  His bicycle tunic was torn and hanging off of him. Rebecca took a swing at him and hit him in the side of the head with her fist. He stumbled over one of the dead Howlers and fell down, but immediately stood up.

				“You have to kill her father, sheriff. He’s one of them,” the kid said, holding the side of his head where Rebecca had punched him.

				“Shut up!” Rebecca said. “I wasn’t going to let him shoot my father. You fucking asshole.” She lunged at Summers again. Quentin had to stand between them to protect the boy.

			

			
				“I wanted to shoot him, but she took the gun away,” Gary said.

				“All right, boy. It’s all right,” Quentin said. “Rebecca, listen to me. I want you to go outside and make sure Dillon has all the .216 ammo and .45 and .9mm you’ve got in the store. All right? We found the stuff behind the counter. But I’m hoping there’s more stored somewhere.”

				“Yeah, there’s more than that,” she said, looking at Summers. “You better hope those things get you before I do, motherfucker.” 

				“I’ll go down and see about your father,” Quentin said.

				“No. I’ll do it,” Dillon said. He’d come back into the store. “Where is he?”

				“He needs a doctor,” Rebecca said. 

				Dillon was cradling the Thompson in his arms. “What’s wrong with him?” Dillon said.

				“He’s acting crazy,” Rebecca said. 

				Dillon looked at Quentin.

				“Okay. I’ll go down and talk to him,” Dillon said.

				“He’s one of them!” Summers said. “You have to kill him!”

				“Shut the fuck up!” Rebecca said. 

				Dillon walked up to the girl. “What did he do? Your father.”

				“He started talking crazy and—” 

				Dillon punched her in the jaw. Rebecca fell on the ground like she’d been shot. “You better hold onto her,” he said. “I’ll go kill him. That’s what they do just before they become one of them—talk crazy. I saw it happen down south.” Dillon walked down the stairs to the basement and disappeared into the dark. In a moment they heard the Thompson bark.

				


				


				*   *   *

				


				


			

			
				It was snowing. The shovel Marvin had bought at Home Depot for gardening in the spring was new, and its end sharp. Vivian Poole’s small body was lying wrapped up in a pink blanket he’d taken from her bed. He looked up and saw snow falling through the late afternoon, the light failing quickly. “Snow devils” kicked up by the strong wind danced across the big white-with-snow lawn where they’d planned to put in a vegetable garden that summer. At the edge of the big yard was a deer fence he’d had put up; it was vinyl-covered chain link, and bright green, and brand new looking. Beyond the fence was the U.S. Forest Service forest. its snow-covered pines tall and dark, dominating the landscape as far as the eye could see. The trees looked ancient in the failing light. There were dark lightless spaces between grey trunks. The dark spaces looked like tunnels to nowhere.

				Marvin began to dig his daughter’s grave. It seemed impossible, all of it. The last ten hours were impossible—a walking nightmare. Despite the lingering hope he’d wake from this nightmare at any moment, he knew all that had happened was real. It was the feeling he’d gotten when he wrapped his daughter in her favorite blanket: that it was all real. He’d kissed her cheek, then he’d finally made himself pull the blanket over her face. It was all real, he’d told himself. He was not going to wake up.

				He sank his shovel in the lawn and saw a square of earth and dead grass come up. He was crying, but didn’t try to stop. Everything hurt. 

				I’ve no idea what we’ll do or where we’ll go. How can you be dead, my darling girl?

				Marvin saw a tear drop from his face and hit his shoe. He was still wearing his dress shoes, which he’d laced on that morning when everything in his life was so perfect and calm. He’d gone downstairs to breakfast with the kids, they’d laughed. Grace had cooked oatmeal. He let himself drift into the dream of their last breakfast together. He could remember the children’s faces as they ate; it was the beauty of young faces he’d delighted in only a few hours ago. His wife in her robe, her hair down at her shoulders. The morning’s San Francisco Chronicle, the sound it made as he folded it to read the sports page.

				Marvin heard a howling sound. The sound brought him out of his daydream. He’d been digging and crying and living in the past that seemed more real now. He looked up, his eyes tear-filled. He saw shapes in the forest, dark shapes, just specters really, because they were so deep in the forest. But they were coming his way, ten, twenty; he couldn’t tell. He wiped his eyes. Tears had frozen on his face and the ice crystals hurt when he dragged them across his cheek with the back of his hand. 

				“Animals,” he said. “Fucking animals!” He heard himself say it. He turned and looked at his daughter’s blanket-covered body. Snow had collected on the blanket. He wasn’t going to leave her. He knew that. Let them come. He would bury her. 

				The howling sound became louder. One howl answered another, coming from the forest. He wouldn’t look, he thought. He began to dig faster. Each strike, with the shovel, went deeper and deeper, as he raced to get the grave dug. The earth was like stone, uncaring, evil, not wanting him to pierce it. He managed to break through the frozen upper layer until the earth was no longer rock hard. The shovel hit bits of granite as he worked. He heard the shovel’s metal tip make a tinging sound, and ting again as he broke the ground, a narrow long trench that would serve as his daughter’s grave. 

				Marvin finally allowed himself to look up. He could see several of the things—much closer now—coming through the forest toward the fence.

				“Jesus God—help me!” he said. “Jesus, God help me!” He heard himself yell and heard the call of the howlers. The things were answering calls coming from deep inside the forest. They’d spotted him now and the things were gathering, walking from out of a morphing twilight casting a helpless dying light that grew shadows along its edges. Fog-like patches rushed in to fill the new grey voids, leaving a murky darkness that had moments before been forest.

			

			
				“Vivian! God is my witness—I will not run!” He was terrified. Poole began again to dig like a maniac.

				


				


				*   *   *

				


				


				“I thought I killed you,” Patty said, looking at Miles Hunt in the big living room. He was facing a French door to the yard.

				“Almost,” Miles said.

				“I’m sorry. I thought you were one of them.”

				“Well, if you had given me a second to explain.” 

				Two Howlers were in the backyard, squatting on their haunches and looking at them passively. They were kids: two boys.

				“Why don’t they try and break in?” Patty said, walking up behind Miles.

				“I don’t know,” Miles said. “There’s a lot of howling coming from the forest behind Poole’s place, maybe it’s that. They seem to be waiting. They call back sometimes.” 

				“Like coyotes,” Patty said. “Can you walk?” She felt horrible that she’d almost killed an innocent person. “I was so frightened—I’d skied for miles alone, and saw no one that was human. I started shooting at anything, really.”

				“Don’t worry about it,” Miles said. 

				The two Howlers got up off their haunches, moved off around to the side of the house and disappeared from view. 

				“I’ve locked everything. There’s no way they can get in.”

				“Is there a shotgun?” Patty said. “The doctor said he has one. Crouchback.”

				“I don’t know. I haven’t looked,” Miles said. “Where’s Crouchback?”

				“Dead,” Patty said. 

			

			
				Miles turned around. He was holding the fire poker in both hands. “Is that what you shot me with?” He looked at her service revolver.

				“Yes.”

				“Jesus! What a day, huh?” he said. “My name’s Miles.” 

				“Patty,” she said.

				“What about the doctor?” Miles asked. “Is he alive?”

				“Yes. He and his wife. Their two children, they’re dead. ”

				“I see,” Miles said. “Do you know what’s happened?”

				“No. The government thinks it’s a virus of some kind,” she said. “That’s what they say on the TV, anyway.”

				“It’s not,” Miles said. “It’s not that. It’s something to do with food.” 

				“What difference does it make, really?” she said. “We’re still fucked.”

				“Right. What difference does it make? I saw a gun cabinet in one of the bedrooms,” Miles said. “Down the hall.” 

				The door opened and one of the Howlers that had been in the backyard stepped in through the front door, which Patty had left unlocked. The Howler ran into the house. They could hear its wet shoes slap the floor of the foyer. 

				Patty waited until the thing was almost on her and she fired her last bullet—she’d found the bullet at her feet, hidden in the Poole’s carpet. She hit the thing in the middle of its forehead, sending a mist of brains and blood out the back of its skull. 

				Miles ran to the front door and locked it. He turned and saw the thing still twitching and clawing the living room carpet, the back of its head gone. The girl who had shot it seemed to be in a trance. She stepped over the dying still-squirming thing and walked down the hall toward the bedrooms.

				“We better get back to the doctor’s,” Patty said, not bothering to turn around. 

				A loud rap sounded on the front door and then another, much louder. Miles jumped as if he’d been shocked. He slid open a metal cover on the front door’s peep hole and looked outside. He saw a Howler’s eye staring back at him, very close.

				“Open the door,” Patty said. 

				Miles turned around. He saw the girl standing directly behind him. She had a hunting rifle slung over her shoulder, and was holding a pump-style shotgun in both hands. “Go ahead, open it.”

				“Give me the rifle. There’s a pack of them out in the street in front of the doctor’s place.” 

			

			
				Patty unslung the Winchester .30-30 she’d found in Crouchback’s bedroom and handed it to Miles.

				“It’s fully loaded,” Patty said. “He kept it loaded. Five rounds, one in the pipe. Make them count,” she said. 

				Miles looked at her. “You sure?”

				“My father was a deer hunter,” Patty said. “I grew up with that model Winchester around the house. He used to make me clean it. Do you know how to use it?”

				“Yes,” Miles said. “Six rounds.” 

				Patty reached over and unlocked the front door. Miles leveled the Winchester, pulling the hammer back, just before the door flew open.

				


				



			

	






			

			
				


				


				CHAPTER 19

				


				


				It had stopped snowing around three in the afternoon. The sky above them was crepuscular, red-tinged, and peaceful, Quentin thought, as the four of them sped down the narrow road. He glanced down at the gas gauge and saw that he still had a good half-tank of fuel in his patrol car. Better than nothing.

				“You can’t keep me handcuffed, Quentin. It’s not fair,” Rebecca said.

				“You promise not to shoot anyone?” Quentin asked. They were driving away from Timberline and toward Highway 50, on the two-lane road that had just been plowed that morning. The snow was six feet high on either side of the narrow county road. The patrol car’s red and blue lights were on. They were dodging abandoned cars that had been stopped by Howlers, the occupants dragged out and murdered. At times they had to slow down and weave around whole groups of cars. Some had been rolled over. At times it was necessary to drive the abandoned cars off the road in order to get past them.

				   A few random Howlers were still on the road. When Quentin could do so at the right speed, so that they wouldn’t hurt the patrol car, he pointed at a standing Howler and ran them over. One had gotten stuck in the patrol car’s undercarriage and been dragged, howling and screaming, for more than a mile, until its asphalt-burnt body had been torn apart and it finally shut up. The windshield on the patrol car’s passenger side had been shattered by a big Howler—a man Dillon recognized as the short-order cook at the Denny’s where he’d stopped that morning. The Howler had walked into the middle of the road and thrown a rock straight at their car as they sped toward him. The Howler was still wearing his apron and grey-checkered cook’s pants he’d worn earlier that morning.

				“Okay, I promise,” Rebecca said.

				“I don’t believe her,” Dillon said.

				“Shut up. You murdered my father,” Rebecca said. “Asshole. Murderer!”

				“Here’s the deal,” Dillon said. “It wasn’t your father anymore. He’d become one of them. I told you.”

				“It’s true, Rebecca. I went down there myself and looked at your dad. He wouldn’t have wanted to live like that,” Quentin said. “I’m sorry. It happened to Sharon.”

			

			
				“Sharon?” Rebecca said, stunned.

				“Yes. This morning. We had to—end it. I know how you feel. But they wouldn’t have wanted to go on living like that. You know that as well as I do. It wasn’t really Sharon anymore,” Quentin said.

				“Hey, the kid has fallen asleep,” Dillon said. He nodded to Gary Summers, who was nodding out his head against the window, fast asleep.

				“He’s a pussy,” Rebecca said. “You should let him out. He’s no good to anyone.”

				“Okay, unlock her cuffs,” Quentin said, taking the key from his shirt pocket. “She’s calmed down enough—I hope.” 

				Dillon took the handcuff key, reached over and unlocked the girl’s handcuffs. Rebecca opened the cuffs, lifting the bracket up from her right wrist, sliding her wrist out. She did the same with her left hand, freeing it too.

				“Rebecca, I need your help. Up here, where we’re going. I’m going to arrest the men who raped Lacy. You’ve known my daughters, both of them, since you all were little girls. Will you help me do this?” 

				Rebecca sat back in the seat. She tossed the cuffs up to Dillon, who caught them.

				“Lacy was raped?” she said.

				“Yes, today. She was looking for Sharon and went to one of the gang’s houses in Timberline,” Quentin said.

				“Is she okay?”

				“Yes. I think so.”

				“I knew Sharon was hanging out with those guys. I told her it was crazy,” Rebecca said. Lacy Collier had been one of her good friends in high school. Despite everything that had happened to her father and to her world in the last ten hours, the news of Lacy’s rape seemed to affect her in a strange way. She had always been jealous of Lacy having a mother when she herself didn’t. She liked to visit the Colliers’ home to see what having a mother was like. When Lacy’s mother died, it was as if her own mother had died.

				“That’s fucked up,” Rebecca said. “Yeah, I’ll help. Sure.”

				“There may be a gunfight,” Quentin said. “You okay with that?”

				“Yeah, yeah, I’m okay with that,” Rebecca said. She looked over at Summers, who was still sleeping. “What are you going to do with the little bitch?” Rebecca said. 

				The man who’d shot her father laughed.

				“I plan on taking him with us. When we’re finished up here, we’re going to Chuck Phelps’s place. Lacy is going to meet us there. We’ll stay there at Chuck’s place until the Army comes and they get rid of these—” 

			

			
				“Howlers,” Dillon said. “That’s what they called them down in Elko.” 

				The patrol car slowed down and Quentin took a right turn onto a narrow single lane. There was a nest of mailboxes, some with mail still stuffed in them, at the turn off.

				“This is where I figure they’ll be,” Quentin said. It sounded to the others like he might be talking to himself.

				


				


				*   *   *

				


				


				Lacy looked out the bedroom window at Bell. He’d gone outside to the driveway to check on the truck. It was snowing very hard, so hard that at times it seemed the storm would cover everything and make it disappear: the driveway, the truck, even the lieutenant. They’d searched the house but found no firearms. Bell had found only a golf club. He carried it with him outside. 

				Lacy realized that the Lieutenant was a brave man and Robin Wood had been a coward, something she would never have expected. Smoke poured from the truck’s exhaust pipe as Bell kicked over the engine. The windshield wipers came on and pushed wind-driven piled-up snow off the windshield. Bell got out of the truck and moved the snow off the windshield with his hand. He climbed back in and drove the truck out onto the driveway and close to the front door. For just the briefest second, she’d panicked, thinking that Bell, too, was going to abandon her. But she watched him turn the truck and pull it very close to the front door, so when they left they wouldn’t have to cross the wide driveway. 

				She heard the front door open and close again. She walked out of the bedroom. She’d been brushing her hair because it made her feel normal. She was wearing clean clothes, jeans and a blouse she’d left at Robin’s that summer. She’d found no winter clothes. She’d taken one of Robin’s down vests and pulled it on.

				 “Is there gas? Do we have enough?”

				“The yellow warning light is on,” Bell said, his eyes meeting hers.

				“Are there any of them—of those things, out there?”

				“I didn’t see any,” he said. 

				Bell looked very pale and thin, she thought. “That’s probably not enough gas to get there,” Lacy said. She put her hairbrush down. She’d left it here that past summer too, when she’d thought she’d been in love.

			

			
				“He never loved me at all,” Lacy said. “I was such a fool. Jesus!”

				“Well, then something good has come out of all of this then,” Bell said. “I guess.”

				“Have you ever been in love, Lieutenant?” 

				“You mean like not with my dog, right?” 

				She smiled. He had a way of making her smile as if things were normal, and she liked it.

				“No, not with your dog.”

				“Well, I’m a Southerner, and we love our dogs, ma’am,” he said. “No, not really. Not with a girl. I loved the Army, and flying helicopters, until this morning.”

				“You’re lucky. You feel stupid when you find out that people weren’t who you thought they were.”

				“How far is this place from here? This ranch?” Bell asked.

				“It’s on the other side of town, toward Emigrant Gap, off the county road, about eight miles, maybe a little more, from here. We measured it once, Robin and I.”

				“How long does it take to drive?”

				“Twenty-five minutes in the summer, and if there’s no traffic. In winter it takes longer,” Lacy said. “We don’t have enough gas.”

				“Probably not,” Bell said. “But we might. The warning light could have just come on, for all we know.” 

				“And if it didn’t just come on?” she said.

				“I think you need to put on some warmer clothes,” the Lieutenant said. “You know, just in case we have to do some walking.”

				


				  

				*   *   *

				


				


				Grace Poole, wearing just a pair of white panties and a man’s brown sweater, got up from the bed and stumbled across the cold, high-ceilinged master bedroom. She was barefoot. She stopped and looked down at her feet and realized she couldn’t feel the carpet. She paused as she crossed the room and looked at herself in the full-length dressing mirror. Her complexion was ashen grey. Her long hair was messy from lying in bed. She walked up closer to the mirror and touched her face, but couldn’t feel her fingers on her skin. She saw her left hand move over her forehead and nose, but she had no feeling as she walked her fingers over her face. 

			

			
				She spoke to the person she saw in the mirror; it was involuntary, as if she were being forced to speak. She heard gibberish and saw her lips move. A long white tail of thick-looking spit slid out of her mouth as she spoke. It hung grotesquely in the air, then dropped to the floor in one long elastic looking strand.

				“Gotcha. Ketchup now; no deal. No deal. Samsung. Galaxy. Now! The magic of Macy’s ... no deal. News at bison. Stream.” She heard herself saying the words. Spit from her mouth hit the clean dressing mirror, white globs of it splattering onto the clean glass. “Fuckshit; fuckshit.” She squatted on the floor and pissed on the room’s white rug, soaking her panties. She felt horribly nauseated. She stood, walked to the bathroom and threw up a white stream of spit into one of the two sinks. She looked up and yelled her husband’s name; but the words she heard herself scream were not what she’d intended to say. It was as if her vocal cords, and lips, had been taken over and were being run by remote control—by someone else, who was forcing her to speak things she had no intention of speaking. 

				She stumbled out of the bathroom and out into the hallway. She could see the backyard through a large transom window. She saw Marvin outside, without a coat, digging with a shovel, his arms moving quickly. He was standing in the middle of their snow-covered backyard. She leaned on the banister but couldn’t feel it. She could hear howling and looked out and saw several of the things begin to climb their green vinyl fence, coming from the forest behind the house.

				


				Grace went down the steps and threw up half way down. More glue-like spit streamed out of her mouth. She wiped her face with the back of her hand. She saw the vomit run down her hands and between her fingers as she kept walking down the stairs and into the semi-dark foyer. She saw Crouchback’s body lying across the sofa, two round black-ringed holes in his face.

				“Marvin—help me!” She heard her own voice speak some of the last intelligible words she would ever mouth. She heard the front door open and close behind her. She turned and looked at Patty and Miles Hunt. She thought she recognized them, but wasn’t quite sure.

				“Mrs. Poole?” Miles said.

				“Marvin,” Grace Poole said and wiped her mouth. “Marvin—outside.”

				“She’s one of them,” Patty said. She raised the shotgun and was going to fire, but Miles knocked the barrel up. Her shot went wild, blowing a hole in the ceiling.

				“No!” Miles screamed. Grace Poole ran down the stairs and toward the kitchen. Miles heard Patty’s shotgun rack almost immediately behind him.

				“She’s one of them, God dam it!” Patty said.

				Miles turned and looked at Patty Tyson. He could see she was horrified. He too couldn’t believe that Grace Poole, a woman he knew so well, was one of them.

				He walked into the kitchen and saw Grace pull a kitchen knife from its place in a huge wooden block.

			

			
				“Grace. Are you all right? Grace!” Miles said.

				“Marvin,” Grace Poole said, and gestured outside; it was the coarse gesture of a Neanderthal, not the woman he’d known. 

				Miles looked out the French door and saw several Howlers inside the backyard. Two of them were crouched and were howling, their heads tilted up. “Grace. Don’t go out there!” 

				Grace Poole reached for the doorknob. Patty Tyson came through the kitchen doorway and fired her shotgun from the hip. The blast ripped off Grace Poole’s right arm at the shoulder. Miles saw the woman’s skull peppered with dark birdshot. The force of the blast shoved Grace Poole forward into the partially open French door. Grace’s head bounced off the glass, the door still intact. Her left arm gone, she turned and looked at them, then ran out the open French door into the backyard.

				“Do that again and I’ll kill you,” Patty said looking at Miles.

				“What did you do?” Miles said, horrified that the girl had shot Grace Poole.

				“Can’t you see? She’s turned into one of them! We have to kill her!” Patty yelled, racking the shotgun. “Fuck! No ammo.” She looked down at the shotgun’s open breech. 

				They’d fought a horrific battle crossing the street on the way to the Poole’s house. They’d fired both their weapons at the gang of Howlers—ten or twelve of them, mostly teenagers—that had attacked them. They’d had to stand back-to-back and fire at the things as they ran at them. One of the Howlers had managed to tear the .30-30 from Miles’ hands. Patty had shot it in the head, at point blank range, damaging the .30-30. Miles had been sure he was going to die, watching the rifle snatched from his grasp. He’d frozen, terrified, staring at the Howler who lifted the rifle over its head ready to strike him with it. He’d been unable to move, paralyzed with fear. 

				Tyson turned and fired, blowing the thing’s head off at the shoulders. Miles had pulled the stock-shattered rifle from the Howler’s still standing body. Tyson screamed at him to run; they’d both run toward the Pooles’ house.

				


				


				  Marvin stepped back. He watched the Howlers, five of them, drop over the green chain-link fence and into his yard.

				“You’ll have to kill me!” he yelled at them. It was senseless, but he was tired of being afraid. He’d been terrified since he’d driven home from his office. It had been the kind of fear he’d never felt before, all-encompassing. And now he felt liberated from it. If he was going to die, he was going to die fighting. 

				He drew back the shovel and swung it like a bat. Two of the Howlers crouched on their haunches as soon as they landed in the yard and began to howl. Marvin turned and looked at the blanket with his daughter wrapped in it. Another of the Howlers dropped into the yard. He recognized a very fat woman who owned the 7-11 on Highway 50. Another Howler jumped off the fence and immediately came toward him at a lope using his knuckles to run along the frozen ground. Marvin raised his shovel and waited for the thing to get close enough to hit. 

				“Marvin.” Marvin turned and saw his wife. “Get back.” She spoke in a strange tone of voice. “Get back.” He saw that his wife’s face was bloody and full of buck shot, her nose smashed from hitting the French door, her left arm gone. He could see the raw white shoulder-bone socket exposed. Grace was holding a kitchen knife in her right hand.

			

			
				“Grace! Jesus! God!” Marvin turned and saw Patty Tyson pulling shotgun shells out of her jacket pocket standing in the open door to the kitchen, Miles behind her.

				“Get back away from her, doctor,” Patty yelled. “Get back!”

				“No,” Miles said, the horror of it all hitting him. “No, don’t shoot!” He turned and faced Patty.

				


				


				Miles Hunt raised the broken rifle. He had counted the shots out on the road. The rifle’s stock was shattered so that only bits of the wooden stock where clinging to its steel frame. He threw the lever and lifted the rifle and lined up the ramp sight on the loping Howler. He fired and heard the shot go off and felt the barrel kick up. He hit the fat Howler in the face and she fell at Grace Poole’s feet.

				“Don’t. Dear God. Don’t shoot her!” Marvin yelled. Poole was running toward them; he’d dropped the shovel and was waving his arms in an attempt to stop them from shooting his wife. Miles ran toward the doctor and grabbed him; they both fell together in the snow. 

				Patty Tyson walked past them. Miles saw her boots pass his face. He was holding the doctor with all his might, keeping him from standing up. He could hear Poole yelling, pleading with the girl not to shoot Grace.

				Patty Tyson raised the shotgun and walked toward Grace Poole. Grace turned and looked at her, the knife in her hand, her missing arm’s mangled red stump leaking blood.

				“Mrs. Poole,” Patty said. “I’m sorry.” A long wad of white thick-looking spit formed on Grace Poole’s lips. The spit welled out of her mouth in a long ugly ribbon.

				“Goofloke ... Nostitch ... Shoo ... Shoot me. ... Plekase,” Grace said. 

				Their eyes locked. Patty could see the woman—what was left of Grace Poole—was crying. Tears formed in her blood-shot eyes. “Pl-k-ease. I eg you!”

				 Patty raised the shotgun and fired. Grace Poole’s head disappeared in a red halo. Patty pushed Grace’s teetering, headless body over and walked on, deeper into the yard, blasting at the Howlers who were approaching her, almost completely surrounding her. She didn’t realize, as she fired at the Howlers—picking them off one by one, turning her body in a clockwise killing motion, the twelve gauge’s muzzle flashing—that she, too, was crying.

				


				


				*   *   *

			

			
				


				


				“How many miles is it to your ranch?” Bell asked. They’d noted the mileage when they got in the truck and left Wood’s house, armed only with the golf club. They’d driven the first few miles in complete silence. At times an abandoned car would appear in the road; sometimes bodies could be seen inside the car, or lying in the road.

				“Are you scared?” Lacy asked.

				“Yes,” Bell said. “About running out of gas.”

				“So am I,” Lacy said. The truck’s interior was warm. She’d been freezing in the house, and it felt wonderful to be warm again. “What do you think happened?”

				“I don’t know,” Bell said. 

				“I think it’s that power plant in Japan,” Lacy said.

				“Fukushima?” Bell said. “I read about it.”

				“Yes,” Lacy said.

				“Why’s that?” Bell said.

				“I read that it was leaking radioactivity into the Pacific. A professor at school went on about it one day. What it would mean if only half of the reports were true: mutations, premature infant deaths? The man was frightened. He said the media wasn’t reporting the truth about what was going on there.”

				“You’re in school?” Bell said, wanting to change the subject. He glanced at the gas gauge. The yellow warning light was on and the gauge was sitting on the E. Lacy saw him glance down at the gauge.

				“Yes. Cal. It’s where my mother went,” she said.

				“I went to Ole Miss.” Lacy gave him a look. “University of Mississippi.” 

				“Oh.”

				“I played basketball. It was fun. I don’t think there’s anything better than when you’re in college,” Bell said.

				“Yes,” she said.

				“It was just beautiful,” Bell said. “Going to school. I had a scholarship. No worries. Just played ball and chased girls. I’d never had so much fun in my whole life. It was more fun than anyone deserves.”

			

			
				“Why do you say that?” 

				“I don’t know,” Bell said. “My brother was killed in Iraq while I was in school, my sophomore year. I always felt it wasn’t right, my having all that fun and my brother being dead.” He hadn’t spoken to anyone about how he’d felt about his brother’s death, not even with his mother and father. He’d always felt that it was his fault. It was irrational, he knew that, but he’d felt it was some kind of divine punishment nonetheless. His parents were fundamentalist Christians and he’d grown up with a real fear of God, and a fear of doing wrong. Somehow he’d felt he’d sin by enjoying his life after his brother was killed.

				“I’m sorry about your brother,” Lacy said. She looked out the window. The forest was dark; it was after six now and pitch black out on the road.

				“Thank you.” Bell said. “Your dad is the sheriff, right?”

				“Yes. Talk about fearing doing wrong,” Lacy said.

				“It doesn’t really matter what caused this,” Bell said. “I mean, what difference does it make?” It was the first time she’d heard Bell sound angry, or even upset. Even when she’d told him Robin had deserted them, Bell had seemed to take it all in stride.

				“No, it doesn’t, I guess,” she said.

				Bell sped up. He’d been driving slowly, in an attempt to conserve fuel, keeping the truck to 30 miles an hour. But he’d seen headlights coming toward them in the distance and he decided to speed up. 

				“Maybe they can help us?” Lacy said, seeing the headlights too.

				“Maybe,” Bell said. Almost immediately the truck’s engine started to sputter. He tromped the gas pedal, as if to force the truck to keep going, but the engine died, and he allowed the truck to coast to a stop. He kept his hands on the wheel as it came to a halt, afraid to look at Lacy. He saw a huge plane pass directly above them, flying over the road, very low. He could just make it out, the plane’s distinctive upturned wing-tip lights; it looked to him like an Army C17 transporter. 

				“The military is here,” Bell said. “That’s one of ours from the base at Reno, probably.” They both saw the car headlights approach quickly. The truck’s door opened and Lacy got out and ran to the front of the vehicle. She started to wave her hands in the air, hoping to flag the approaching car down. Bell turned on the truck’s high beams and emergency flasher. He got out and felt the immediate blast of cold air. He stood beside Lacy, who was waving madly. He, too, lifted his arms and started to wave them above his head.

				“They’re not going to stop,” Lacy said under her breath. She stopped waving and dropped her hands. She could tell the car was picking up speed, afraid of what was in front of them.

				Bell turned and looked at her. He grabbed her hand. It was the first time he’d looked her in the eyes since they’d gotten in the car. He could see she was terrified the car would not stop for them. He let go of her hand, stepped out into the on-coming lane and raised his hand. He didn’t budge as the car’s headlights grew bigger and brighter. 

				Bell heard Lacy scream. He heard the car brake at the last possible moment, slide on the icy road, and begin to fishtail. 

			

			
				Bell moved to the right, scooping up Lacy as he ran. He managed to get them out of the way as the brand new white Land Rover—completely sideways in the road—hit their truck, smacking it back a good ten feet.

				Bell ran to the Land Rover when it had finally stopped. He recognized the stoner couple who had picked him up earlier that morning. The two were driving a different car, but he was sure it was them. The young man leveled a pistol at him through the Rover’s driver’s-side window.

				“It’s Bell! Don’t shoot—for Christ’s sake!” Bell watched the Land Rover’s window come down.

				“God damn, man! What the fuck are you trying to do ... get us killed?” Johnny said. He lowered the pistol. “Jesus fuck, man! I thought you’d turned into one of them.” 

				The girl Sue Ling, wearing a white mink coat and the gold earrings she’d stolen that morning, looked up at him and smiled. “I screamed like a little bitch when I saw you in the headlights,” she said. She had an AR-15 rifle between her legs.

				“You can’t go down there,” Bell lied. He shot a glance at Lacy and she understood she should go along with the deception. “There’s hundreds of them just down the road about three miles back.” Bell said. “We just got by them, but ran out of ammo.” It was all a lie; he said it before he’d even thought it through.

				“Shit,” Johnny said. “We just got through a pack of twenty or so behind us. How did you manage that?”

				“You have to turn around,” Bell said again.

				“Well, we can’t drive through a hundred of the gnarly motherfuckers,” Johnny said. “This GPS says that’s the only way to Highway 50. The emergency radio is on and says that Sacramento is safe. The US army has it cordoned off.”

				“The car’s radio is working?” Lacy asked.

				“This one’s is. It’s got satellite radio.” Bell saw Johnny Ryder smile.

				“You should have seen the cool mansion we found,” his girlfriend said. “It had so much cool shit, we couldn’t take much.”

				“Will you please shut the fuck up!” Johnny said to the girl. “You better get in. Your truck is fucked up, man.”

				“There’s another way to Highway 50,” Lacy said. “There’s a jeep trail, a U.S. Fire Service road, near our house. If you have gas you could make it. It cuts over to Highway 50.”

				“We got a full tank, and four-fucking-wheel drive,” Ryder said. “Get in. Let’s get the fuck out of here while we still can!”

				



			

	






			

			
				


				


				CHAPTER 20

				


				


				Dillon was loading the ammunition canisters for the Thompsons. He had a jumbo Wal-Mart box of .45 caliber shells open on his lap. They were passing vacation cabins, all dark. The one-lane road was covered in snow, with the patrol car’s headlights cutting a narrow tunnel of light into the pitch-black night in front of them.

				“Do not forsake me, oh my darling ... now that I need you by my side. Oh, I’m not afraid of death, but what will I do if you leave me.” Dillon sang the lyrics of an old Western song as he loaded the drum magazines. “They used to play Frankie Lane a lot on Death Row. The Row was right above my tier in San Quentin. Sometimes they’d play Rawhide when someone was leaving the tier for a parole hearing. Those old gangsters, they’re a different breed all together,” Dillon said, turning to Quentin. “A lot of them were cop killers. Or FBI. Federal Bureau of Incompetents.” He saw Quentin smile. “You know how many FBI agents it takes to turn on a light bulb?” Dillon asked.

				“No, how many?” Quentin asked, playing along.

				“Doesn’t matter. They won’t find it unless it’s already turned on.” He laughed at his own joke. “You don’t plan on arresting these guys, do you? That’s all bullshit. Why don’t you be honest, lawman?” 

				Quentin didn’t answer. 

				“What are you going to do with them, lawman? Can’t exactly load them all in the car, can we?”

				“You couldn’t blame him, could you?” Rebecca said from the back seat.

				“What do you want to carry, honey? We got an M-16 in the back for the pretty lady,” Dillon said.

				“That suits me fine,” Rebecca said.

				“What about the pencil neck? Kid, what do you want to carry? Besides your pacifier? Maybe you just want to rush in and hit the Delete Button when you see them?” Dillon said.

				“He can stay in the car,” Quentin said. He switched on the patrol car’s spotlight and turned it, from a handle inside the cab, so that the spotlight painted the fronts of the summer cabins they passed.

			

			
				“I can’t fight,” Gary said.

				“You can’t fight. Or you won’t fight?” Dillon said, not bothering to turn around. “Then what fucking good are you?” He turned and looked at the kid. “Really, what fucking good are you?” It was a real question, as if his type of person were a total mystery. “I’d like to know. Really.”

				“Just can’t. I don’t know anything about guns,” Summers said.

				“What’s there to know?” Dillon said. “See this? It’s called a trigger, you point the thingy here, it’s called a barrel, at the guy you want to shoot and pull the thingy and it goes bang.” 

				Summers turned away and looked out the window.

				“Do not forsake me oh my darling ... on this our wedding day ... The pussy goes too, or I don’t get out of the car,” Dillon said. 

				Rebecca laughed.

				“You can’t do that. He’s just a kid,” Quentin said. “And what good would he be to us in a fight?”

				“I don’t care, I think it’s time the kid pulled his weight,” Dillon said. He reached down at his feet and pulled one of the dozens of pistols they’d brought with them from the gun store. “Let’s see, a HK 9-millimeter. Looks used. Never shot one. Heard they’re pretty good, though. Here. You want freedom from these damn Howlers, kid? You’ll have to fight for it. Kill for it.” Dillon tossed the pistol into the kid’s lap. “Wait along ... wait ... wait along, wait along ... I must face a man who hates me or lie a craven coward in my grave. Look at that big hand move along nearin’ High Noon,” Dillon sang. “I’m tired of people like him. They always want to bitch and moan about the Man this, and the Man that. But when it comes down to it, they’re afraid of fighting for anything better in life. No one gives you anything, kid. That’s what I’ve learned. “And I must face a man who hates me. Or lie a coward in my grave.” Dillon turned back around, whistling the song.

				Rebecca picked up the automatic from Summers’ lap and began to show him how to fire the weapon, pure venom in her voice. “And I hope to God they shoot you, and you die,” she said when she’d handed it back to him, finally. 

				Quentin shut off the headlights and the spotlight as they rounded a bend in the narrow gravel road. “It’s up here, about a mile,” he said.

				The patrol car slowed, then stopped. They’d crossed an old wooden bridge in the dark. A house stood at the top of a driveway to their left. Its windows were bathed in a yellowish Coleman-lantern light.

				“That’s it,” Quentin said.

				“Now what?” Dillon said.

				“We go up there and place them all under arrest,” Quentin said. He was lying to himself, but he couldn’t bring himself to admit he wanted to kill them all. He saw Dillon smile in the moonlight.

				“I’ll go first,” Rebecca said. “When you hear me start shooting, you come on along.” 

			

			
				Dillon turned to look at the girl, impressed by her lack of fear. He picked up a Glock 21 from the floor.

				   “Give me that.” Rebecca took the automatic from Dillon’s hand. She checked to make sure it was loaded and had a bullet in the chamber. She did it so quickly and expertly that Quentin couldn’t help but smile. “They’ll open the door for a chick. I’ll tell them I’m scared.”

				“What if they think you’re one of the things?” Quentin said.

				“My tough luck,” Rebecca said. She reached for the door handle, the Glock in her other hand.

				“Wait—Rebecca. I promise, we’ll both be right behind you. We go up the driveway together. You knock on the door,” Quentin said. “Once you get inside, we’ll come in.”

				“Take the kid with you,” Dillon said. “Here.” Dillon reached down and picked up a simple five-shot .38 revolver. He checked to make sure it was loaded and handed it to Summers. “Even you should be able to use this. Just point and click, motherfucker.”

				


				


				  Rebecca knocked on the cabin’s front door. She had tucked the Glock into the small of her back so that her parka covered it.

				“Help! Help!” She knocked again. The door flew open and a tall young man with long blond hair was standing in front of her.

				“Well, fuck me!” he said. 

				“We need help,” Rebecca said. “They’re out there. The things. Our car broke down.”

				“Well come on in, good looking,” the man said. He moved back from the door. 

				Rebecca saw that he had a pistol in his hand. She saw two dead Howler bodies hanging on one of the cabin’s back walls near the fireplace. The Howlers had been nailed to the knotty-pine wall of the living room like animal trophies—their arms stretched out, their ugly thick faces horribly bullet-pocked. Rebecca looked to her right and saw a tall, older biker with short black hair, standing at one of the cabin’s windows. He was wearing night-vision goggles. 

				The man who opened the door pointed his pistol at her and Summers, who’d walked up behind her.

				“Now, I want you two to come on in here,” the younger one said. Rebecca saw another two men in the kitchen, holding short-barreled shotguns. One of them slipped out the back door. The tall man in the night-vision goggles, holding a walkie-talkie, spoke into the radio, still looking out the window. Rebecca reached behind her slowly.

				“Hands where I can see them, bitch!” the blond said.

				“We need help,” Rebecca said, bringing her gun hand back in front of her.

			

			
				“Sure you do. You’re about to get it, too,” the blond said. 

				Summers jumped at the man. Rebecca pulled the pistol from behind her. The tall man at the window turned. Rebecca saw the green tint of the night-vision goggles as he moved for his pistol on the chair behind him. She fired, hitting him in the face, the hollow-point, 230-grain bullet boring a hole through one of the night-vision goggles’ lenses. She turned and fired almost point blank at the blond, sending two rounds through his right ear, as Summers fought with him. The blond dropped to his knees and fell over. She turned to fire at the man in the kitchen, but he was gone.

				Rebecca flew out the front door and screamed for Quentin to watch the side of the house. Rebecca saw, almost immediately, the orange-yellow flash of the Thompson’s muzzle. The two machine guns opened up at once on someone she could just make out standing in the snow at the side of the cabin. The gunman tried to run.  His body danced, hit by both machine guns. She ran across the living room and toward the back door, expecting the other gunmen would try and come back inside the house. She pointed her pistol at the back door as she approached. As soon as she saw its dark knob move, she opened fire, shooting through the door in rapid fire until the pistol’s slide remained in the far back position, the Glock empty.

				She heard voices and turned to see Quentin and Dillon walk through the front door.

				“You okay?” Quentin asked from the doorway. She nodded, then opened the back door. The gunman’s head and upper body slid face down onto the dirty kitchen floor. She saw bits of white down, little white tufts poking through the nylon where her bullets had exited the back of the man’s red parka.

				“Take the asshole’s shotgun, we’ll need it,” Dillon said. She went outside and found a combat-style shotgun lying at the bottom of the steps, its barrel buried in piss-stained yellow snow.

				


				


				*   *   *

				


				


				They could not get Marvin to speak. Miles had given up. Patty, he noticed, hadn’t really tried. It was the ranger who had led the doctor back into the house when they saw more of them in the woods heading for the Poole’s backyard. Forty or more Howlers had gathered in the woods, just out of sight, attracted to the sound of the howling. 

				Patty stood in the snow-covered backyard and watched them come. She dug into her red mackinaw coat pocket and felt the plastic covered shotgun shells; only three shells left. A howling started up from the forest. A gang of them was heading toward the fence, walking in the deep snow, some of them stumbling, their clothes snow covered. 

				Tired and angry, Patty walked over the backyard, stepping over the bodies of the Howlers she’d shot. It had become personal, a matter of her own survival. She’d seen too much violent death in the last several hours. Shooting the doctor’s wife had changed her—the poor woman’s tortured face imprinted forever. She wanted to kill them all. She was angry that she didn’t have more ammunition. She watched the closest Howler stumble on toward the fence. She turned and saw Miles guide Poole into the house and close the French door. 

			

			
				She turned back and faced the fence. The closest Howler kept coming, its mouth hung with frozen saliva, its dead eyes bloodshot.

				“You motherfucker!” Patty said under her breath. “What’s wrong with you? Can’t you hear me? WHAT THE FUCK IS WRONG WITH YOU? CAN YOU HEAR ME?” 

				The thing kept coming. It stopped immediately in front of her, separated only by the chain-link fence.

				“ucluchih uulchi nockeer raw, nocker raw.” The thing spoke to her, its glue-looking spit bubbling on the thing’s lips as it spoke. 

				She never heard one speak before, and it shocked her. “What?”

				“Ul raw,” the thing said. Then it jumped onto the fence. She let it climb, watched it, relishing the thing’s nearness—seeing its ugliness close up. She heard the fence chatter as the Howler climbed it. She waited for its belly to get to her eye level; then she plunged the kitchen knife she’d picked up in the snow deep into the thing’s gut, through the fence. She watched it continue to climb, ripping its own bowels open as it pulled itself up the fence.

				“Die ... Die ... Die,” Patty said, the knife sunk to the hilt. But even partially eviscerated, pulling its own guts out with each move up the fence—it wouldn’t die. She stepped back, letting go of the knife, and shot the thing in the head, just as it was about to lift itself to the top of the fence, dragging a long tail of red and white guts behind it. The thing’s body slumped back headless, its body caught on the fence. It hung there, caught on a cowboy-style belt buckle that said TEXAS.

				


				


				The doctor had not spoken a word since Miles had led him back into the house. They’d done what they could to comfort him, but Marvin had refused food when they offered him some of the canned chili they’d found and cooked. Both Miles and Patty had eaten several cans, heating the chili on the Pooles’ gas range, which still worked despite the lack of power. The doctor had sat in the living room staring out the window to the street beyond. They’d brought him clothes for the trip they were planning. Marvin had put them on without speaking. When Miles had told him what their plan was—to leave the Sierras via Highway 50 and head for Sacramento, where Miles said the government was broadcasting from an emergency radio frequency—Marvin had simply nodded.

				“I’ve decided to stay here,” Poole said when they came in to check on him. “I’d rather stay here. You two go. Take the car.”

				“No,” Miles said. “We can’t leave you here. No way. You’re coming with us.” 

				Poole looked at them both and shook his head no.

				“They’ll need doctors in Sacramento,” Miles said.

				“My wife and children are all dead,” Poole said in disbelief. 

				Miles didn’t know what to say.

				“Your family would want you to go on living,” Patty said. 

			

			
				Marvin looked up at the young woman. “For what?” Poole said.

				“To help people who will need a doctor!” Miles said. “That’s why. And maybe you can help figure out what the fuck is going on.”

				“All right,” Marvin said. “I’ll go.”

				


				


				At 6:30 in the evening they walked into the garage and got into Marvin’s wife’s dark blue Cadillac Escalade. They’d been hearing howling since the sun went down. Miles suggested he should drive, with Patty literally riding shotgun in the passenger seat, as she was the better shot. They’d gone back to Crouchback’s place and found another two boxes of ammunition for the twelve gauge—sixty rounds—but none for the damaged .30-30. 

				Miles looked at Patty. “Ready?” he asked.

				“Yeah, as I’ll ever be,” Patty said. She watched Miles reach up to the visor and hit the garage-door opener. Patty watched the big garage door rise up in the rearview mirror. She saw several Howlers standing out in the street. 

				Seeing them too, Miles almost hit the button to close the door back down, but didn’t. “Fuck,” Miles said. He heard Patty hit the button rolling down the Cadillac’s passenger-side window. “Just fucking kill them,” Miles said.

				He pulled out of the garage. He felt the cold air from the car’s open window and heard the shotgun go off almost immediately. He heard Patty rack the shotgun. She was leaning out of the window. He stepped on the Cadillac’s throttle, fishtailing out into the street, in reverse, whipping the steering wheel as the big car slid out of control. When it stopped sliding, he turned the wheel and floored it again. 

				He turned to look next to him; Patty was gone. He slammed on the brakes and looked in the rearview. She’d been yanked out of the car’s window and was lying on the ground. Miles put the car in reverse and floored it, aiming a rear bumper at the Howler standing over Patty. The Howler held the shotgun it had taken from her. 

				“Don’t get up,” Miles whispered, staring into the rearview mirror as he punched it. He felt the car hurtling backwards. He felt it hit something. He wasn’t sure whether he’d caught the Howler, or run over Patty. He waited what seemed for an eternity for the passenger door to open, not sure it would. “Come on—” 

				Patty jumped into the cab, coming out of the dark. She’d been searching for the shotgun but hadn’t seen it.

				“I’ve lost the fucking shotgun,” she said as she slid into the seat, her jacket covered in snow. 

				Miles shifted into Drive and hit the accelerator, sending the Cadillac speeding down the street. 

				“Stop the car!” Marvin yelled. Miles, not understanding what was wrong, slowed the car. Marvin opened the back door and saw the black snow-dirty asphalt rushing past.

			

			
				“Jesus, Marvin!” Miles said, slowing the car to a crawl.

				“Stop the car!” Marvin said again. “I’ll get it.” Miles stopped the car. Marvin stepped out of the Cadillac and walked down the middle of the dark empty street. He saw Howlers jumping through the windows of a house and heard a man scream. He kept walking, looking to either side of the road for the shotgun. He finally saw it lying in the road in front of him. A Howler, both its legs broken, was lying in the snow near it. Marvin bent down and picked up the shotgun. He racked it, sending an empty shell out into the night. 

				He stood and looked around him. The neighborhood he’d known was gone. He could see broken windows, the bodies of his neighbors—people who like himself had been living normal lives just 24 hours before—lying where they’d had been killed. He looked up at the sky overhead and saw the stars. They looked bright and distant and perfect. The storm had passed. Something about looking up at the stars made him want to live, despite everything, as if he were all men, and not just one man. 

				“God help us all,” Marvin said out loud, lowering his head. He walked up to the crippled Howler that was trying to use its broken legs to stand again. Marvin laid the shotgun on the thing’s forehead. The thing grabbed for the barrel. Marvin fired and the Howler’s face disappeared. Its dead hand let go of the barrel. He turned and slowly walked back toward the Cadillac’s huge red taillights. 

				Marvin Poole was a changed man. He was now a violent and angry man, who had chosen to go on living, but only for vengeance’s sake, like some dark angel of death.

				“Are you okay?” Miles asked, as Marvin slid into the back. Miles saw the doctor had a strange and different look on his face . He saw that it was peppered with Howler blood.

				“Okay,” Marvin said, “Now. I’ll keep this with me.”

				


				  

				*   *   *

				  

				


				“He’s up there in that little cabin. He blocked the road so nobody can drive up there. Can you imagine?” Cooley said. They’d parked in front of the pine logs blocking the gravel road that led up to Chuck Phelps’s ranch. 

				“Doesn’t look like much,” the man riding next to Cooley said. He was a client of the accountant’s and an important official with the ATF in San Francisco. Cooley had given the ATF man and his wif —Fredrick C. Billings, Jr., and Mrs. Billings Jr.—a free luxury package at the B&B that included 90-minute massages and “European dermabrasion” in exchange for Billings’ promise to stop by the Phelps place and “investigate.” Billings was more than willing to get a free weekend in the mountains if all he had to do was flash his badge at some doomsday prepper and tell him to keep the noise down. And, of course, should the ATF man see anything illegal, it would lead to the opening of a formal ATF case file. 

			

			
				   “The law can pick it up from there,” Billings assured Cooley, who had gotten him out of some hot water with the IRS. Billings considered Cooley a little bitch, but a useful one. “These types are all pretty much the same. They’re out of touch. Most of them are crazy. You say he’s a Vietnam vet?” Billings was sweating slightly because he’d splurged on a mineral bath and rub-down after breakfast with one of the cute hard-bodies Cooley had staffed the place with. 

				“Yes. But that might be just a story, you know, to get sympathy. Like bums who hold up cardboard signs and ask for handouts,” Cooley said. He turned off the satellite radio, tuned to 80’s hits. Cooley loved and admired Sting. They’d just missed the first on-air government warning about the Howlers, broadcast over satellite radio that morning.

				“How far is the cabin from the road?” Billings asked.

				“Not far. I was up there last summer. He took a shot at me!” 

				This was a lie; the truth was more prosaic. Phelps was in Timberline. The accountant had gathered up all his courage and decided to confront Phelps about his gun range—a perfectly legal one, the hick local sheriff had explained to Cooley. One that Quentin had checked himself, and found respected all the county’s ordinances about outdoor gun ranges. 

				“Yes,” Cooley continued. “Nearly killed me. I told the police up here, but they’re all, you know. They’re all a bunch of hillbilly types. You can’t believe it. It’s like going back in time up here. Everyone knows everyone. And they protect this crazy guy just because he was born here.”   “He shot at you?” 

				“Yes. Nearly killed me, too. Came close. I ran, had to,” Cooley lied.

				“I see,” Billings said. “And you told the police up here?”

				“Yes.”

				“All right, let’s go have a word with this yahoo.” Marching past a “No Trespassing” sign without a warrant made no difference to the two men. 

				Three Howlers attacked the two men as they climbed the steps to the Phelps cabin. Two were naked, a man and wife, having gotten sick while at the B&B’s isolated “lovers only” outdoor hot tub on a deck in the woods. 

				Cooley, always quick-witted, pushed Billings down in the snow in hopes he could make it into the cabin in time. Billings, already exhausted, fell backwards toward the screaming creatures who had run up behind them. Sitting in the snow, Billings took out his service pistol and fired at the screaming naked Howlers, missing all but the closest, which he killed by sheer luck. The other two reached him as his pistol clicked empty. One of them, the man, knelt immediately in the snow and shit. It was the strangest thing Billings had ever seen. The woman waited, not sure whether she should go on toward Cooley who was just making it up the stairs to the cabin.

				“Help! Help me! For God sake!” Billings yelled. He stood up. 

				The female Howler, waiting for her mate, knelt and began to howl. 

				“Help me! I’ve hurt my ankle,” Billings said, not aware that it was Cooley who had pushed him down as he was running. 

			

			
				Cooley opened the door, stole a quick glance at the terrified injured man and then closed the cabin door behind him, locking it. Exhausted and drenched in sweat, Cooley watched from the window as the two Howlers literally pulled Billings apart, tearing his arms off his body first, as if he were a paper doll. 

				Still alive, Billings stood up, arms gone and shoulders spurting blood, and limped pathetically toward the cabin. But the creatures caught him after only a few steps. 

				Cooley, hands shaking, pulled out his cell phone and dialed 911.

				“Hello, 911?”

				“Yes, 911 operator speaking.”

				“Operator,” Cooley said, “I’m in a cabin in the woods and someone has just been murdered.” 

				“Can you hold, please? We’re receiving a high number of calls.”

				“NO, I CAN’T HOLD!” Cooley dropped his phone on the floor and blocked the door with an old-fashioned steel bar he saw for the purpose. The bar fell in place across the door, held by two steel hooks. Cooley, feeling safe, watched the naked creatures through the cabin’s small windows. Both were running toward the porch. The two things jumped up the stairs onto the porch; he watched them pound on the bullet-proof, two-inch thick, military-grade, and bomb-proof plastic. 

				He stared at the ugly things as the Howlers tried to smash the small windows. He backed away from the blood-printed glass as both Howlers broke their wrists trying to punch through it. It was impossible; the window’s thick plastic was too tough. The two finally stopped pounding, their broken and dangling hands useless, both began to howl and shriek.

				“Jesus,” Cooley said, staring at the naked couple. Their faces had changed from just a day ago. Jesus . . . those two were staying at the B&B. He turned from the small bloodstained window and saw two dogs looking up at him. One of them, a giant German Shepherd, started to growl and then leapt at his throat.

				


				    

				



			

	






			

			
				


				


				CHAPTER 21 

				


				


				They’d stopped unexpectedly. The Land Rover’s headlights were shining on the entrance to an expensive five-star hotel’s elegant roadside entrance. The entrance was flanked by six-foot high portals made of smooth river stones, built to mark the place. The entrance, bathed in floodlights, stood out in the pitch black night as if nothing were wrong and the elegant hotel were open for business.

				“Now what do we have here?” Johnny said. “How come they still got electricity?”

				“Probably emergency generators,” Bell said from the backseat.

				“It’s a hotel,” Lacy said. “What are we stopping here for?”

				“People in there might need our help,” Johnny said. He had taken a suit of clothes from a mansion they’d robbed earlier. He was wearing a pair of expensive pants and jacket that were mismatched. The jacket was snakeskin and had cost $5,000. He’d taken the owner’s expensive Borsalino-made Panama hat, too, and was sporting it when he’d stopped to pick them up. 

				Johnny dug in the jacket pocket and took out a pharmacy-style pill container. “Got a thousand Oxy tablets at the Rite Aid in Reno! The whole damn pharmacy was wide open. No one there except some very dead people. Want some?” Johnny asked, looking at them in the rear-view mirror.

				“No, thanks,” Bell said.

				“Sure? Makes things a lot better. Got to face all this shit out here without drugs is hard on a man,” he said.

				“I’ll say,” his girlfriend said. “A lot better with them than without them.” The girl was high and had chattered on the whole time since the couple had stopped for them, as if they were all on a lark, instead living a nightmare.

				Lacy reached for Bell’s hand. It was the first time they’d touched like that. She wrapped her hand around his and held it tightly.

				“Why don’t we just go on and meet up with my dad,” Lacy said. “It’s better if there’s more of us.”

				“Well, for one reason I got some business up in there,” Johnny said.

			

			
				“What kind of business?” Bell asked. The two stoners were using the horrible chaos as an opportunity to steal and loot without worrying about the usual consequences. It was why he had left them earlier that morning. It was crazy and immoral, yet they were doing it. Bell hated the man behind the wheel in the worst way. His old grandmother, a sharecropper all her life, had once said to him that the Devil at his strongest “wears a Sunday suit, but a Saturday-night smile.”

				“That last place was a gold mine!” Sue Ling said.

				“I’m sure it was,” Bell said.

				“The old geezer had a great gun collection. All kinds of shit. He was some kind of banker. Said he was a big shot and could get us all the money we wanted,” Johnny said.

				“I thought you said there wasn’t anyone at home?” Lacy said.

				“Did I? Anyway, this looks like a pretty fancy place. They’ve got to have all kinds of good shit up in there. Rich people’s place—full of rich-people’s shit.”

				“There are still laws,” Bell said. “Just because of what’s happened doesn’t mean—”

				“Are there?” Johnny said.

				“You think so?” Sue Ling said. “I don’t think there are any. Not anymore. Everything is free. It’s like Christmas, only better.” She turned toward them and smiled like a little kid. She’d raided some rich girl’s closet and wore a get-up like one of the Orange County Housewives, dressed for a glam-winter sojourn, complete with a white mink ski hat. “It’s not like—you know, it was before.”

				“That doesn’t make it right,” Lacy said.

				“Wasn’t right to send me to Pelican Bay for two years either, or keep me in an isolation cell, but the motherfuckers did it anyway,” Johnny said. “All I did was sell a little meth.” 

				“You’re both crazy,” Lacy said. Bell felt her squeeze his hand again. “You’re both crazy. And I’m going to tell my father what you’ve done.”

				“Well, are we crazy, honey?” Johnny asked his girlfriend.

				“I’m crazy about you,” Sue Ling said. “Hey, I got a Chanel bag for free! Everyone in the store was dead!” The Chinese girl smiled in the deranged way that Oxy-moron heads developed, half shit-eating-ain’t-I-cute grin, and half seven-year-old’s smug look. The painkiller made them believe that everything and anything that came out of their mouth was either funny, or profound, when it was puerility personified. 

				The girl lifted a Smith & Wesson .500 Magnum with the eight-inch barrel from where she’d had it stuck between her seat and the armrest. She pointed it at Bell. The huge pistol was fully loaded. Bell could see the tips of the bullets facing out from the pistol’s open cylinders.

				“That pistol there is better than the Desert Eagle. We got both from the old guy. But the Smithy has that long eight-inch barrel; you get 2075 feet per second vs. 1475 feet per second with the Israeli’s Eagle. Shit, these Jews really know now to make some kick-ass guns! Both 300-grain loads, of course. That’s got the hollow points too. Hits these Howlers—Splat City, brain-wise. I get a kick out of watching them hit the deck,” Johnny said.

			

			
				“I could shoot you both right now and I would get away with it. That’s so cool,” Sue Ling said and broke out laughing. Only joking.” She put the huge pistol down. “I wouldn’t, though— shoot you. I fired it up at the mansion and it hurt my wrist! We were messing around shooting down the hallways, to see how many doors we could get through. This fucking thing, we couldn’t find the bullet! I think it went through six doors!”

				“It was a big-ass place! Had a private fucking lake,” Johnny said. “Some kind of special wine-drinking room. Fucking rich people think of all kinds of shit. Whoever heard of a special wine-drinking room? Fucking idiots. Old man kept asking me what I wanted with him. So I shot him in the foot and told him I wanted to see him dance, like in the Westerns. Remember? Fucker danced. Hopping like a motherfucker. They showed all the cool Westerns at Pelican Bay. I love me some Westerns,” Johnny said.

				“I want out!” Lacy said. “Let me out! He’s crazy!” She let go of Bell’s hand and reached for the car’s door handle but it was locked.

				“Honey, you can’t go out there. They’re out there. Shit. Don’t act crazy,” Sue Ling said. The girl’s pretty young face wore a look of honest concern. 

				She might only be sixteen or seventeen years old, Bell realized.

				“Your call,” Johnny said. He turned and looked at Bell. “I’ll let your bitch out if she really wants out.” He reached for the Land Rover’s armrest and they heard the mechanical sound of all four doors unlocking together. “Go on ... get!” 

				Lacy looked at Bell, her hand on the door’s lever. 

				“We can’t get out here,” Bell said. “We’ll die. I promised your father I’d look after you.” Bell turned and looked at Johnny. “Why don’t you turn on the radio, see what you get. It’s satellite, so we should be able to get some news. Like you said.”

				“So are you in, or are you out, bitch?” Johnny asked Lacy directly, ignoring Bell. He tilted the black porkpie hat back in frustration. 

				Lacy stared at him. “In,” she said finally.

				“Right. Okay.” Johnny hit the latch and Bell heard all four door locks snap shut. “Now let’s go see what kind of goodies we can find.” They drove through the portals and turned down a long new-looking driveway passing a well-lit sign: “Sierra Ranch—a Four Seasons Luxury Resort and Spa.” Johnny turned on the satellite radio and instead of the news, tuned in a country and western station that was playing “Rawhide.” He and his girlfriend started singing along with the famous Frankie Lane tune: “Don’t try to understand ’em ...  just ride, rope, and brand ’em ...” 

				It was while they were driving down the driveway, Johnny making the cracking motion of a whip, playing along with the song, that Bell decided he would probably have to kill them both, and soon, or he and Lacy would be murdered by the two drug-fueled lunatics before the night was over.

				


				


				The Howlers had already visited the hotel, and probably not that long ago, Bell thought, as they pulled into the elegant well-lit turn around, a majestic pine tree in the center of it. A bellman—his head pulled off his shoulders, exposing a blunt-looking spinal column—lay in the middle of the driveway. Expensive suitcases were scattered everywhere. Some had been opened and their contents scattered by the mindless creatures. Guests had been unloading, it seemed, as an extra-long stretch limousine was parked in front of the Bell Captain’s station, with all its doors left wide open. The limo’s back window was smashed in. The limo driver was hanging out of the driver’s side door; a large stone had split his skull wide open, the stone still protruding from the dead driver’s head.

			

			
				“Je-e-sus,” Sue Ling said. “Look at all those clothes, babe!”

				“Bonanza!” Johnny said. He pulled the Land Rover directly behind the limo. “Okay. Let’s see what we got here.” 

				Bell watched Johnny pocket the car’s electronic key, lifting it from a tray on the armrest.

				“I’m staying here,” Lacy said.

				“No. Everyone out,” Johnny said. “No fun otherwise. And, I don’t trust you.” He waved his pistol at them. “O—U—T, spells out. I’ve got an idea.”

				“At least give us a weapon,” Bell said. “They could still be here, the things.”

				“Well, just give us a shout if you see one,” Johnny said. Sue Ling stepped out of the car, the huge Smith & Wesson held in her left hand.

				


				


				A man pushed through the doors of the honey-colored, log-cabin style lobby. He was in his forties, wearing smart ski gear. He looked terrified. “Thank God. Can you help us? My wife is sick. Please. Can you help us? We need a doctor. I’ve been trying to call out for an ambulance, but my cell phone doesn’t work.” 

				Johnny walked around the front of the Land Rover and lifted the Desert Eagle and pointed it at the man. “Hold on there, Sport. How many people are in there with you?” 

				


				


				The man stopped walking, stunned that the help he’d expected had turned into something else. “We were in our room—asleep. They came. We could hear the screaming in the lobby. We kept our door shut. It was terrible—what’s wrong? I’m not one of those things!”

				“Any cops here?” Johnny asked.

				“What?”

				“You know, security? Guys with fucking guns?” Johnny asked.

				“I didn’t see any,” the man said.

			

			
				“Where’s your wife?” Johnny asked.

				“Room 214. She’s very ill—I don’t know what’s wrong with her. I need help—the things. It’s terrible what—”

				“Help?” Johnny said.

				“Can you take us to a doctor?” the man asked. He glanced at Bell and Lacy, looking to the two of them for help.

				“Oh, a doctor. Sure.” Johnny said.

				“Thank you. I told my wife that—” 

				A loud shot rang out. The high-velocity bullet hit the standing man dead in his face. It blew the back of his head off, knocking him backwards as if he’d been hit by a bat. The shot reverberated around them. 

				Lacy screamed and Bell grabbed her, turning her away from the awful sight of the man’s skull broken open and his jerking feet. The contents of his skull spilled across the ground behind him.

				“See if he’s got a wallet,” Johnny said to Sue Ling. 

				The girl ran over to the dead man, rifled his jacket pockets and came up with a wallet and a cell phone. 

				“Bingo,” Johnny said. “It’s dog-eat-dog out here, baby. Now, you two want to live, go get some wallets. And meet us back here in in the lobby in an hour. And I’d watch out for the guy’s bitch. No doubt she’s one of them by now.”

				“You’re a murderer,” Lacy said in a quiet, horrified voice, turning toward Johnny.

				“You figure that out on your own?” Johnny said. “Damn, you’re a smart bitch.”

				“Can’t do it without a weapon,” Bell said. “Those things could be anywhere around here.” He tried to keep the anger out of his voice.

				“Go,” Johnny said. “Go now! Go and get me SOME FUCKING MONEY!” 

				Sue Ling ran over to her boyfriend and tossed him the dead man’s wallet. “One,” the girl said, smiling and seemingly unaffected by the brutal murder. The two hugged. 

				Bell saw the girl had a diamond belly button piercing when she reached up to kiss her boyfriend. She’s a psychopath, Bell thought.

				“You’re both insane,” Lacy said.

				“You get us ten thousand dollars cash, and we’ll take you to that ranch. That’s how insane we are,” Johnny said. “We’ll wait for you in the bar.” 

				Bell wondered why they’d been kept alive, and now he understood. It was dangerous going into the hotel. Why not send them in to do the dirty work? If they were killed, what would it matter?

			

			
				“How do I know you won’t just kill us?” Bell said.

				“Well, you don’t. Do you, Sport?” Johnny said.

				“Give me a weapon and I’ll do it,” Bell said. “I’ll get you the money.”

				“Okay. Give him the shotgun we got from the old guy’s place,” Johnny said. 

				Sue Ling looked at her boyfriend, thinking it might not be such a good idea. 

				“Go on! He’ll do it. I know his type. Military boy, he’ll do it. And he’ll wave the fucking flag while he’s doing it.”

				“Don’t worry, I won’t let him kill you,” Sue Ling said, going to the back of the Land Rover. She ran with a semi-auto style shotgun over to Bell and smiled. “I think you’re cute, and I’ll get mad at him if he shoots you. Maybe we could have sex sometime?”

				“Give him a whole box of shells—might as well,” Johnny said. Sue Ling dug out a box of shotgun shells and tossed them to Bell. Johnny hit the door lock on the Land Rover; its horn honked, signaling it was locked. Johnny motioned with his pistol for Bell and Lacy to walk in front of them and into the lobby. 

				Bell looked down at the dead man as he passed him. He began to load rounds into the fancy-looking twenty gauge as he walked into the brightly lit hotel lobby.

				


				


				Bell looked out on the lit outdoor pool and large patio area. Some kind of party had been going on by the pool when the Howlers attacked. A band had been playing; a wooden dance floor had been erected over the middle of the large heated pool, steam coming off of its surface. Men’s and women’s bodies floated in the pool. Some of the band’s equipment had been tossed into the water during the fight with the Howlers. Bell saw a set of brass cymbals lying at the bottom of the deep end, surreal.

				“We have to get away from them,” Lacy said behind him. 

				Bell turned around. “How? There’s two of them and they’re well-armed,” Bell said. And we need their car. All the cars in the parking lot have had their windows smashed—did you notice? We’d freeze in any one of them. Try calling your father. Tell him where we are. Tell him to come get us,” Bell said. 

				Lacy took out her cell phone and dialed her father’s number. “There’s no signal,” she said.

				“We’ll go up to the top floor and try,” Bell said. “Maybe there’ll be a signal up there.”

				“I’m scared, Ken,” Lacy said. It was the first time she’d used his name.

			

			
				“Me too,” Bell said. He walked to where they’d set up the food service. The table had somehow survived the mayhem and was full of food. The food warmers were still on, as were the gas heaters around the pool’s verge, their gas elements glowing blue-orange.

				“Let’s eat something. Then we’ll go up on the roof.”

				“I can’t,” Lacy said. “Eat, I mean.”

				“Eat something. If we’re going to make it out of this, we have to eat,” Bell said. He was contemplating going down to the bar and killing the two. But he was afraid that if he failed, Lacy would be alone and doomed. He made a sandwich out of French bread and cheese and began to eat ravenously while looking for a beer. He found the drinks and opened a beer and guzzled it. Lacy looked at him. He realized he’d not eaten much of anything since that morning more than twelve hours ago, and what seemed like a lifetime now. He looked at his watch; it was 3:00 in the morning. 

				Lacy walked toward the food and picked up a piece of French bread.

				“Put some protein on it,” Bell said. She did what he said. “And drink something, too.” He put down the shotgun and sat down on an Adirondack chair and looked out at the pool floating with debris and dead bodies, some of them bleeding into the water. It was only yesterday, he realized, that the world had been totally normal. He’d been planning a trip with his brother. They were going to meet in Scottsdale and watch the Giants play their first spring training game. 

				“Are they everywhere?” Lacy said. She came and sat on a chaise longue next to him. A pretty girl had been beaten with an ice bucket and was lying a few feet away, her chest having been bashed in with an electric guitar lying near her. Lacy turned away, looking for something to look at that wouldn’t sicken her.

				“I don’t know,” Bell said. He picked up the beer and drained it. The alcohol made him feel better, looser and almost normal. He was physically exhausted in a way he’d never been before. It was as if he weighed 300 pounds. He made another sandwich and ate it, then another. While he ate the third one, he went around to the dead bodies and began to rifle purses and men’s pants pockets, looking for their wallets.

				“What are you doing?” Lacy said, watching him rifle the dead.

				“We may need to pay them if there’s no cell signal. We may be on our own,” Bell said, not looking at her.

				“Let’s kill them,” Lacy said.

				


				


				He found a wallet belonging to one of the well-dressed, dead party-goers. He opened it and pulled it out, but there was no cash. He saw a business card: Michael C. Fox, Vice President, Facebook. 

				Bell tossed the man’s empty wallet into the pool and moved onto the next body. Only the wait staff carried any cash; the well-to-do guests had none. When he was finished walking around the pool and the dance floor, he had $520 in cash. He looked up and saw Lacy picking up a purse. A young girl, about twenty, had had been dragged to the edge of the pool and drowned; her long red hair was floating around her shoulders, losing its dyed color that was bleeding slowly out into the pool.

			

			
				


				


				*   *   *

				


				


				Price heard a loud banging on the glass. A Howler was trying to bust the glass with a chair, but the plastic office chair bounced off the bulletproof glass. The Howler stared at Price,  the thing’s mouth covered in dried spit. Price saw that the thing had blue eyes; it finally turned away and headed aimlessly into the city room.

				Howard Price had been locked in his office for the last twenty-four hours. He watched the same three Howlers rummaging around the Herald’s destroyed city room. Howlers had attacked the office park, scores of them, coming in droves off the nearby highway. He’d been terrified and had been able to escape to his interior office. Several of his staff had stupidly run out of the building and been killed outside; but he’d known better, somehow, than to run blindly away. The bullet-proof glass, installed after a mass shooting in one of the office park’s buildings, had successfully kept the Howlers from breaking into his office and killing him. They couldn’t break it. He was able to concentrate on the satellite radio reports, and on his theories about what was happening. 

				Miles Hunt had called him with his own theory about the irradiated food being the cause, but he knew it couldn’t be that. The CEO of Genesoft had told him, in fact, that the new genetically irradiated foods had not yet been shipped. There had been a problem with the company’s new irradiation technology, which the company’s top executives had kept from everyone, even their investment bankers, who were about to bring Genesoft’s stock public in New York. 

				The CEO had sworn Price to secrecy in exchange for stock options. Price had been persuaded to join the conspiracy because he knew the paper’s owner was going to fire him at the end of the month, for continuing his 9/11 crusade. He was facing life at sixty with no savings to speak of, no job prospects, and no family. His wife had left him years before for an up-and-coming reality television producer. The producer, from an old-line Hollywood family and very wealthy, had in turn left Price’s ex-wife, gotten a sex-change operation and become a woman called Cathy, who then starred in her own reality TV show. Price’s ex-wife, traumatized in the worst way by her second husband’s gender change, had called Price and pleaded with him to take her back, but he’d refused. 

				Since then he’d been all on his own—lonely, yes, but not unhappy either. He’d taken the CEO’s bribe and received a million dollars’ worth of Genesoft stock options, in exchange for running articles that touted the companies new products and their “health benefits”—all of it a lie cooked up by a fancy PR firm in Chicago. Price had been ashamed of himself, but he was scared to death of ending up homeless. He’d reached the end of his emotional and financial rope. The very real prospect of being penniless and out on the street had frightened him in a way he’d never been frightened before.

				


			

			
				


				Howard, his blue pinstriped shirt untucked and his tie off, looked at the maps he’d pinned to the wall. He wiped sweat off the back of his neck. For some reason the building’s heat had been turned up during the attack. The building’s emergency generators had, he guessed, only a few hours of diesel fuel left. The rest of Nevada City, he’d heard on the radio, was without power since the Howlers had attacked and destroyed a central power station in Sacramento, which serviced much of the mid-Sierra region. Many of the buildings in the office park were already completely dark. 

				For two years, he’d been tracking the wind patterns from Japan and keeping a large file on Fukushima Daiichi’s four crippled atomic reactors. When the earthquake and tsunami damaged Fukushima’s reactors, sending high amounts of radioactive sea water into the Pacific Ocean, a famous scientist asked him to cover the story. The mainstream press had been afraid to report that Reactors 3 and 4 had been cooled with seawater, which was allowed to run back into the ocean, unchecked and contaminated. The next day he had argued with his editor-in-chief about running a front-page article on the Fukushima catastrophe, and that had been the day the L.A. Times fired him. They had put up with his 9/11 hectoring, but Fukushima was a no-go zone. 

				Despite his firing, Howard had continued to follow the story closely, and remained convinced that mass media had not paid nearly enough attention to the damaged Japanese reactors and their ongoing meltdown, and the massive release of radioactive pollution. 

				He stepped back and looked at the weather maps he’d printed out. The bright yellow and green maps showed wind directions in the Pacific over the last six months, super-imposed over the major Pacific Ocean’s currents—the most important one being the Kuroshio Current, circling between Japan and California. Both Hawaii and California were directly impacted by the toxic spill. Scientists, afraid for their own jobs, were emailing Price and other journalists, suggesting that in less than a year’s time, serious amounts of radioactive contamination would be arriving off the California coast. He’d gotten those emails months ago. He was convinced it was some kind of new radioactive pollution—created in Fukushima’s reactors, which he knew were in complete melt-down mode—that were affecting people, changing them; perhaps, he now suspected, genetically. 

				He went to his computer and clicked on his Outlook, but the building’s power went out. The office plunged into  darkness. One of the things started to bang against his office door again. Price heard himself scream when his flashlight beam caught two Howlers walking toward the office door. One of them—a small girl, no more than thirteen—was dragging a sledgehammer.

				


				


				*   *   *

				


				


				They’d gone through the pockets of the dead they’d found in the brightly lit lobby. One whole family had been killed: mother, father and three young girls. They’d been caught at the desk while they were checking in. Their suitcases were still lined up and waiting for the bellman to pick them up. The lieutenant had forced himself to go through the dead father’s pockets. The man had been beaten so badly that his face was just a raw bones-smashed mess, even his scalp had been torn off. Bell had fished out the man’s wallet and rifled it. It had three-hundred dollars in cash. He glanced at the man’s license. He was a doctor from Southern California, only thirty-eight. Bell tossed the wallet onto the floor. He checked the wife’s purse, but there was nothing of value but her cell phone. He checked the phone’s battery. It was full but there was no signal. He pocketed the cell phone.

			

			
				“I’ll take the purse,” Sue Ling said. She’d come out of the bar where they’d gone to sit. She must have been watching him. “It’s Louis Vuitton,” the girl said. 

				Bell threw her the handbag.

				“Good work, sweet cheeks. Keep it up,” Sue Ling said, catching the purse. She turned and headed back toward the bar. 

				


				


				“Wouldn’t the elevator be safer?” Lacy said. They were standing in front of a sign in the lobby that marked the stairwell.

				“I don’t know,” Bell said. “We have to keep looking for money. We’ve only collected about $3,000 dollars so far.” Muzak played from a speaker in the ceiling above them. “We’ll have to go through some rooms. 

				They heard a howling start up from somewhere in the building. They looked at each other. Another and another answered the first. It was obvious that Howlers were on the upper floors of the place.

				“Why don’t we just kill them?” Lacy said. “You could have shot her just now.”

				“Yes.” The idea of shooting the girl in cold blood was difficult for him to imagine. “If we have to, all right,” Bell said. “I’ll do it.” 

				“He plans on killing us,” Lacy said. “It’s obvious.”

				“I’m not so sure,” Bell said. “I think they would have done it already. Out there on the road. I think they need help, if they’re attacked. That’s why we’re still alive. He knows if there are four of us they’ll stand a better chance of it in a fight with the things. My guess is that their plan is to use us. And we need them too, out there on the road, if there’s a fight.”

				“Do you think he’ll take us to my dad’s?”

				“Maybe he will, and for the same reasons. He’s betting that whatever they’ve done won’t matter now. They’ll add strength to any group we are a part of, and be welcomed.”

				“Everything’s changed,” Lacy said. “Nothing matters. What people do any more doesn’t matter.”

				“Survival matters,” Bell said. 

				She fell into his arms and held him tightly. “We need them too, then. It’s awful, this new world,” she said. “They’re evil.”

				“Do you want me to kill them?” Bell pulled her away and looked her in the eye. 

				Her expression was changed from the girl he’d found earlier that day. They were not the eyes of a wounded girl any more. They were older and harder, angry perhaps.

			

			
				“No. No. I think you’re right to wait,” she said. “If we have to, I’ll help you do it.” She kissed him. She had an overpowering feeling of physical desire for Bell, a need to hold him. It was something atavistic and strangely primeval. She’d never felt anything like it; it was a powerful human need, the kind of love/security that had pushed human beings from socially-lame, monkey-like creatures to tribal societies with vast social powers—the most prominent being the ability to war as a tribe, one united and bloody fist held up to their enemies. 

				Bell, sensing something change, kissed her. He could hear the howling above them and didn’t care; he was getting used to that horrid sound. The howling no longer frightened him. 

				


				


				


				


				



			

	






			

			
				


				


				CHAPTER 22

				


				


				 “They’re both dead. And so is the dog,” Dillon said, looking up from the pile of half-eaten human intestines. He’d lifted the big dead German Shepherd off the fatter of the two dead, half-eaten eviscerated bodies lying on the cabin’s front porch.

				“It wasn’t the dogs that pulled their guts out. It was feral pigs. We have them here,” Quentin said. He moved his heavy Maglite, sending its powerful yellow beam beyond Dillon, who was standing in a pile of guts. The flashlight’s beam caught a second dead dog lying by the cabin’s front door. “Pigs killed the dogs, I think.”

				“Do you know the two dead guys?” Dillon asked.

				“One of them,” Quentin said. “The fat one owns the place near mine.” He moved the light onto the cabin’s front door and saw it was closed. He moved the beam again, to the left, pointing it toward one of the cabin’s small windows. 

				“Why didn’t they smash the windows and bust in—the Howlers?” Dillon said.

				“Don’t know. Something better came along?” Quentin said. “Maybe it was the dogs. Who knows?”

				“Is this Chuck’s famous cabin?” Rebecca said. She was standing at the bottom of the steps next to Summers, and behind Quentin.

				“This is it,” Quentin said. He pulled the key to the cabin’s front door from his pocket. The key was attached to his own key ring. He started toward the door.

				


				


				Chuck Phelps had come to the hospital to visit Quentin’s wife and given her the key to his cabin, telling her all his secrets about the place. Marie, in turn, had made Quentin promise that he would carry the key with him from that day on. She’d had a dream about the cabin, she told him. In the dream an old man, “a priest-like figure,” had come to her and told her that if they lost the key they would all die—all of them: she, Quentin, and their two girls. Whatever Chuck had told her, when he came to visit her in the hospital that day, had made a profound impression on Quentin’s dying wife. Quentin had thought it was the morphine drip that had made her fixate on the key. 

			

			
				From the first time they’d met, Marie had always treated Chuck Phelps with a special kindness and respect, as if they shared a secret. As if she knew Phelps would be important to their family someday. On the morning she died, Marie had made Quentin promise that he would keep the cabin key on him always. 

				“It’s not what you think, the key,” his wife told him. He remembered her face as he walked toward the cabin’s front door. How could she have known this day would come, he thought.

				“My dad and Phelps were friends. Chuck told us about the place and that we would be one of the ‘chosen few’ who could come here. I always thought he was touched. You know, a little crazy,” Rebecca said. 

				The four of them had walked through the dark and through the thigh-high snow, leaving the patrol car behind on the county road. All they had for light was Quentin’s one Maglite. They’d heard howling over near the bed and breakfast and knew that the Howlers were nearby so they’d been careful, weapons at the ready, as they trekked toward the cabin in single file—Quentin in the lead, and Dillon covering their rear. Summers had lost his weapon in the snow when he fell. He’d not spoken a word since the shootout.

				As Quentin stepped up onto the porch, something flew from a dark corner of the porch and knocked him backwards. A black Howler, one they couldn’t have seen—silent because of the  crossbow arrow protruding from its throat—had been lurking in the dark corner. It knocked the flashlight out of Quentin’s hand. They were plunged into darkness. 

				Quentin, pushed back off the porch, felt his face being punched as soon as he sank into the snow. The first punch hit him square in the nose and stunned him. The second, from the creature, knocked him unconscious. The Howler was big, with big fists, and with its added creature’s strength, the blows were devastating.

				Dillon ran through the snow toward a tiny pool of light. The Maglite had fallen, its lens pointed down and into the snow. He grabbed it and shone it on the thing squatting over Quentin. Its fist was raised back, ready to strike him a third time. Dillon fired his Thompson, muzzle flashing, from the hip. 

				The burst hit the Howler in the shoulders and stitched a flesh-tearing line across its chest. Even then, the Howler landed a strong third punch as if nothing were wrong, the dozen or more .45 caliber slugs only a nuisance. 

				Dillon moved the barrel up and caught the thing’s head, pouring rounds at the Howler’s skull and demolishing it. Dillon kept firing, chipping off chunks of face and skull until the thing slumped over, dead. Rebecca ran over and tried to pick Quentin up, but he was out cold.

				“Fuck.” Dillon moved the flashlight off Quentin and swung it onto the far corner of the cabin’s porch, where the Howler had been lurking. He carefully looked for any others, but saw nothing. “Let’s take him inside.” He handed his Thompson to Summers. 

				The kid was frightened and tired. He seemed dazed. For just an instant, Dillon felt like pushing him down in the snow and leaving him outside for the Howlers to kill. He hated the kid for being so useless. He might just have smacked him, but Quentin’s cell phone began to ring. 

				Rebecca was able to dig the phone from Quentin’s over-stuffed down parka. “Yeah, who is it?” Rebecca said. 

				Dillon shone the light on the girl’s face.

				“It’s Lacy. Who is this?”

			

			
				  “Lacy! It’s Rebecca Stewart. Jesus, where are you?”

				“I’m at the new hotel on Branch Road—do you know it?”

				“Yeah. Sure. The fancy one,” Rebecca said.

				“Yes, you have to come here and get us. Tell my dad. They’ve got us held here.”

				“Who’s got you?”

				“Two people—let me talk to my dad. Please.”

				“I can’t.’”

				“Why?”

				“I just can’t,” Rebecca said. “He’s busy. We’re at the Phelps’s place.” Rebecca lied instinctively, afraid to tell Lacy her father was hurt.

				“Is he okay?”

				“Yeah, he’s fine,” Rebecca said. “He just can’t talk on the phone.”

				“Can you come, Rebecca? We need help. Please.”

				“Who’s with you?” Rebecca said.

				“The lieutenant. The one we met today. Dad knows who he is.”

				“Okay. Yeah, we’ll come.”

				“Rebecca, tell Dad they’re crazy. The people who—” the line went dead. Quentin’s cell-phone battery had run low and dropped the call.

				“Who was that?” Dillon said.

				“It’s Lacy. Quentin’s daughter. She needs help.”

				“Tell her to get in line,” Dillon said. “Now help me get his heavy ass inside there.” 

				Summers stepped up and helped Dillon pick Quentin’s limp body up from the snow. Rebecca went up the stairs. Slipping on the thick gut-covered decking, she dragged the two dead bodies from in front of the cabin’s door and rolled them off the porch. They fell, one after the other, into the darkness.

				“The key!” Dillon said.

			

			
				“Shit.” Rebecca realized that it had been knocked out of Quentin’s hand when he was attacked.

				“It must be up there,” Dillon said. He put Quentin back down in the snow, walked up the stairs and looked down on the blood-soaked porch. The Maglite’s beam caught bone bits and human guts mixed in with pig shit. 

				“It was pigs,” Rebecca said. “Please, God,” She got on her hands and knees and started to fish through the slimy offal and cold pig shit, laying her palms out flat and running them over everything, trying to feel for the key ring. “I got it! Give me that fucking light!” She jumped up, signaling for the Maglite, and ran toward the door, Quentin’s key ring in hand. She tucked the Maglite under her arm and went through several keys on the ring before she found the one that slipped into the lock. Her hands were slick and sticky with blood, her fingers freezing. 

				“Open, you fucking piece of shit!” She pushed the key in the lock and the door pushed open. It had been left unlocked since that morning, when Chuck rode away—and left open a second time when the accountant had tried to run out of the cabin with Chuck’s ninety-pound German Shepherd hanging from his neck, its teeth sunk deep into the man’s throat.

				


				


				*   *   *

				


				


				Lieutenant Bell was hanging upside down with his hands hog-tied behind him. He’d been strung up in the hotel’s lobby. He was hanging from a rope that had been thrown over a beam running across the lobby’s high ceiling. Everything Bell saw was from a disorienting upside-down point of view. He could hear the music in the bar blaring: the Beach Boys’ “Sloop John B.”  From this strange angle, he watched two Howlers come through the lobby door and head straight for him. They were making a terrifying noise, excited perhaps because of the way he was strung up, and obviously helpless. Perhaps they were sensing an easy kill.

				Bell’s heart raced to the point he thought it was going to actually burst. The two things loped across the huge lobby toward him, their eyes wild. He was swinging slightly. It had been Johnny’s idea to swing him occasionally, because he found it even more entertaining. 

				Sue Ling was the first to stand up from behind the lobby’s bar and take careful aim at one of the creatures, a Howler dressed in a prison guard’s uniform. She waited for it to get about three feet from Bell before she fired her pistol.  She and Johnny, both dead-drunk, had concocted a “live video game” to see how close they could let Howlers get to Bell, before they shot them down from their firing position behind the bar. 

				Sue Ling missed. 

				Bell screamed, as the thing was only a foot away. Sue Ling fired a tremendously loud second shot. This time she caught the Howler in the head and its whole body fell violently back, stone dead. 

			

			
				Bell began to scream involuntarily. The second Howler had reached him and grabbed him by the collar. It stopped and looked at him, ribbons of saliva pouring from its gaping mouth.

				Let me go home.
Why don’t they let me go home.
This is the worst trip I’ve ever been on.

				


				“Four!” Johnny yelled. Bell, his head turned toward the bar by the Howler tugging on his jaw, saw Johnny’s gun barrel flash. Johnny had popped up from behind the bar. A bullet struck the Howler in the side of the head. The impact from the Desert Eagle’s round knocked the thing over, shattering its skull. Its contents splattered Bell’s face with warm blood and greyish-colored brains.

				“What a fucking cool game!” Sue Ling said. “You all right, honey?”  

				Bell’s body was swinging. He heard the beam holding the rope creak. He had grey matter and blood on his face, covering his eyes. He heard himself scream at the top of his lungs, unable to stop. His long, horrible ululation was completely involuntary.

				“He’s okay!” Johnny yelled. He came out from behind the bar and doused Bell’s face with a glass of cold beer, then wiped Bell’s brain-splattered face off with a dirty bar towel so he could see again.

				“I’m going to kill you,” Bell whispered, looking up at him. “I swear to God! If it’s the last thing I ever do. I’m going to kill you.”

				“Swing him higher!” Sue Ling yelled from the bar. “There’s more of ‘em out there. “Shit, this is fun, baby!” 

				Johnny Ryder grabbed the yellow-nylon rope holding Bell upside down. As if Bell were a child in a schoolyard, Ryder swung him. He grabbed the rope and ran as far as Bell’s body weight would let him. He ran after Bell’s swinging body and caught it, as it swung in the opposite direction, and pushed him higher. Bell’s body was swinging across the entire lobby, Bell’s head just missing the concierge desk. Johnny lifted the Desert Eagle and fired a round into the ceiling.

				“Yeah, baby!” Johnny yelled. 

				Bell felt himself swinging through space, the sound of the loud rock music from the bar in his ears, his face wet with beer. He knew he was going to die. He closed his eyes. I can’t take much more, he thought. He felt, for the first time in his life, he would beg. He was only a moment from losing his nerve. His threatening Ryder had been a show of bravado, nothing more. 

				The music switched to Heavy D’s “Now That We Found Love”:  

				Now that we found love what are we goin’ to do  

				With it?

				Shake me, Shake me … Baby, Baby, bake me ...

			

			
				


				      

				*   *   *

				


				


				Lacy had run down the narrow, well-lit hotel road. She was crying and didn’t know why she’d agreed to leave Bell. That had been the deal Bell had struck with the crazy Johnny. He’d agreed to let her go in exchange for the ten thousand dollars cash that she and Bell had collected from dozens of dead bodies. Bell had insisted she be allowed to leave the hotel in the limousine, the only car left with most of its windows intact.

				The couple’s quest for cash money had been a horrible ordeal that had lasted several hours. A dozen or more Howlers had been randomly wandering the upper floors of the hotel. Bell had been able to kill them, always making sure Lacy was safe and hidden in the elevator. They’d not spoken a word since their strange, passionate encounter in the hotel’s kitchen. They had held each other close without speaking, as if they were the last two people left alive in the whole world.

				 At each floor Bell had Lacy wait inside the elevator, the loud sound of shotgun blasts coming from outside the elevator. He’d told her, stepping out into the hallway, shotgun in hand, to hit the close button and then use the emergency shut-off until he got back and pounded on the elevator doors, signaling her to open them. She would switch the elevator back on, the doors would open and Bell would throw wallets and purses into the elevator at her feet, adding to their horrible booty.

				On the sixth floor he stepped into the elevator with his face blood-splattered, a deep scratch on his neck. He emptied his pocket and two shotgun shells fell onto the elevator floor. Bell’s hands were shaking.

				“Only two shells left. Count the money,” Bell told her. He closed the elevator doors and hit the emergency shut-off button. Then he’d sagged to his knees and watched her empty wallets and purses he’d collected and begin to count the money.

				“You’re hurt,” Lacy had said.

				“You should see the other guy,” Bell had said. She could see he was exhausted, and that whatever he’d done out in the hallways and in rooms—four floors’ worth—had left its mark. His expression had turned vacant, his hands shaking involuntarily. His already filthy green-nylon flight suit was spotted with Howler blood.

				“Let me help you,” she said. He shook his head no. “Why not?”

				“I promised your father. How much have we got?” 

				She’d finished emptying the last wallet and counted the cash. “Nine hundred and thirty-three dollars from this floor. We’ve got eight thousand forty-two, all together.” 

			

			
				Bell closed his eyes, the shotgun between his knees. His back was against the elevator’s silver doors.

				“Not enough,” Bell said. “We’re short. He said ten thousand.”

				“I’ll call my father. He’ll come. Let’s just go up to the roof.”

				“Maybe he’ll come. If he’s still alive,” Bell said. “We don’t know if anyone will come. Can come.”

				“Don’t say that,” Lacy said. 

				Bell looked at her. “There’s one more floor. That might be enough,” he said.

				“Well, at least go down and get some more ammunition,” she said.

				“There is no more. He only had one box for the shotgun.” Bell reached up and turned the elevator on. They both felt the motor start up, the gears clutch; it began its climb up to the hotel’s top floor. Bell stood up and loaded the shotgun with his last two shells. 

				“What if there’s too many of them?” Lacy said. 

				“Then take the damn money you’ve got there and ask for the limousine. I saw it had the key in it. It’s a heavy car; you might be able to make it in that. No matter what happens on the road, don’t stop. It’s got a full tank of gas, I checked,” Bell said. 

				The elevator door opened on the top floor. Bell stepped out and walked down the well-lit corridor. It looked so normal, Lacy thought. She reached her hand up and hit the elevator’s emergency off-button and tried her phone. It finally had a signal.

				


				


				*   *   *

				


				


				Miles slammed on the brakes. He recognized the figure in front of him. Patty had been yelling at him to hit the girl, but at the last minute Miles recognized Lacy Collier and couldn’t bring himself to run her down. He’d come within inches of killing her. She collapsed in a heap on the road, in front of the Cadillac.

				“It’s Lacy Collier!” Miles said.

				“We don’t know if she’s one of them,” Marvin said. 

			

			
				Miles turned to look at the doctor. Dr. Poole wasn’t smiling. He’d changed in the last twenty-four hours. His eyes looked cold and mean, aggressive. 

				“I’m going out there,” Miles said. He’d known Lacy Collier all his life and he wasn’t going to leave her out there.

				“It’s his daughter? Quentin’s?” Patty asked, not having seen her clearly.

				“Yes,” Miles said. He got out of the car before they could stop him. He walked to the front of the Cadillac and looked down at Lacy on her hands and knees in the snow.

				“God, help me,” Lacy said. She was sobbing. She was looking down at the asphalt. She’d watched the car approach, and not knowing what else to do, she’d taken a chance and stepped out into the middle of the pitch-dark road and begun to wave her hands, knowing that, whoever was coming, they might decide simply to hit her and keep going. It had taken every bit of courage to keep waving and screaming as the headlights approached, the car bearing down on her, seemingly not going to stop.

				“Lacy? Is that you?” Miles said.

				“Miles?” Lacy exhausted from her run from the hotel looked up at Hunt. “Miles, thank God.” She stood up with his help. “You’ve got to help me, Miles. Please.”

				“Get in the car!” Miles walked her back toward the rear of the Cadillac and helped her into the back seat, closing the door behind her. In the distance he could see headlights and red-blue flashing police lights coming down the road toward them.

				“Thank God,” Miles said, watching the lights turn down the hotel’s driveway and come toward them. 

				


				


				“Your dad is hurt,” Rebecca said. “He was unconscious when I left.” 

				“Is he alone?” Lacy asked.

				“No. There are people with him. Two guys.”

				“Your dad?” Lacy asked.

				“No. Somebody else. My dad—he didn’t make it,” Rebecca said.

				“I’m sorry,” Lacy said. “I want to go to my father.”

				They were all standing outside the cars near the hotel’s gated entrance. They’d all heard Lacy’s strange story about the two maniacs down the road. They’d also heard more howling in the woods. An old sixties-style motel was on fire up the highway nearby, its log cabins mostly burnt to the ground. The acrid smoke from the fire passed over their heads.

				“Where is my dad?” Lacy said.

			

			
				“At the Phelps Ranch,” Rebecca said.

				“Where’s that?” Patty said.

				“About eight miles up the road,” Rebecca said. She was holding a Thompson, its muzzle pointed at the ground. She’d come alone, hoping she’d find Lacy at the hotel. “He needs a doctor,” Rebecca said, looking at Marvin Poole, who hadn’t spoken a word.

				“What about the two in there?” Patty said.

				“I’ll take care of them,” Rebecca said.

				“You can’t go alone,” Patty said. “I’ll go too.”

				“Miles, do you have enough gas to get to the Phelps place?” Rebecca asked.

				“Yeah, half a tank, at least—a little more, I think.”

				“You’ve got to take the doctor. You know where it is. You’ll have to walk in from the road. It’s a good half-mile to the cabin. Hard going in the dark. And there’s Howlers all over up there. It’s better if there’s at least three of you, if there’s trouble. I brought another Thompson. It’s in the patrol car,” Rebecca said. “I’ll go get your friend in there, and we’ll go back to the Phelps’s place in the patrol car. It’s low on gas, but I think it will make it back okay.”

				“I said I’ll go with you. You can’t go alone,” Patty said. 

				“All right, thanks,” Rebecca said, looking at the ranger. “So there’ll be three of us too if there’s a fight. On the way back.”

				“Are you Patty Tyson?” Lacy asked.

				“Yes,” Patty said. Lacy gave her a queer look and headed toward the Cadillac. 

				“Show me how that thing works, exactly,” Marvin said. “The machine gun. I want to ride shotgun.”

				“Sure,” Rebecca said. “Are you okay, Dr. Poole?” 

				Poole turned around, ignoring the question, and walked toward the patrol car, its lights flashing. He opened the passenger door and picked up the Thompson sitting on the seat.

				“Marvin, are you okay?” Rebecca asked again. The doctor had a very strange look on his face. “Is Grace?”

				“How do you fire this thing?” Poole asked mechanically, all the color out of his voice. 

				Rebecca looked at the doctor, then walked up to the patrol car and showed him how the Thompson’s safety worked, and how to rack and fire the weapon.

				“It’s a good little killer,” Rebecca said. “You’ll see when you let her rip.” She handed it back to him. 

			

			
				Poole turned away without saying a word. 

				He’s gone crazy, she thought, watching the doctor walk toward the Cadillac, the patrol car’s flashing blue and red lights painting the snow. 

				


				



			

	






			

			
				


				


				CHAPTER 23

				


				


				The two young women stood by the patrol car and watched as the Escalade passed under the hotel’s lit-up gated entrance. It turned left toward Timberline and the Phelps Ranch. The Cadillac picked up speed and passed the burning old-school motel out on the highway. The motel’s cabins were shadowy black-and-burnt husks; the intense fire that had destroyed them was almost burnt out. They lost sight of the Escalade in a cloud of grey-white smoke pouring steadily out of the motel’s ruins, drifting toward them. One of the burnt cabins’ tiled roofs collapsed into the rooms below it, the sound horrible and strange. Devouring flames along with a huge spray of sparks, looking almost like fireworks, shot upward into the darkness.

				“You have a plan?” Patty asked, turning toward the patrol car. “How are we going to get this guy out of there?” Patty looked at the younger woman standing in front of her. 

				The girl was wearing a brand new spotless blaze-orange hunting vest and matching hat and an old black down jacket. Her long blond hair, very thick, was spilling out of the cap. She looked like a young fashion model, and not anyone you’d take to a gunfight. The girl inspired no confidence, but it was too late to go back. Patty wished she had not volunteered to stay.

				“Yeah, it’s pretty simple,” Rebecca said. “We go down and kill those two assholes, I guess.” 

				“That’s it?” Patty said. “What if there’re Howlers?” 

				“We kill them, too,” Rebecca said, giving her a smile. “You must be a city person. City people always make things more complicated than they need to be. Ready?”

				“All I have is my service revolver,” Patty said. “And I’m out of ammunition.”

				“I can fix that. .357, right? Wait. I don’t have any rounds for that, I’m afraid.” Rebecca walked Patty to the back of the patrol car and opened the trunk. The contents were illuminated by the hotel’s Greek Island lights strung along the gate. “Take your pick. I’d go for the AK and a Walther as a backup. The Walther is a chick’s gun, but, you know, they’re cool, I guess. I’m sticking with the short-barreled .45.” 

				Rebecca pulled a new looking AK-47 from the messy pile of ordinance she and Dillon had thrown into the trunk of the sheriff’s car earlier in the day. She made sure the assault rifle’s two taped-together banana clips, pulled from the tangled mess of guns and holsters, were loaded. She explained how to change the tape-together clips, how you simply reversed them when Patty needed to reload. When Rebecca finished her quick tutorial on the weapon, she shoved the setup into the rifle and chambered a round, double-checking the safety. 

			

			
				“Okay, you’re open for business,” Rebecca said, handing her the weapon.

				Patty, impressed, looked down at the pile of handguns in the patrol car’s trunk and picked up the Walther Rebecca had pointed to.

				   “Well, I’m a chick—so the Walther it is, then,” Patty said. 

				“The Walther is loaded. We kept it behind the counter at the store. The AK is a fully-auto model. My dad was a gunsmith and made a few adjustments I think you’ll appreciate. Please promise not to tell ATF, or any tree-huggers either. And expect it to twist when you fire it. That’s the problem with full auto.” Rebecca winked at her. “My name is Rebecca Stewart, by the way. Pleased to meet you.”

				“Patty Tyson.” The two shook hands.

				“Might as well be on a first-name basis if we’re going to have each other’s backs and shit,” Rebecca said. They both got into the patrol car, Rebecca behind the wheel. Patty placed the AK-47 between her legs. 

				Rebecca drove the road at a crawl. She flipped off the police lights and turned off its headlights. They made their way down the long driveway, finally stopping in the hotel’s huge turnaround. The hotel’s generators kept the entire property lit up and elegant. The normalcy seemed strange, Patty thought, given what had happened over the last twenty-four hours. 

				The turnaround was scattered with luggage, dead bodies, random bits of clothing, and personal items. A red Hermes handbag sat near a dead woman. A Howler at the bell captain’s station was beating an obviously already dead man. The thing dropped the dead bell captain he was beating and lurched toward them, out into the turnaround. 

				Patty felt the patrol car stop. She saw the thing’s lips dripping its signature ribbons of saliva. It let out a ripping howl, one of the loudest Patty had heard. It was so loud it made her want to bolt from the car and run. It was demon loud, almost like a bark, like a mad dog/monkey might make, piercing. Patty started to get out of the patrol car ready to shoot the thing, raising the AK-47, but Rebecca stopped her.

				“No! They’ll hear the shots inside—the two crazies,” Rebecca said. Patty turned away and got back into the car beside her.

				“So what do we do?” Patty said. The girls watched the thing come toward them, the ribbon of saliva hanging from its open mouth, the silver-like string almost touching the ground.

				“Fuck!” Rebecca said. She hopped out of the patrol car, ran to the trunk and got out an orange plastic Orion flare gun she’d thrown into the random mix of weapons. She opened the flare gun as she stepped out and away from the back of the patrol car, checking to make sure the flare gun was loaded. The Howler, excited to see her standing in front of him, began to lope toward her. 

				Rebecca raised the flare gun and waited for the thing to get a few feet in front of her before she fired, aiming for its wide-open gob. She could see its icy blue eyes in the moonlight. The low-speed flare launched as soon as she fired; the fat plastic bullet hit the Howler dead in its mouth, sticking in its gob like a plug in a bottle. The thing’s face lit up like a pumpkin on Halloween. The lit flare, burning progressively hotter, began frying the thing’s throat and brains, making it dance in pain in front of Rebecca, almost comically. It stopped dancing and tried to howl, but couldn’t because of the plug in its throat. It made more of a human sound, little pain grunts. The flare’s chemical fire started to pour out of the thing’s ears and mouth like a horrible Roman candle. 

				In a stupid spasm, the Howler began hitting himself in the face as if it would do some good. The thing fell to the ground dead, its face puckered, burning and red as salmon flesh. Fire shot out a hole in the back of the thing’s skull and lit up the turnaround, tinting the lobby doors an eerie orange-yellow. 

			

			
				Rebecca climbed back into the patrol car. Patty gave her a startled look. Any question she’d had about the beautiful girl’s effectiveness in a fight now gone.

				“Sometimes you just got to go for it, you know what I mean?” Rebecca said.

				“Yeah. Right,” Patty said.

				


				


				“Put your clothes on!” Bell barked at the naked couple having sex in the hotel pool, oblivious and lost in their pleasure. 

				Rebecca and Patty had walked into the lobby and found Bell hung upside down in the lobby, expecting to die. Johnny and Sue Ling had left him there, having reneged on their deal to allow Lacy to leave in the hotel’s limousine. Instead they’d taken the cash Bell had collected and thrown Lacy out of the hotel, either to freeze or be killed by Howlers on the road. Bell had misjudged their intentions; they had no rational plan.

				The two had left Bell strung up as Howler bait so they could feel safe while they went for a swim in the hotel’s heated pool, both high as kites from coke and booze. They were screwing in the shallow end of the detritus-filled pool, a bottle of Dom Pérignon within easy reach. 

				Sue Ling’s legs were way up in the air, her ass hiked up onto a submerged step, when Bell dropped the barrel of the Walther on Johnny’s bobbing shoulder muscles, which were hardening for a climax. Bell wanted to pull the trigger right then and there, but couldn’t.

				“Oh, fuck that’s good,” Ryder yelled. He felt the pistol. “Is that you, Bell?”

				“Yeah, asswipe. It’s me.”

				“Shit!” Johnny said. “I knew I should have killed you.”

				“Step out of the pool,” Bell said. “Both of you.” He was trying not to kill them both. He’d tried to pull the trigger and couldn’t. He was not a cold-blooded killer.

				“These are the two?” Rebecca said. “They look pretty harmless.”

				“Yeah?” Bell said. “Well, they are most definitely not harmless.” 

				Sue Ling climbed out of the pool, stark naked, having pushed her boyfriend off. She ran to where she’d piled her clothes on a lounge chair and pulled on her panties and a pair of skinny designer jeans she’d ripped off. Johnny stood in the shallow end, his dick hard and his face expressionless. Then Ryder got out too and put his clothes on. Bell had picked up both their weapons and tossed them into the deep end of the pool while they’d been fucking.

			

			
				“Now what?” Johnny said, getting dressed, his face red.

				“Payback is a bitch,” Rebecca said.

				


				


				*   *   *

				


				


				Quentin opened his eyes. A pounding sound was coming from outside the cabin, very loud. It had woken him.  Marvin, who’d been examining him, was staring down at him, shining a flashlight in Quentin’s eyes and sitting on Quentin’s narrow cot-style bed.

				“What happened?” Quentin said.

				“You were knocked unconscious,” Marvin said. “A few hours ago.”

				“Where are we?”

				“Some kind of doomsday-prepper’s cabin,” Marvin said. “We’re safe, I guess. For the time being anyway.”

				“Where are Lacy, and Lieutenant Bell?”

				“They went to get Bell. Patty and Rebecca Stewart,” Marvin said. He watched Quentin pull himself up in the narrow bed where they’d laid him. “Lacy is outside waiting to see you. I want to give you a shot of something first, so I’ve asked her to wait.”

				“Shit.” Quentin said. “What a mess. Sharon—”

				“Yes, I know.” Marvin said. “Lacy told me what happened.”  The doctor turned off the flashlight. “You have a concussion, maybe slight, maybe not. Time will tell.” 

				“Great,” Quentin said.

				“We found a medical room, believe it or not. It’s a huge closet with all kinds of drugs. I’m going to keep you awake. Give you a shot of something,” Marvin said.

				“Awake.”

				“Yes. I don’t want you to sleep. If you go downhill, we’ll be able to tell. If you’re going to have serious side effects, they’ll happen soon.”

			

			
				“What will happen?”

				“You could have swelling of the brain,” Marvin said. “You’ll vomit, feel dizzy, and you’ll want to sleep. If you’re lucky, coma and death will come next.”

				“Am I going to die? Is that what you’re trying to tell me, Marvin?”

				“Well, there’s not too much I could do here for you, really. You’d have to go to a hospital. And that might not be possible.”

				“I see,” Quentin said. He looked around the small bedroom. The cabin had been finished nicely with knotty-pine boards; the floors, too, were pine and waxed. The furniture was simple, but oddly tasteful, as if Chuck Phelps had expected a woman to live here with him. Chuck had had a girlfriend for a time in the ‘90’s, a nice girl from Sacramento, but she’d left him and moved on. Perhaps she’d helped with the furniture, Quentin thought.

				“Are Grace and the kids here, too?” Quentin asked, wanting to change the subject. He remembered being hit by the Howler who’d come out of nowhere. He remembered looking into the thing’s dead eyes, and then the nothingness.

				“No,” Marvin said. “They didn’t make it.” He stood up.

				“I’m sorry, Marvin,” Quentin said. “I’m sorry.” 

				The doctor didn’t answer him, or even acknowledge what he’d said. He walked out of the room. He seemed to be acting strange, distant. It was, Quentin thought, to be expected. He’d lost his entire family. 

				Quentin looked across the room at his boots, which were sitting in a corner of the room. The horrible scene with Sharon played itself out again. The doctor slipped back into the room and told him to pull down his pants for an injection into his hip muscle. Marvin lifted the disposable syringe and waited for Quentin to pull down his jeans.

				“This guy Phelps, he’s built a fort here,” Marvin said, watching Quentin struggle with his belt and pants, pulling them down, wiggling on the bed to expose his thigh. Marvin stabbed the needle into his thigh muscle unceremoniously.

				“Yeah. He’d never let me in. He let my wife in years ago when she was pregnant with Lacy,” Quentin said, watching Marvin pull the needle out of his thigh. Quentin pulled his jeans up and buckled up his cowboy belt.

				“We just found a second level,” Marvin said. “Underground bunker complex. And a map.” 

				“What is it? What you used on me?”

				“Amphetamine—it’s past its sell date, so it may not work too well. But there are a couple hundred of those things out in front of the cabin now trying to get in. We’re going to need your help. Your daughter is in the hall.”

				“Is that the pounding sound, them?”

			

			
				“Yes,” Marvin said.

				Lacy rushed into the room, threw herself on her father and burst into tears. “Oh, Daddy—Daddy!” 

				  They held each other for a long time without speaking.

				


				


				*   *   *

				


				


				Pregnancy had changed Marie Collier. Only nineteen in her eighth month, she had become touchy, hypersensitive to odd things: loud cars, or loud people in restaurants, especially the loud new City types who were starting to come up from New York and LA, building outrageously expensive summer mansions. The locals called them Fun Hogs. Pregnancy had made her extremely volatile, as it did some women. She would burst out crying for odd reasons, once because she and Quentin had driven past a kid in a wheelchair who was trying to keep up with his brothers and sisters on a dirt road. The profound unfairness of life overwhelmed her. And she was physically restless, so she would walk out after lunch that summer—sometimes straight down the quiet country road that led to town, and sometimes toward the mountains behind the Collier ranch, taking a trail that had an inch of soft dust from horse’s hoofs. 

				Sometimes, when she was lonely, she’d cross the fields that separated their place from Chuck Phelps’s place. Phelps had shown her a complete understanding of all her fears: fears that their child would be born with a congenital illness (because her sister was autistic), or ugly (a secret irrational fear). The more she visited, the more she chose to visit. No matter what she told Chuck, he understood and never judged her, or acted surprised. She’d sworn him to secrecy about her visits. When she and Quentin had crossed Chuck’s path in town that summer, he’d never once mentioned them. It was as if they’d been having an affair—a sexless one.

				


				


				*   *   *

				


				


				“Now,” Chuck said, “I’ll probably never have kids. I’m getting old.” 

				“Yes, you will,” Marie had said. “You’ll find someone. I know you will.”

			

			
				“No. Who would want me? I’m nuts. Even I know that! And you need a woman for that—right? I can’t just make one in the woodshop.” They’d both laughed.

				“Thanks for not saying anything to Quentin about me coming out here. He worries about me walking out in the woods alone,” she said. “You’re a mess.” 

				Chuck had wood chips stuck to the hair on his chest. 

				“Do you get lonely?” Marie asked. 

				They were sitting out in the field in front of the cabin he was building. He’d brought out some cookies, gingersnaps he’d made himself, and ice-cold lemonade. They were sitting on a blanket. She took a bite of a cookie. “Did you kill people, Chuck? Is that the problem, why you want to be alone? I just come over here and talk about myself. You must be bored as hell of me.”

				“No. I would miss your visits,” Chuck said. “Yes, I killed people.” He poured himself some lemonade. “I killed people who deserved it, and a lot of people who didn’t.”

				“But it was war. You did what you had to do,” she said.

				“I suppose,” he said. He had a far off look in his eyes. “My mom asked me not to go. She was a Quaker.” 

				“Really? I didn’t know that,” Marie said.

				“Yup. I broke her heart when I enlisted. I don’t think she ever forgave me.”

				“Why did you do it? Join?”

				“I think I was afraid I wasn’t going to be a man if I didn’t do it. Stupid kid stuff. Come on, I want to show you something, but you have to promise not to tell anyone. This is my secret,” he said and stood up. “Promise?”

				“Yeah. Lips are sealed.”  She reached for his hand and held it like a little girl holding her father’s hand. “I like to hold hands,” she said. She reached over and hugged him and heard him start to cry. She held him and let him cry. 

				Exactly a month later she had a perfect baby girl. They walked through the field to the foundation of the cabin Chuck was building. He pulled a canvas off the center of the cabin’s foundation and exposed a network of tunnels and subterranean rooms he was digging below ground. Some of the tunnels went out beyond the perimeter of the cabin’s foundation and along the gravel driveway heading to the county road.

				“Wow!” Marie had said in a low voice. “You did that by yourself?”

				“Yeah, I know,” Chuck said. He smiled from ear to ear. 

				One of the tunnels went out and toward the field behind the cabin. “What’s that one for?” she asked.

				“Oh, that’s for ambushes,” he said. “Yeah, had to rent a pneumatic jackhammer, ran into some mighty big rocks out there.” 

			

			
				Marie kept Chuck’s secrets. He was always invited to the family’s Thanksgiving dinners over the years. Her Thanksgiving dinners were picture-perfect affairs, always full of people and children and life. She’d been able to talk to Chuck when he came to visit her at the hospital toward the end. They never spoke of her illness, not once. Instead they reminisced about that summer Lacy was born, when she’d come to visit him.

				“I brought you a key.” Chuck had told her that last day in the hospital. He dug in his pocket. “It’s for Quentin and the girls, and you, too,” he’d said. 

				She’d reached for it. The key was attached to small wood figure of a fish. 

				“It’s coming soon,” Chuck said.

				“What’s coming, dear?” she’d asked. Marie took his hand and held it as she’d held it back then, twenty years before.

				“The—something. I feel it now. It’s close. I had a dream. I won’t be there, but it’s important—the cabin—for Lacy and Quentin. They were there, in my dream, and they were safe. We were—” He couldn’t bring himself to finish the sentence: in his dream he and Marie were spirits, watching her family from the top of the cabin’s roof. Chuck and Marie could see it all, but their loved ones couldn’t see them.

				“What about Sharon?” Marie asked.

				“I don’t know. She wasn’t there—in the dream. It was winter and I saw them there in the cabin, Lacy and Quentin. Will you tell Quentin to keep it with him, the key to my place?” Chuck said. “Please. He won’t understand if it comes from me. He thinks I’m a nut. But I know you’ll understand. You always understood me. You’re the only one who did. It’s important.”

				“Yes, I’ll tell him. Chuck, I believe you. And I love you. You know that.” 

				Chuck Phelps had cried only one other time as a grown man, on the day he realized he was in love with another man’s wife and would never, ever, have her, or a real life. He cried a second time, holding the hand of the woman he loved.  He sat with her until she fell asleep and a nurse chased him out of the hospital room. He’d driven back home in the summer twilight, in a dull trance, full of regrets. He wished he’d never gone to their shitty war. It had ruined his life.

				


				


				   Two days later, at two o’clock in the afternoon in the small community hospital in Nevada City, Marie dreamed of herself walking out, pregnant and hopeful and fearful all at once, on a hot July day, years before, watching the afternoon’s splendid painting of the sky’s beauties: the pines’ tops moving slightly in the warm breeze, the smell of those pine trees in summer, the confusion of the forest floor as she picked her way toward the Phelps place. She felt herself speed up, walking faster, something waiting for her. She felt/saw herself climb up onto an old stump, holding her precious round belly from which a daughter would emerge soon. She glanced behind her, back toward her home with its new shiny metal roof, put on that summer by her young husband. She thought she could hear Quentin hammering. 

				It was at that instant, with July’s big sun shining in her eyes, that Marie Collier passed away, the sound of a Sierra summer in her ears. 

			

			
				


				



			

	






			

			
				


				


				CHAPTER 24

				


				


				Are you there?

				The text messaging box sprang up on Miles’ iPhone, displaying Price’s cell number. He had forgotten all about his boss, his job, his fiancée, and even his parents. The last ten hours had been so intense that he’d had no time to reach out to anyone.

				Yes. Miles tapped a message out on his phone quickly, hoping Price was okay.

				I’m sending you something.

				What? Miles wrote.

				Not necessarily Genesoft’s GMOs that are making people sick. Probably Fukushima Daiichi site. Alarming report being suppressed by MS media. 

				Where are you? Miles wrote.

				Office, Price texted back.

				Can you get out of there?

				No. They’re here. Open file attached to email sent you. 

				Miles switched screens and opened the email attachment. He read the top of the document quickly, a document from a laboratory in Great Britain, with a report on something called “Black Dust.”

				What is this Black Dust? Miles texted.

				Radioactive dust suspended in atmosphere. Dropping now along W Coast.

			

			
				Is this what’s making people sick? Miles wrote.

				I think so. Extremely high levels of radiation. Don’t think I will make it. Wish I’d had a son like you. 

				Miles looked at his screen, stunned by the text. He put down the phone. Price had always been friendly with him—kind, in fact—constantly covering for him and pushing him forward at the paper, even trying to get him a job on a big-city paper through his network of friends. But he’d never suspected a father-like love. The man he’d considered a crank was still trying to do his job as a journalist, even now. He was ashamed for having thought of Price as anything less, and for not having understood what Price really was: a committed member of the Fourth Estate.

				“He’s got an emergency power plant, a big one. Diesel,” Dillon said excitedly. He’d come up from the hatch in the floor that led to the bunker complex. They’d only been here for a few hours and already the Phelps ranch was turning into a doomsday-prepper Disneyland—or wet dream, as Dillon called it while surveying the man’s gun collection. More than thirty rifles, mostly assault rifles, each type duplicated ten times. When he climbed down into the bunker for the first time, it had looked to Miles like a government armory.

				


				   Dillon had been on a scouting mission. Miles had intended to follow Dillon down into the bunker, but stopped when he got Price’s text. 

				“Don’t know how this guy did it. But he did. It’s a commercial rig and it’s vented somehow. There’s a thousand gallons of diesel down there, believe it or not, in two steel tanks. All we have to do is flip a switch and we’ll have juice. He left instructions. They say we should turn on the Apple computer on the dining-room table,” Dillon said.

				“Well, go turn the power on. What are you waiting for?” Miles said. “I need to charge my damn phone.” 

				Dillon saw he was upset and went back down the ladder into the maze of underground rooms and hallways, Maglite in hand.

				


				


				*   *   *

				


				


				Howard Price turned on his small red Maglite, which he kept in his desk drawer for emergencies. It would be all the light he’d have until morning, as the building’s emergency generator had run out of diesel and quit, plunging the building into total darkness. 

				He put down his iPhone. The phone’s battery was dead, and he had no way to charge it unless he went out into the parking lot and used his car’s battery. He was tempted, but that trip would be dangerous, if not impossible. 

				He didn’t want to face the glass wall that was protecting him from the Howlers that were wandering the building. Instead, he turned the flashlight on the Building Seven poster a friend in the 9/11 Truth Movement had mailed him. He looked at the building that had fallen on that fateful day into its own footprint and in a grey cloud of dust, pulverized.  Never hit by anything more than random debris, he thought. The poster’s caption read: 47 stories of steel and concrete don’t vaporize and collapse at free-fall speed because of fire. Wake Up America!

			

			
				   He would never know the truth, Price realized. He might not have had children, or a wife, but he’d worked for the family of mankind during his whole long career. His personal life had been a sad one. But now he saw it differently, and he smiled in a way he’d never smiled before. He felt oddly free of the sense of personal failure he’d carried with him for so long. 

				I’ll die happy.

				He forced himself to turn from the poster and shine the small Maglite onto the city room outside. It was empty. The Howlers had left, unable to break down the thick bulletproof partition separating his office from the others. But he knew they were everywhere in the office park. He’d seen them from his window wandering the grounds. The city’s streetlights, for whatever reason, still worked, illuminating the bike paths and parking lots bathing them in a cold halogen light. 

				If I am going to die, why not do some good first, he thought. He’d gotten the story about the “Black Dust” three weeks before and pasted it to his office wall along with recent 9/11 stories. He’d been keeping track of the fallout from the Fukushima disaster, underreported by the corporate media. This time, and unlike during the aftermath of 9/11, he’d kept a meticulous journal that tracked all the four reactor’s major events as they happened. He’d filled up several notebooks, sometimes working late into the night. He had the weather patterns off the coast of Japan, both tide and wind, updated continuously on his computer since the disaster. It soon became clear that the Japanese company that ran the plant was losing control of the situation. Worse, the men—and women too, he supposed—who’d been sent in to try to repair and shut down the plant would die of radiation exposure in weeks, according to independent scientists who were blogging day and night. 

				He had to be as brave as the workers in Japan, he told himself. Or the men and women who’d worked to put out the Chernobyl reactor’s fire, who had died soon afterward.

				“Come on, old boy. Step one is get your damn phone working.”  Price walked to the door of his glass-enclosed office and unlocked it. He stepped out into the larger city room, which was a smashed-up mess: piles of computers, turned-over metal file cabinets, partitions blocking exit doors, odd bits left untouched—a nightmarish landscape. He searched the detritus for some kind of weapon, but found nothing but an old-school style metal letter opener. He picked it up off a desk and headed out into the dark hallway.

				


				


				*   *   *

				


				


				“What if I told you—” Johnny Ryder said.

				“Shut the fuck up!” Bell said. He raised the pistol Rebecca had handed him and thought for a second time about firing a round straight into Ryder’s face.

			

			
				“Hold on now, boy!” Johnny shot his hands up, his palms out in front of him. He turned to see Sue Ling boogying out the double doors from the pool area as fast as she could run. 

				Rebecca raised her pistol and waited for the girl to center on her pistol’s ramp sight. She placed the girl’s bobbing back, lining it up just above the sight’s front notch, and felt her finger start to squeeze the trigger. At the very last moment, she decided to run after her, instead of killing her.

				“What if I told you I knew where there was a helicopter—a brand new one, fly-boy? What would you do then, huh? That’s right, at that old guy’s mansion. He had one on his property. Parked right behind the fucking house. And it looked spanking new to me.”

				“Where?” Bell said.

				“Well, that’s for me to know, and you to trade for,” Johnny said.

				“What do you want?” Bell said.

				“Me and Sue Ling go free. In exchange, we take you there, and you let us go when we get there. We get our Land Rover and our weapons back, too.” 

				Bell looked at Patty Tyson, who was standing behind Ryder, her pistol trained on Ryder’s back.

				“I can fly it. If it’s true,” Bell said to Patty.

				“It’s true, all right,” Johnny said, turning to look at Tyson.

				“How far away is it?” Bell said.

				“Close enough,” Johnny said.

				“I don’t believe you,” Bell said. “I think you’re lying to buy time. So I don’t kill you.”

				“Ask Sue Ling—if you catch her. If it is a lie, she wouldn’t know anything about it, would she?”

				


				


				Rebecca fired in the air. Two Howlers were standing in the center of the hotel’s turnaround. They had been beating on a tourist who had been hiding in one of the rooms and had walked out trying to find her car in hopes of escape. One of the Howlers had pulled her from behind, snapping her neck and killing her instantly. The two male Howlers were busy pulling her apart. 

				Sue Ling stopped running, as she was heading straight toward the Howlers.

				“Stop right there!” Rebecca said. The girl was incredibly fast, and Rebecca would have never caught her if it hadn’t been for the Howlers blocking her way. 

				Sue Ling shot her hands in the air and turned around. She was barefoot and began to shake; her clothes were wet, and the temperature outside was about 20 degrees.

			

			
				“Shoot them, for fuck’s sake!” Sue Ling said. “Please. Hurry up!”

				“You better come over here,” Rebecca said. She trained her pistol on the closer of the two Howlers.

				“Fuck, it’s cold,” Sue Ling said. She started walking back toward Rebecca. 

				“Move to your right some,” Rebecca said. 

				The Chinese girl veered to the right and Rebecca fired at the first Howler. The bullet caught the man in the center of his forehead, shattering the top half of his skull.

				“Shit—good shot!” Sue Ling said, turning and squealing with delight at the sight of the Howler falling stone dead, his brains tilting out of what was left of his skull. “You’re a goddamn Annie Oakley.”

				Rebecca was about to fire on the second of the two Howlers, but the thing began to run down the driveway and away from her. Rebecca noticed that the driveway was being lit up by something. She could see car headlights, several of them, move through the pine trees that lined the driveway. Her first thought was that Quentin had come after them with more help, and she had a great feeling of relief. 

				The first car in the line stopped, and Rebecca heard the sound of automatic gunfire. The caravan of cars pulled forward again and came down the lane toward her. For a moment, watching the procession, she completely forgot about Sue Ling.

				“Who the fuck is that?” Sue Ling said. She’d reached Rebecca’s side and turned around. She was shaking horribly, but she too was intent on watching the procession of cars. 

				The first of four black Chevy Suburbans, without license plates, pulled into the turnaround, all four pairs of headlights pointing at them. The lead car switched to its high beams, which ruined Rebecca’s night vision, and more or less blinded both girls. As their eyes fought to refocus, they heard car doors open. When they could see again, they saw several men step out in front of the big cars. The men were pointing automatic weapons at them.

				“Say something quick, or die right there,” one of the men said.

				“Well—howdy, boys,” Rebecca said. She’d lowered her pistol to her side. Her eyes adjusted to the intense lights. She watched the second Suburban’s backdoor open and a man in a green snowsuit get out. He had white hair and was tall and thin. He walked to the head of the line.

				“You, the other one, speak up,” one of the men said to Sue Ling.

				“I’m cool,” Sue Ling said. “Not a Howler.”

				“They’re human, I guess,” one of the gunmen said. 

				“Ladies, my name is Senator Prince. We’re here to rescue you from this horror.” 

				“You’d better drop the gun,” one of the Senator’s men said. The gunman was wearing an army-green Patagonia jacket and blue jeans. Something in his expression was scary—a profound indifference, as if he might be at the gun range sighting on a paper target. His ice cold expression froze Rebecca’s blood. 

			

			
				“Why would I do that?” Rebecca said, trying to sound tough.

				“Well, so he won’t shoot you, dear,” the senator said, smiling. “You see, we prefer to be the armed ones. We want to keep it simple. But don’t worry. We’re here to help.” Senator Prince walked out in front of his men and smiled again as if there were nothing wrong in the world. “Now, who else is in there with you?” 

				Rebecca looked at the men with the senator. They were still aiming their automatic weapons at her and Sue Ling. She let go of her pistol and it fell to the ground.

				“Excellent. Now, see? That’s a good girl,” the senator said. He walked up to the two girls and looked at them as if they were furniture in a store window, weighing their value. “My, you’re both quite lovely young women.” 

				Rebecca heard more car doors open and close and other men and women’s voices. Some of the richest “Fun Hogs” she’d seen around Timberline walked out from behind the headlights and toward the hotel’s entrance. Some were on cell phones. The well-dressed group walked by her without saying a word; a few small children followed with their brown-skinned nannies in tow. 

				The senator took Sue Ling by the shoulder and led her back into the hotel.

				“What you need is to get out of those wet clothes,” the senator said. 

				


				


				*   *   *

				


				


				“This is the control room, according to this Phelps guy’s instructions,” Dillon said. The below-ground-floor control room was small, paneled in knotty pine to cover the concrete walls, about eight by ten feet. A console ran the length of the longer wall, with two swivel-style desk chairs. A dozen TV monitors hung above the console. The monitors, which had sprung to life with the cabin’s generator, displayed various outside-the-bunker views. But the men could see little on screen, as it was pitch dark outside. 

				Dillon hit a switch on the console marked: “Exterior Perimeter Lights.” The perimeter of the cabin was bathed in halogen lights, mounted high in the surrounding treetops.

				“Jesus,” Quentin said. “Look—there by the road.” Howlers stood in the county road at the entrance to the ranch, caught by the bright high-powered spotlights.

				“There must be fifty of them,” Dillon said, looking at a monitor whose screen was dedicated to the ranch’s entrance. 

				Quentin sat in the second chair. “More,” he said. “More, I think.” 

			

			
				Dillon studied the console’s various switches, all of them marked with red-plastic labels.

				“This guy was meticulous,” Dillon said.

				“Yeah, Chuck was that, all right,” Quentin said.

				“Exterior Sound,” Dillon said, reading one of the labeled switches. Under that switch were several other clearly labeled switches: Driveway, Rear of Cabin, West Side of Cabin, East Side of Cabin. Dillon hit the Driveway switch and they could hear howling on the speaker above them. It was eerie.

				“They call to others, like wolves,” Dillon said. He watched the monitor showing the gathering of Howlers on the road, many of them on their haunches howling like dogs: men, women, children. 

				Watching the monitor, Quentin still couldn’t believe what had happened. Only yesterday morning he was worried about butterflies on the way to have breakfast with Patty. Now one of his daughters was dead, and the world he’d known was gone forever. At first he thought it was a nightmare; even when Poole had woken him, he was sure he’d dreamt it all and would wake up to find Marie lying next to him. But it wasn’t to be. It was Poole who’d told him that he wasn’t crazy, that the world had gone mad. When the doctor had left him in the room, lying on the cot, he’d broken down and cried, sobbing like a child with his daughter in his arms.

				“Yeah, seems so,” Quentin said. “Turn it off. I got a headache.” 

				Dillon flipped the audio switch back to the off position and the howling stopped. 

				“How are those girls and Bell going to get in here? There are hundreds of them out there,” Quentin said. “We’ll have to call them, warn them that we’re surrounded.”

				“I—that’s my ex-wife—Patty Tyson, with Rebecca,” Dillon said. He’d heard from Miles that his wife had been traveling with Miles and the doctor. 

				Quentin shot Dillon a look. 

				“You know her?”

				“Yeah, we’ve met,” Quentin said. “She’s a ranger up at Emigrant Gap.”

				“Yeah,” Dillon said, looking at him carefully. “I wanted to patch it up with her. We have a kid.” 

				Quentin stood up. He felt dizzy and sat down again.

				“Are you okay?” Miles asked. He’d come in the room last and was standing behind Quentin.

				“Yes. No. I don’t know,” Quentin said. The room was spinning and he felt drunk. Quentin closed his eyes and opened them again. The spinning stopped. 

				“I wouldn’t have let them stay if I’d thought they couldn’t get back,” Miles said.

			

			
				 For the second time in his life Quentin Collier realized he had no answers. When Marie had been sick he’d scoured the Internet looking for any kind of cure, or possible cure, for her cancer. He’d discovered that the Internet was populated by horrible, cretinous faith-healers and quacks of the worst kind. That was the first time, late one night, he had to admit he was powerless in a way he’d never been before. God was going to steal something from him that he loved and he could do nothing to stop it. 

				He asked God, why his wife? Why the one person in the world he truly felt at ease with, the one person in the world he couldn’t afford to lose? He’d walked out of the house, the Sierra above him, cold-faced and hard looking in early autumn—the Indian summer gone, with winter waiting to come on. He’d broken into a run until he’d fallen down exhausted and hating God. Everything he’d believed in seemed to be a lie. There was no God, and there was no mercy in life. He’d stood up and swore to himself that he would never pray again, or believe in God again. Marie died two days later while he was down the hallway looking for a nurse. He’d collapsed when Lacy told him, refusing to believe she was dead.

				“I don’t know what to do,” Quentin said. He was looking at the scene on the monitor.

				“He’s dug an escape tunnel. It comes out about here,” Dillon said. He picked up the printout from Phelps’s Apple laptop. He showed Quentin the spot. “We could go out there and kill them all,” Dillon said, tapping the spot on the map with a pencil. “Why not?”

				“Because there are fifty of them, or more. And there’ll be even more soon,” Quentin said. He stood up again. His head felt like it was going to split open.

				“Well we have to do something,” Dillon said. “We can’t just let my wife and the girl die.”

				“Ex-wife,” Quentin said. “We were seeing each other. Patty and I. You should know that.”

				“I’m still in love with her,” Dillon said.

				“Yeah? So what,” Quentin said and walked out. His vision was blurry.

				


				


				Enfilading and Escape

				Quentin, if you’re reading these instructions, I’m not there to help you or the people with you, so please read these instructions carefully. 

				


				There are two tunnels (West and East tunnels) both run parallel and on either side of the cabin’s driveway. Each of the two tunnels ends at the county road. And each tunnel can be used as escape route, should escape from the cabin be necessary. However, their primary function is to bring enfilading fire on the driveway and for ambushing the enemy from behind, should that become necessary. 

				The tunnels are each exactly four-feet wide and four-feet high to allow for easy movement of men and weapons. The tunnels are made of reinforced concrete. You will find each tunnel has two rolling platforms that will allow you to pull yourself along the tunnel. Each sled is six feet long and three feet wide. The sleds are designed to carry two men and ammunition. There are two escape hatches/cum ambush platforms along the tunnels: one at the very end of the tunnel and located exactly at the edge of the property—a few yards from the county road, and a second one midway down the driveway and exactly 50 yards from the cabin’s front porch. 

			

			
				The tunnel exits are marked by a red rope. If you want to open the tunnel, you must first pull the red rope. This will open a hatch cover, which is camouflaged. 

				


				First West Hatch:  The driveway will be exactly twenty feet to your immediate right. Warning: in the wintertime, these hatch covers may well be covered with snow, which could block the way as you exit the hatch! There will be a flood light in the tree directly above you and facing the driveway, so an attack at night is possible. These outdoor lights are controlled from the control room.

				


				First East Hatch: Ditto but the driveway will be to your LEFT.

				


				Note that I’ve designed the hatch covers so that they will swing away from opening so it is possible to stand in the tunnel and fire from the opening, providing you protection and escape as the hatch can be closed manually by simply pulling it back into place with the red rope.

				


				Remember: He who dares, wins!

				


				Chuck.

				


				


				


				



				



			

	





			
				


				


				


				CHAPTER 25

				


				


				“What do you know about a fortified cabin near Timberline?” the black man asked. He was wearing clean Levi Dockers and a pressed white shirt. He looked very clean, his appearance a total contrast to Bell’s bloody and torn flight suit. 

				The black man was about forty or so, and had gray in his hair. He had entered the hotel room with an aura of quiet authority. The lieutenant had been standing looking out of the hotel room’s picture window and down on the pool, one story below. The dead had been carted off by the Senator’s troop of bodyguards—twenty or more of them, Bell had guessed. One of the Special-Ops types was standing in the shallow end of the pool in his underwear, using a net to scoop out all the floating debris. It seemed incredible that anyone could care about cleaning a pool under the circumstances, Bell thought, shaking his head.

				“I don’t know anything about it. Why have we been locked up like this?” Bell said, turning around.

				“You were placed under arrest yesterday. The military police are looking for you,” the black man said. His crisp white shirt made his skin seem that much darker.

				“How do you know that?” Bell said, shocked that they knew about his arrest.

				“We keep in touch,” the man said. “Tell me about the cabin. Where is it located exactly? We believe you know where it is.”

				“I don’t know where it is,” Bell said. It was a lie. Rebecca had described to him where the Phelps cabin was exactly, telling him it was next to a sign that read Country Bride Inn and Spa. The girl had told him, too, that the cabin was marked by a barricaded driveway and directly across the road from the Inn, on the one road leading east from Timberline. Bell had lied instinctively, not sure exactly why, other than he’d decided he didn’t like the Senator, or his men or their assumed authority.

				  “I don’t believe you,” the man said. He had an Apple tablet computer and turned it toward Bell. The tablet showed a Google Earth view of Timberline and its environs. “Show me where it is and we’ll let you go. In fact, you can come with us. We need military men like you, under the circumstances.”

				“Why do you care so much about that fucking cabin?” Bell said.

			

			
				“It’s a place my employer is interested in,” the man said.

				“Why?” 

				The man didn’t answer, but instead handed Bell the tablet. 

				“I told you, I’ve no idea where it is! I’ve never been there, and I’m not from around here. I was stationed at the Army’s—”

				“We will kill the three girls unless you tell us exactly where this cabin is, all of them,” the man said. His face was placid. 

				The threat, Bell realized with horror, was a real one. The man had the dead eyes of the soldiers Bell had met before, men who’d been on several combat tours of duty in Afghanistan. They all had the same deadpan, empty-eyed look of professional soul-dead killers. 

				“What’s going on out there?” Bell said.

				“What do you mean?” the man said. The question seemed to strike a nerve.

				“I mean, what’s happened to people? You know damn well what I mean,” Bell said.

				“We don’t know yet. Could be any number of things. Now, show me where this cabin is on the map.”

				“I told you, I don’t have a clue,” Bell said.

				“Okay. It’s on you, then.” The man left the room and came back with Patty Tyson. Bell had exchanged only a few words with her. She was dressed in a California State Park Ranger’s uniform. She was handcuffed with white plastic cuffs, her hands behind her back, a black nylon hood placed over her head. The black man was carrying an automatic. He pushed the woman into the center of the room and raised the pistol, aiming it at the back of her head, the barrel a few inches from the hood.

				“Please—tell him,” Patty said under the hood. “Please.”

				“Okay,” Bell said. “Okay, you win.”

				“Good,” the man said. He lowered his pistol. 

				Bell went to the bed and sat down with the tablet. When he sat down he quickly unzipped the cargo pocket on his calf where he’d put a small pocket knife they’d missed when they’d searched him because it was so small. The man came and stood above him as he found Timberline and the county road heading east away from the town. Bell found the place he thought it might be and stuck a digital pin in it. He thought about attacking the man who was standing nearby, but success seemed a long shot. The small pocketknife was useless, and armed guards were somewhere out in the hallway.

				“There. Now will you let us go?” 

			

			
				Instead of answering him, the black man walked out of the room without saying a word.

				“Is there a guard outside the door?” Bell asked as soon as he was gone. Patty shook her head yes. He took the hood off her head. Her face was sweaty, her expression terrified.

				“They beat Rebecca,” she said. “I told them you knew where it was so they would stop beating her. I told them I didn’t know, and I don’t know.”

				“How many are outside?”

				“Three.”

				“Is she okay?”

				“Yes, I think so. What do they want with us? Why are they doing this to us? Who are these people?”

				“They want the cabin, I think. They must know that it’s bad out there or they wouldn’t care about it,” Bell said.

				“You mean the things are everywhere?”

				“Yes. Probably. I think so. Or they would have sent a helicopter for the Senator by now, the government.”

				“Jesus.” 

				Bell used his pocketknife to cut the plastic handcuffs off of Patty’s wrists.

				“They’ll know you have that,” she said, nodding at the knife.

				“We have to warn the others. Lacy and her father,” Bell said.

				“How?” Patty said.

				“We have to kill him,” Bell said, whispering. 

				She nodded. “How, without the men outside hearing?” 

				“I don’t know,” Bell said.

				“I know I’m going to wake up. I know this is a nightmare,” Patty said. 

				“Yeah, I keep thinking that, too.” Bell said. He slapped her hard across the face with the back of his hand. She looked at him like he’d lost his mind. “But you see it isn’t, is it?” 

				Patty touched her stinging check and nodded. “How?” she said. “How do we do it?”

				“You had to go to the bathroom. I’ll tell him I cut your handcuffs off. I’ll hand him the pocketknife when I explain what I did. Go in there and close the door. Sit on the toilet like you’re peeing,” Bell said. 

			

			
				She did what he asked.

				


				


				*   *   *

				


				


				The freeway out of Nevada City, heading east into the Sierras, was mostly empty. Only a few cars had gotten through from Sacramento, and those that did were driving in the fast lane at over 100 miles an hour, hoping to get away from the chaos behind them. 

				Price had decided that he would rather travel in the slow lane and be able to turn off the highway, if necessary. A man, at a strangely normal-looking rest stop he’d pulled into, driving in a camper full of people from Southern California, had told him that tens of thousands of Howlers were roaming Highway 50 near Sacramento. He told Price very few cars were getting through. 

				“What about the authorities?” Price had asked the man. Howard had stopped to pee, not being able to hold it any longer, and pulled off the freeway just below Emigrant Gap.

				The man, armed with a hunting rifle, was standing guard while his friends filled water bottles from the tap at the rest stop. The man had told Harold an incredible story about what had happened in Los Angeles: how they’d escaped the hordes of Howlers only because he was a gun dealer and was coming back from a gun show in San Diego with all his stock of weapons and ammo when it all started.

				“There are no cops now. They’ve all gone home to look after their own families, I guess. The only authorities we saw were some Homeland Security guys and their wives looting a Wal-Mart for ammo and food,” the man said. “They were set up real good; they had one of those high-off-the-ground crowd-control vehicles the cops use. But they didn’t want to help us, that’s for sure. We’ve had no help at all.” The gun dealer was Price’s age, and the strain of the last two days showed on the man’s grizzled unshaven face.

				“Do you know what’s happened to people?” the man asked him. He introduced himself as Jon Wein and said he was born in Douglas, Arizona. It was odd, Price thought, that the man had told him where he was born. It was as if the two had crossed paths in the Old West.

				“My name is Howard ... Howard Price.” 

				“Please to meet you, Howard,” Jon said.

				“Jon, I don’t know what’s happened for sure, but I think it could be radiation poisoning—from Fukushima.”

				“What’s that? Fuka what?”

			

			
				“It’s an atomic power station in Japan,” Howard said.

				“Never heard of it,” Jon said.

				“Most people haven’t. They had an accident there, at the plant, back when they had the typhoon and tsunami in 2011.”

				“Well, something sure as shit happened all right,” Jon said. “You have any kind of weapon, Howard?” 

				“Letter opener I found at the office.” 

				The man smiled at him and rubbed his chin. “You got to shoot them in the head, Howard. That’s the best way to kill them fast.”

				“I see,” Howard said.

				“Do you know how to use a pistol?”

				“A little. I was in the Army,” Price said. “But I don’t have one.”

				“I’ll give you one. I got lots of them in the mobile home. I can’t just leave you out here with a fucking letter opener,” Jon said and spit. “Jesus, Howard, maybe you’d better come with us.”

				“Thank you Jon, but I have a son—you know—up there in Timberline, and a wife. I think I better make sure they’re okay, but thank you.” It felt good to have the fantasy. It made him feel whole again. For a long time he’d felt so alone and sad about everything in the world. The fantasy about a family was something that made him feel better. He’d started telling complete strangers that “his family this, or his family that.” The fantasy was growing, taking on a life of its own, and he didn’t care; he liked it.

				“Well, sure, I get that, but let me give you something. A gift, then,” Jon said. 

				Price looked at the huddled group of people at the water fountain; they were various ages and colors. The group were filling a motley collection of plastic containers from two water fountains in front of the rest stop’s bathrooms. Jon came out from the mobile home and handed him an old-school .38 Special revolver.

				“All you have to do, Howard, is pull the trigger when they’re close: say six feet, or so.”  He handed Howard the pistol and a box of ammo. “You want to practice? Maybe once, while I’m watching?” Jon turned around and pointed to a road sign that said Keep Off The Grass, maybe 50 feet away. “Can you hit that sign, Howard?”

				“I’ll try,” Howard said. He lifted the pistol, aimed at the sign and pulled the trigger. The gun went off and he heard the bullet strike the sign, punching a hole in it.

				“Well, there you go then, Howard. Good shooting!”

				“Thanks, Jon.” They shook hands warmly as if they were old friends.

				“You know what, Howard?” Jon said.

				“No, what?”

			

			
				“I always knew that atomic shit would blow back on us someday,” the old man said. “I was in the Navy back in the day, and saw one of the tests at Bikini Atoll.”

				   “‘It’s unreasonable to make such a big deal over the death of a fisherman.’ That’s what Edward Teller said,” Price said.

				“The Jap fisherman that died?” Jon said.

				“Yeah.” Howard said. “Funny the things you remember reading when you’re a kid. I’m over sixty and I remember things I read when I was ten,” Howard said.  

				The older man just looked at him and smiled, thinking that Howard was close to going around the bend, maybe from the stress of it all.

				The old gun dealer and his new friends pulled out of the rest area ahead of Howard. The old man said they were going to try and go north to Oregon because they’d seen a rumor, on the internet that was still up, that it was okay up there. Howard wished them all luck. They’d all hugged as if they knew they might all be dead soon, and certainly would never met again. 

				Before he closed the door to his Prius, Howard looked around the eerie rest area. It was silent. The roof on the restrooms had snow on it that reflected the moonlight. He remembered a Kurosawa film; a bit of it ran in his head in perfect black and white, like these colors, a boy running down a snowy street in a small Japanese town. 

				“Akira Kurosawa,” Howard said out loud. “The Bad Sleep Well. Am I losing my mind? Who will look for us? We have no father or mother, and we are lost in the world.” He yelled, perhaps to break the silence. His voice echoed against the concrete and wood walls of the rest stop and died away in the shadows. The silence returned.

				He walked across the parking lot. Miles had emailed him the directions to the cabin. He studied the email carefully. When he was sure he understood the directions, he got into his Prius. He put the revolver on the passenger seat next to him, locked the door and pulled out. The freeway was completely deserted as he gained speed and headed toward the turn off at Emigrant Gap. He tried to find a radio station to get any useful news, but all the government had hijacked all the local stations. All were playing the same loop, telling people “not to panic” and to “remain indoors, until further instructions.” Howard clicked off the radio, turned off the freeway and took the road toward Timberline.

				


				


				*   *   *

				


				


				Dillon had sat in the cabin’s control room with Miles and watched the Howlers gathering for the last three hours.

				“There are a thousand. Maybe more,” Miles said under his breath.

				“More,” Dillon said. They looked at each other.

			

			
				“There’s no way we can stop them if they want to get in here,” Miles said.

				“Stop being such a pussy,” Dillon said, turning back to look at the monitors.

				Miles reached up and flipped on the switch marked Sound Front Driveway. Immediately they heard the howling. It was the most horrible sound Miles thought he’d ever heard—overwhelming. He turned it off. He felt panicked, sure they were going to die. He looked around the concrete room. It seemed smaller than it had only an hour ago. It was cold in the room. He stood up.

				“What are we going to do?” Miles said. His chest was tight. He turned off the screens. The monitors went dark. “What good is it to see them out there? Look how many there are!” 

				Dillon turned and looked at the younger man. He’d seen men go stir-crazy in prison. The kid had the same panicked look on his face. It often happened to new arrivals at San Quentin, men who were not used to sitting in a cell for long periods of time. He was used to small spaces, to the feeling of being locked down, suffocating, but he too had lost it after being in solitary confinement for six weeks. He’d woken up one morning and felt the walls actually move toward him. The prison’s psychiatrist who came to visit him later, after he’d gone “buggy,” said that sensory deprivation caused several symptoms. One of them was a sense of panic and the feeling you couldn’t breathe. It could even induce hallucinations.

				“You’re okay, kid?” Dillon said. He took his arm. “You’re okay. It’s going to be okay.” 

				The kid looked at him, his blue eyes crazy. “Maybe I’m becoming one of them,” Miles blurted. “I don’t feel good. Sick. Stomach.” 

				Dillon kept his hand on Miles’ arm. When he’d been in solitary confinement, he’d had the desire for another human being’s touch, anyone’s touch. He’d imagined he would die without feeling that kind of touch, he’d sat in the cell and remembered exactly how his mother used to touch his forehead when he’d been upset. He’d dreamt of his mother’s warm hand on his face. Once he’d sat in the cold “isolation cell” calling Patty’s name, trying to remember lying with her in bed, the incredible lush feeling of her naked body pressed next to his.

				“You’re not sick. Sit down,” Dillon ordered. “You’re hungry. Let’s get out of here and go up into the cabin. There’s food. We’ll cook something. You’ll see. You’ll feel better.” 

				Miles sat down. The fear had gone from his eyes. His face changed, his look of panic gone.

				“Thanks. I—”

				“It’s okay,” Dillon said. “Fucking Howlers make you go nuts. Right?”

				“Yeah,” Miles said, feeling ashamed of himself. He looked down at his hands, which were shaking. He could see his fingers trembling.

				“Can you cook, kid?” Dillon asked.

				“No. My mother—” He had not thought of his parents until Price had texted him. “I think I’ll call my mom and dad. Maybe they could make it here, too,” Miles said. He took out his phone and checked for a signal, but had none. “Phone doesn’t work down here. I’ll go up and try.” 

				“Sure, kid,” Dillon said. He saw some white spit forming on the corner of Miles’ lips, but didn’t let it register on his face. Instead he smiled and stood up, and they went up to the cabin’s main floor.

			

			
				


				Chuck’s notes on the cabin’s larder, and the kitchen, were twenty pages long. He’d stocked regular food stuffs, including fresh vegetables and fruits, in a cold room at the back of the kitchen. Multiple cases of freeze-dried foods were stored downstairs in the bunker. At the end of the notes, Phelps had described the edible plants of the Sierra region and referred to several books on foraging in the cabin’s library.

				The five of them sat at the big pine table with long benches, the small bulletproof window directly across from it. They had a view out onto the snowy field in front of the cabin. A few Howlers were scouting the cabin; others were sitting on the driveway, howling. One or two had already run up on the porch and banged on the window and door before Dillon had walked out onto the porch and killed them with a fully-automatic SCAR 17, the stock folded up so it was shortened.

				They heated up canned chili and tried to pretend that the howling didn’t bother them. Twice Dr. Poole had walked to the window to look out on the howling creatures. Once he’d opened one of the firing ports built into the cabin’s wall and used a high-powered .306 to shoot one of the closest Howlers dead. But it didn’t seem to matter, as more from the road were coming up and sitting on the driveway—in plain sight—in that weird way they had, like coyotes, their heads tilted back, their face bent toward the night sky. 

				It was Lacy who got Marvin and led him back to the table, telling him his food was getting cold. She’d gently pulled him away from the window, taking the rifle from his hands and placing it against the wall. 

				All of the men, not wanting to admit it, were glad that she was playing the role of mother. Something about it was reassuring. They had watched her cook with rapt attention, all of them appreciating the normalcy of her opening cans of chili and filling a big stew-sized pot with it. She’d found bread and heated that up in the oven, never once acknowledging the howling. Lacy had not even stopped her preparations for dinner when Dillon had gone out on the porch to shoot the two Howlers dead.

				Phelps’s larder was huge and ran down the length of the cabin’s west wall. It was stocked with all kinds of foodstuffs, enough for two years for fifteen people, the computer printout said. Lacy had read the “Kitchen” section of Chuck’s instructions—which had been addressed to her, as if he’d known all along that she would come here and be the one to read them.

				


				Chuck had left a hand written note thumb-tacked to the cold-storage door.

				


				Dear Lacy,

				I hope it’s you who is reads this. If it is I know you are safe here. I promised your mother, long ago, that your family would have a place to go if the shit ever hit the fan. So now it has, but you, your dad, and sister will all be safe here. I remember when your mom first brought you here as a baby. Here is the photo I took of you and your mom a year after you were born. It was September and hot as hell! Love “uncle” Chuck.  

				


			

			
				Lacy understood that Chuck Phelps had been in love with her mother, and that they might have been more than just good friends—perhaps even lovers? It didn’t shock her. She’d always liked Chuck. 

				She looked at the old-school photo. It showed a young woman with a beautiful baby. Her mother was holding her up to the camera. Both mother and baby were smiling at the photographer. Pine trees were behind them, and a piece of machinery of some kind. It was at that moment, while she’d been looking at the photo, that Dillon had walked out on the porch despite the danger of being overpowered, and the sound of automatic-weapons fire filled the cabin. In a moment he’d ducked back into the cabin, closing the door. They were all looking at him gripping the wicked assault rifle, his face splattered with blood. 

				Lacy calmly put the photo back where she’d found it and went back to fixing dinner.

				


				


				The first attack, waves of Howlers, came while they were eating. They just stared as hundreds of the creatures started running up the driveway toward the cabin. It was surreal, Lacy thought, looking up and seeing the snow-covered field empty and beautiful one minute, then full of Howlers the next. She stood up and screamed at the top of her lungs. Miles didn’t hear his cell phone ringing in the commotion that ensued; all of them had run to the cabin’s built-in gunports, where they’d prepared weapons, and opened fire on the attacking horde. For half the night or longer they fired at the Howlers, wave after wave of them running at the cabin. 

				It was Miles who had taken it on himself during the battle to bring each of them fresh ammunition. All of them were firing the same weapon, the FAL assault rifle. At the end of the battle, the Howlers piled up in front of the porch, five feet high, were giving the others a wall of dead bodies to hide behind. Some Howlers, especially children, would fling themselves off the heap and land on the porch, sometimes heading head-first into the bulletproof window in an attempt to smash it. Others would crawl up the stairs behind the dead and crawl, on all fours, toward the door. 

				At one point, one of the crawling ones grabbed Lacy’s rifle barrel and tried to yank it out through the gunport. She screamed for help. Marvin jumped up and helped her pull the butt of her rifle back. He managed to pour fire onto the Howler, splitting its face open. 

				Lacy sagged to the floor, exhausted. She turned and looked at her father firing, the sweat pouring from his face. He emptied a clip and caught her eye while turning to pick up one at his feet. For the first time in her life, Lacy thought she saw fear on her father’s face. He went back to killing. 

				At dawn it stopped. At dawn the snow fell lightly on two thousand dead bodies lying out on the field. Inside the cabin it was quiet. They were all past exhausted. 

				It was Marvin who walked outside first. He stood at the doorway, cold air pouring in looking at the nightmarish scene: dead Howlers piled in heaps in front of the cabin’s porch. Bodies were everywhere, all types of people. Some were obviously city people, judging from their dress. 

				Marvin looked at the pile in the nearest kill zone, twenty yards or so in front of the cabin. It was an abattoir: bodies piled on bodies, blood, guts, brain matter. He walked out into the field. He put down his rifle and began to pull bodies down from the pile and move them out of the way. He pulled a fat man whose head was gone, yanking him down from the top of the pile. He watched the thing slide down the scrum-like pile of bodies and land at his feet. 

			

			
				Marvin heard a shot ring out and simultaneously felt the crack of a bullet pass very near his head. A Howler, hiding behind the pile, had jumped at him and was in midair when Dillon shot him from the porch. The Howler, a teenage boy, landed at Marvin’s feet, its body twitching not quite dead. Marvin looked up at the porch and saw Dillon covering him. He went back to work without saying a word, dragging bodies from the pile and hauling them out of the way of their kill zone. His boots created a sludge of guts and blood and snow as he worked. The others came out of the cabin joining him in the ugly work, all of them realizing that the kill zone had to be cleared, or they would all die.

				


				



			

	






			

			
				


				


				CHAPTER 26

				


				“She’s in the bathroom,” Bell said, tossing the black man his penknife. 

				The man, catching the closed knife, looked at the thing dismissively. “Keep it, Lieutenant. They want you downstairs. Are you in or out?” the man said. 

				“Count me in,” Bell said and smiled. 

				“Good,” the black man said. He turned around. Bell saw he was holding an automatic in his right hand, the hammer down, but “hot” and ready to fire, he guessed. 

				“She was about to piss herself,” Bell said. “She’s in the can. I freed her hands. I couldn’t say no.”

				The black man walked toward the closed bathroom door, turning his back on Bell. Raising his pistol slightly, he opened the door with his free hand. Bell could see Patty was sitting on the toilet, her pants down at her ankles. She looked up at the man, obviously terrified. Bell could hear her piss hitting the water in the toilet.

				“Get the fuck up! You’re to be tattooed. You’re going to be a CG, like the other girl,” the man said, looking at her. 

				Bell walked toward the bathroom. He sprang on the man from behind. The man turned, but was too late to stop Bell from getting his left arm wrapped around his neck. Bell, taller, got his right arm—clamped at the man’s throat—locked into the crook of his left arm, then wrapped his left hand up and behind the black man’s head, forcing his head down, and against the arm at his throat. Once Bell felt his two arms lock, the way he’d been taught in Survival School, it would be almost impossible to break his hold. The man would stop breathing very soon, his trachea crushed. But it was like riding a bull; the black man, very strong, tried to buck Bell off his back, swinging Bell’s legs first left, then right. 

				Bell, managing to keep his arms locked, watched as the man brought his pistol over his left shoulder, intending to shoot Bell in the head. He fired over his shoulder, aiming his shot where he thought Bell’s head should be. The sound of the gunshot exploded through the tiled bathroom. But Bell, anticipating the shot, had dropped his own head behind the man’s, and the shot missed him, hitting the shower-stall glass door. Bell managed to force the man’s head down and toward the floor, making it impossible for him to fire at him again effectively.

				The man managed to lift Bell completely off the floor, hitting out at the lieutenant with his elbow repeatedly after the shot failed. All the while the black man’s free left hand continued to try and pry Bell’s death-lock loose. He aimed his pistol at the girl, but Bell jerked the man to his left just as he fired at her and the shot went wild. 

				Missing her, the bullet hit the toilet’s tank and smashed it. Water leaked out of the cracked porcelain now. Bell heard the man’s pistol clatter to the tile floor. The man’s legs gave out, weakened from the lack of air. 

			

			
				Bell, his feet back on the floor, cranked down on the man’s neck with every ounce of strength his hundred-and-seventy pounds could muster. his whole body contracted with the effort as he tried to break the man’s neck. Airless and frantic, the man brought both hands up to the arms around his throat in a lame attempt to break Bell’s grip, but it was too late. 

				Bell felt the man’s windpipe collapse, finally crushed. The man’s strength left him completely. His two hands dropped away from Bell’s arms. He fell forward with Bell on top of him, still choking him for all he was worth. Bell, on his knees, heard himself grunt as he continued to try and snap the man’s neck, twisting it violently one way, and then another.

				Patty had sprung up from the toilet, a toothbrush she’d picked up from the floor in her right hand. She rammed the green plastic handle straight into the man’s right eyeball, driving it into his brain, pushing it with her palm until it stopped moving. She’d sent the entire length into his head. 

				The man, in agony, managed to buck crazily from the pain, not dead yet. Bell rode him toward the wall by the toilet. Despite the toothbrush shoved into his brain and a crushed trachea, the man managed to struggle again. But Bell locked up with all his might a second time. The man finally slumped dead, his chest rammed up against the rim of the toilet. 

				The lieutenant stood on the man’s back and cranked his head back, feeling the neck snap. Patty grabbed the dead man by the back of his head and slammed his face down as hard as she could onto of the edge of the toilet bowl, splitting his skull open. 

				Bell, exhausted, rolled off and watched Patty drag the body up and put the man’s face into the piss-filled toilet bowl, holding it under water with her knee. She walked her knees up on the man’s neck, holding him down until she realized he was dead. She watched the last few bubbles of air from the dead man’s lungs came up out of the piss water. Bell could see the white of Patty’s naked thighs, her pants still around her ankles, as she knelt on the man’s submerged head, toilet water leaking onto the floor.

				“Dead,” Bell whispered.

				She finally climbed off the man’s back and away from the body. She bent down and pulled up her wet pants. Bell put his index finger up to his lips in a signal for quiet. He picked up the pistol from the wet floor, sure one of the guards would come in after hearing the shots.

				   Patty finished buckling her belt. It was quiet, with only the sound of the water leaking from the toilet. Bell walked out to the room, planning to step outside and shoot it out with the guard. 

				Patty came to his side and grabbed his shoulder, stopping him. “No. Wait.”

				“We can’t wait,” Bell said. “We’ve got to get out of here. Someone must have heard those shots.”

				“Let me go first. They’ve seen me. They won’t react to me, maybe.” 

				Bell looked at her. “Okay,” he said.

				“I’ll walk out. If more than one is out there, I’ll tell them they’d better come and check on their friend.” 

				They heard howling outside the hotel, coming from the pool area. Bell walked to the window overlooking the pool and saw several Howlers standing around the verge of the pool. Their ugly faces were lit by the pool’s underwater light. 

			

			
				The group was cut down in a hail of automatic-weapons fire. The guards in the hall had left to deal with the Howler attack, he realized.

				“I have to find Ryder,” Bell said. “We need to find out where that helicopter is.”

				“What about the girl—Rebecca?” Patty said. 

				“Okay,” Bell said. “We find her first.”

				“She’s just down the hall,” Patty said. “We were kept together.” Bell nodded.

				Patty walked out of the room. She ducked back inside almost immediately and motioned for him to follow her. The hallway was empty, but he felt sure they wouldn’t make it more than a few yards before being cut down. 

				Patty stopped in front of a room several doors down. She tried to open the door, but it was locked. She knocked softly but got no answer. She turned to look at Bell. He leaned against the wall, motioning her aside, and kicked the door in.

				


				


				*   *   *

				


				


				Senator Prince looked up from an Apple tablet computer where he was poring over military grade maps of the Sierra Nevada, using Google’s special top-secret web site reserved for Government contractors and NSA. Two of his guards escorted the blond girl he’d asked for, in just her underwear, into his tidy hotel suite. The senator dropped an electronic pin, with gusto, into the spot where Chuck Phelps’s cabin had been finally located. 

				The NSA had been especially interested in the place because it was considered one of the best doomsday forts in the Sierra. It had been the NSA’s idea to fund a “Doomsday Prepper” series on Cable TV as a way to get more data from unwitting would-be preppers who deluged the show’s web site with comments, photos, and requests to be on TV, all without raising suspicion. The government had about ninety percent of all the Level One strong houses in the country located, photographed, and monitored continuously by high altitude drones. Level One structures—many with bunker-type constructions below ground, like the Phelps Cabin, were at the top of the government’s list.

				The doomsday preppers, as a class, had been put on a master list in order of importance. A sophisticated algorithm regularly updated the list of Level One sites, the ones Homeland Security thought worth taking over in the event of any insurrection. NSA scanned the Internet for any mention of key phrases or credit-card transactions. Anyone buying, say, an electric generator and freeze dried food, or ammunition, during the same credit-card billing cycle would be added to a list of possible doomsday preppers. Homeland Security would search the target’s email correspondence going back five years, while the NSA program compiled property records, credit card purchase records, photo records, voice and messaging records. A Homeland Security drone would fly over any sites, once identified to take photos, sometimes during construction. Rural properties, especially those built expressly as “forts”, and with adjoining farms, were ranked Level One.

			

			
				NSA had shared its information with important government contractors, asking them to build a database of all the important doomsday prepper sites in the country. A private intelligence organization reported 10,000 of them, and had built the database. Google had worked closely with Stratford and NSA; the special Google/NSA map of the Sierras was marked with several electronic red pins, all Level One forts. A click on Google Earth revealed photographic details under each pin. 

				


				


				An NSA employee had deleted the Phelps site’s coordinates from the agency’s computer records, along with hundreds of other doomsday forts in California. The records had been part of an extensive database that listed all the Level One doomsday-preppers’ sites in the country, including Hawaii. But the talked-about Phelps strong house had been relocated and added back to the list.

				Prince had decided to use the Phelps site as his headquarters during the campaign to clear the Sierra Nevada of Howlers. The provisional government being formed in Washington thought he would be safe there. The region’s other doomsday sites would serve as forts in the new government’s war against the Howlers. 

				Senator Prince had two satellite radios on the table. CNN was playing behind him on one of the room’s flat-screen televisions. CNN was broadcasting live feed from the destruction of Washington, DC by huge mobs of Howlers. Prince, however, knew something the reporters didn’t: the DC Howlers were fakes, a false flag using the Western states’ outbreak as the opportunity for a coup. 

				   A helicopter pilot was providing dramatic voiceover. The news ticker at the bottom of the screen said that the White House had been abandoned, and that the President and his family had been airlifted safely to Camp David. Due to the extraordinary emergency, the anchorperson said, the President had declared martial law “until further notice.” The military would be providing “continuity of government,” according to the President, who’d spoken to the country via a radio hook up early that morning. There was no further message at this time, nor any kind of explanation of what had happened in several major American cities on the West Coast. 

				The military had ordered all radio and television networks to stop broadcasting and to carry only approved news. CNN had been designated the official voice of the “provisional government.” Newscasters were using this term to suggest that the U.S. constitution had been abrogated, but no one at CNN questioned any of the military’s press releases. 

				


				


				With the help of government contractors, Senator Prince was cobbling together something called the “New Freedom Army.” Forces within the government had been waiting for any kind of social disorder to allow them to spring into action with a secret plan to “save the republic.” The emergency was the excuse needed to take over the U.S. government and run America with the super-rich at the wheel. The Howler emergency had been just the kind of national emergency they’d been waiting for—in fact, hoping for. 

			

			
				The senator was in close communication with other important members of the secret government. The Provisional Government’s first priority was the formation of something called the “Steel Ring,” which would both protect them from any counter-coup and insure their personal safety from the Howlers—which were real, and a threat.

				The senator had had Rebecca brought to the Presidential Suite on the ground floor of the hotel. She’d been tattooed and was ready to be shipped to one of the new comfort stations the Provisional Government planned to open for its mercenary army.

				


				


				The Provisional Government’s contractors, in anticipation of this takeover, had devised a new social order based on caste system, with slaves at the bottom. Slavery would make the new state able to compete economically against the rising Asian superpowers, especially China. Slave labor would build new factories. All prisoners of the New Freedom Army were to be tattooed with their new caste designations: BS for Blue Slaves, a category for the meanest hard labor tasks; CGS for comfort girl slaves; CBS for comfort boy slaves. OCSO-class slaves would be used in offices and big box stores, government relief centers, and in hospitals, and as support staff and domestic help. G-4-Zeros would be used in factories where reading and writing were required. The lowest castes would not be citizens, but would be “Use Slaves” and would work without any political rights. These castes were the property of the state and would be treated as chattel. A simple C would be used to brand conscripts to the army and police castes. Mercenaries were to be used as Special-Ops troops, and as a Pretorian guard for the top castes.

				Army Conscripts would have full citizenship in the new state, but no political rights. Praetors, Bankers, and Consuls — men and women — would not be tattooed, but would wear uniforms with their caste clearly marked on their lapels. 

				The top caste, R1s, owned everything, including the State. R-1 ranking was reserved for the “Hundred Families,” and all their blood members. The Hundred Families would be represented on “The Council of One Hundred” by one male member from each family. Council members—called Praetors—would rule America by decree. Each Praetor would have one vote on the Council. 

				


				


				“What’s it stand for?” Rebecca had been stripped of her jeans and Pendleton shirt and was standing in just her bra and panties. A cruel new tattoo on her left shoulder read CG.

				“Comfort Girl,” said Senator Prince. He wore a plush white hotel bathrobe. 

				A messenger stuck his head into the suite. “A large group of the things has been sighted near the hotel. Looks like they’re massing.”

				“Stop them at the entrance,” Prince said. “We’ll be leaving soon for new digs by U.S. army helicopter. We’ll have two M1 Abrams tanks to clear the strong house at Timberline. They’re on their way from the Army’s Reno proving ground.”

				“Yes, sir.”

			

			
				“Comfort Girl,” Prince said again, turning to Rebecca. “That’s your designation now.” 

				“Designation?” Rebecca said.

				“Yes, in the new country we’re building. This is a gift. Something we’ve been waiting for,” Prince said. 

				Rebecca looked at him blankly. He sounded like a crazy man. “I don’t understand,” she said.

				“Well, you’re a Comfort Girl now. You don’t need to understand. That’s the beauty of life in this new nation. People like you can do what you do best: serve us.”

				“I don’t know what that means,” Rebecca said.

				“It means you’ll give comfort to important people. Like me. It will be an honor to serve us. You’ll see. You will be happy in your work.”

				“Give comfort? What the fuck are you talking about?”

				“Yes. With your body. Everyone has something to contribute to the new society. You have your beautiful body. You’ll contribute that,” Prince said. “Now come here.”  

				The two men who’d brought her to the room pushed her forward. The Senator told them to back off and guided Rebecca toward a large black-leather ottoman. He pushed her over, her wrists bound behind her. She landed face down on the ottoman. Rebecca felt her panties ripped off of her. She screamed for help, but it did no good. The senator, enjoying his audience, indulged himself.

				


				


				“I wanted you to know that if you’re a good Comfort Girl, and do exactly what you’re told, you’ll be perfectly safe, despite everything that’s going on out there. We’ve already arranged for an Army helicopter to deliver us fresh foods. Imagine that! Wine, too. I can hardly wait. Do you like wine?” 

				Rebecca, her hands still bound behind her by plastic handcuffs that cut into her wrists painfully, turned toward the Senator. She’d been unceremoniously stood up. She noticed for the first time that Prince’s face was red as if he were sunburned. She didn’t answer. She closed her eyes for a minute and did what she used to do when she was a little girl and woke from a nightmare. 

				I’ll wake up and Dad will be down the hall. I’ll wake up. It’s just a nightmare. 

				The sound of gunfire outside the hotel forced her to open her eyes. Senator Prince, re-tying his robe, ordered her taken to her room. One of the guards marched her out of the suite and into the lobby, naked except for her bra.

				As the guard led her across the hotel lobby, Rebecca could see the Senator’s gunmen in the turnaround, fighting a pitched battle with a large group of Howlers. Two of the things made it past the gauntlet of shooters and ran into the lobby. The man guarding her turned and started to fire at the two Howlers, who ran straight for him. 

				Feeling herself let loose, Rebecca, her arms behind her, ran straight into an elevator door that magically opened. She expected to be grabbed from behind, by either a Howler or the guard. She turned as the door closed in front of her and saw the Howlers beating the gunman, who’d panicked and missed his shot. They had torn the rifle from his hands and were clubbing him to death with his own weapon. 

			

			
				The door closed before one of the Howlers could follow her. The thing’s hand was caught in the closing elevator door; the dirty hand reached for her. Rebecca raised her boot and kicked its hand as hard as she could. She could feel the elevator begin to rise. She watched the thing’s fingers finally slip out between the door’s big black rubber bumpers. She went to the console of buttons and pressed 6 with her elbow.

				“Oh Jesus Christ, someone help me!” she said aloud, watching the lit display’s digital counter stop at the sixth floor. She started to shake, exhausted, feeling dirty and frightened, all her reserves of courage and bravado completely gone. She sagged to the floor. The elevator door opened as she wept.

				“What the fuck,” Bell said. He and Patty had decided to try and escape, unable to find Johnny Ryder, Sue Ling or Rebecca. 

				Patty ran into the elevator and hit the Emergency Stop button. She looked down on Rebecca, who was sobbing uncontrollably. For a moment no one did anything. They could hear the shooting outside slow down, then stop all together. 

				Without thinking, Bell grabbed Rebecca by the shoulders and stood her up.

				“Cut these fucking handcuffs off!” Rebecca said. Her face was wet with tears; she seemed hysterical. He pulled her into the hallway, had her face the wall, and cut her free of the plastic handcuffs with his pocketknife.

				“Now what?” Patty said. 

				“I’m going to kill Prince,” Rebecca said. “Give me that pistol. Come on. Give it here.”

				“What happened?” Patty said. “What did they do to you?”

				“Just give me the fucking gun.” 

				Bell grabbed her and pushed her back into the wall. “You can’t. Okay? The only hope we have is getting out of here, now. Do you understand? We have to work together, or we, all three of us, die tonight.” 

				Rebecca’s eyes were crazy. “He raped me,” she said. “Give me that pistol or I’ll kill you, too.”

				“Let her go,” Patty said. “You need something to wear, clothes.” 

				Bell let go of Rebecca’s shoulders. She rolled out from under him angrily. The elevator doors remained open, the doors jerking as they tried to close.

				“You better unlock the elevator, or they’ll know something’s wrong,” Bell said. 

				Patty ducked into the elevator, unlocked it and stepped out. The door slid closed. 

			

			
				They trooped down the hall, Patty scouting empty rooms for clothes for Rebecca to wear. Bell, behind them, tried not to look at the naked girl. The raw and ugly new black tattoo—CG— on her right ass cheek terrified him.

				


				



			

	






			

			
				


				CHAPTER 27

				


				


				They’d noticed that Howlers were learning to use simple tools. The Howlers had worked together to muster battering rams. Groups of the things had started dragging trees they’d pulled down in the forest. Twenty or more, holding a tree, would run toward the cabin’s front door. Each time, the cabin’s defenders cut the Howlers down before they could reach the porch. 

				It was this new aspect, their learning to use tools, which had unnerved Summers. The second time they’d tried it he’d panicked and run down into the bunker, leaving his weapon on the floor, sure the Howlers would succeed in breaking in and kill them. He’d closed the safety door separating the lower bunker from the cabin, trapping the rest of them upstairs. No one had noticed.

				


				


				The five remaining upstairs—Quentin, Lacy, Marvin, Miles and Dillon—were shocked and exhausted from the second battle. The numbers of Howlers that had attacked the cabin was something they’d never anticipated, or would ever forget. Thousands had attacked in wave after wave. Howlers of every kind, many obviously from cities—more black and brown Howlers now—rushed up the snow-covered road toward the tiny cabin. The five of them had stood by their gunports, firing their automatic weapons straight toward the horde. The sound of five automatic weapons, the barrels heating up so they were sometimes glowing red, had filled the tiny cabin. They had had no respite, no time for screaming, no time for crying, or for even drinking water. They had slaughtered thousands of Howlers, who now lay in heaps outside the cabin again. The beautiful snowy field had turned into an ugly battlefield reminiscent of the Somme or Gettysburg, carpeted with corpses. 

				   The battle had taken place over three hours in the dead of night, making it even more terrifying. By dawn, the floor of the cabin was covered with thousands of shell casings from the assault rifles. The sickening smell of cordite clung to their clothes and to the walls. Their trigger fingers were blistered and they had burns on their hands from handling their overheated weapons while reloading. 

				The dawn had come and they were drinking coffee in silence. An occasional pounding on the door of the cabin signaled that one of the many wounded Howlers had dragged itself over the corpses of the dead onto the smoldering charred porch and continued to attack, even bullet-torn and half-dead. They were still intent on breaking down the door and killing them all. 

				It all seemed impossible and yet they had seen it, and lived it. They’d managed to clear the field of fire from the mounds of dead Howlers stacked up in the kill zone one more time and in preparation for the next attack. Already more Howlers were gathering below on the road, calling out for more to join them. But the worst had been the sight of them carrying trees and running with them toward the cabin. It was their learning to work together that had terrified them more than anything. If they were learning to use tools, they soon might learn to use firearms.

			

			
				“Where is the kid?” Dillon asked at last, his face haggard. A dark shadow of beard had grown over his face in the last forty-eight hours.

				“He’s hiding,” Marvin said. 

				“The door to the bunker is locked,” Lacy said. “He’s locked it!” She stood over the open trap door, trying to slide back the iron plate. 

				They all looked at each other.

				“There’s only one way down there,” Dillon said. 

				Marvin nodded.

				“All the extra ammunition is down there,” Quentin said. His shirt had been burnt from the flame thrower they’d used during the battle. Some of the gel had dripped onto him and caught fire as he’d tried to turn off the weapon. Lacy had smothered the fire out with her own body.

				   No one had noticed Summers sneaking off during the battle. They had no way even to communicate with him. The trap door was covered with a two-inch thick steel plate, set in place from below. 

				Lacy, first to see the plate, had immediately realized what Summers had done. During the battle, she’d seen him frozen with fear when it looked as if they would be overrun and the front door breached. But she’d been forced to concentrate on her firing and she’d forgotten about Summers, lost in her own manic killing and reloading.

				“Motherfucker!” Dillon said. He took a sip of coffee. “I guess this Phelps guy never figured on a coward fucking everyone like that.”

				“There’s only a couple of boxes of ammunition left up here,” Marvin said. 

				A loud, steady banging started on the cabin’s door. Coffee in hand, Marvin walked slowly to the gunport with a view of the porch. He saw a teenage Howler with a sledgehammer. The thing was using deliberate, careful swings, hitting the cabin’s reinforced door. Marvin watched the hinges jump, intrigued by the Howler’s use of the tool. 

				“They’re learning fast. He’s got a sledgehammer,” Marvin said, not bothering to turn around. He stuck the barrel of the FAL through the gunport, fired a burst at the kid’s head and returned to the table. Killing Howlers had become routine.

				During the worst moments of the battle it had been the doctor who made sure everyone had ammunition: running to the back of the cabin and the gun locker and bringing boxes of ammunition to each of them, sometimes sitting on the ground, his back to the wall, his blood stained sheep-skin coat open, reloading their empty clips himself with a gadget from Phelps’s gun locker. Never once had Marvin looked frightened or even worried, even at the very worst moments when Summers had stopped firing and started screaming like a child, having snapped. 

				At their worst moment, when a horde of Howlers gained the porch, dozens of the creatures beating on the thick plastic window, their faces big, their spit hitting the window, their dirty palms pressed against the bullet-proof plastic—some of them shoving hands through the open gunports—even then, when it seemed they would all die soon, Marvin had worked with the same dull look on his face, almost as if he’d become one of them.

			

			
				   It was then, while Summers pissed himself and fell on the floor screaming like a child, that Quentin ran for Phelps’s homemade flamethrower. Quentin manned the awkward thing, attached to a jerrycan by a plastic hose, itself attached to an air compressor. He’d pulled the compressor’s starter and the flamethrower jumped to life, building pressure in the jerrycan, pushing a gel-like substance that Chuck had designed to mimic the Napalm he’d seen used in Vietnam. 

				The homemade flamethrower began to spit hunks of gel from its nozzle. Quentin screamed for people to get away from the gunports and lit the end of the flamethrower. Dripping flame, he poked the flamethrower’s head out of one of the cabin’s gunports and pulled the trigger. The nozzle shot flaming gel at the attackers, covering them in flames. 

				The weapon saved the day, turning the wall of pounding Howlers, a hundred of them, into a blue-yellow ball of fire. The burning gel struck the creatures, igniting their clothes and skin. Their whole bodies on fire, the things ran out in different directions, blind. 

				It had been Dillon who opened the cabin door and rushed out to kill them as they ran. At the same time, he doused the flaming porch with buckets of water that Marvin and Lacy passed out to him. 

				It was then, while they were all fighting the fire on the porch, that Summers had crawled to the trap door and had locked himself down in the bunker, without anyone noticing.

				


				


				“What do we do now?” Lacy said. She was looking at her father. 

				Quentin got up from the table. “We have to eat something. Can you fix us something?” He walked to the trap door that led to the bunker. He opened the cover and saw that the inside was locked with a steel plate that slid over the hatch and could only be locked from the bunker side.

				“Yes,” Lacy said.

				“Hey, kid. Can you hear me?” Quentin said. 

				No one answered.  

				Quentin opened the cabin door and looked at the dead Howler, his hands still around the sledgehammer. He slid the hammer out of the Howler’s hand and closed the cabin door, re-locking it. He walked over to the hatch and with all his might, swung the hammer down on the steel plate. 

				The hammer’s head snapped off and flew off, nearly hitting Miles. Quentin looked at the hammer’s broken handle.

				“Now what?” Miles said. His face was white with exhaustion, his hands blistered from his weapon.

				“We eat breakfast,” Quentin said. He took the broken handle, walked toward the cabin’s door and leaned it carefully against the door. Lacy got up and turned to the refrigerator.

				“I must face the man that hates me or lie a coward—or lie a coward in my grave—.” Dillon sang the words to High Noon quietly. 

			

			
				“Shut up!” Quentin said. 

				“What’s wrong, Sheriff? We got a couple boxes of ammo and these things are starting to use tools. What do you think is going to happen to us? We’re heading to the green room.” Dillon walked over to the hatch separating them from safety and looked down again at the steel plate. “I should have listened to Rebecca and shot that fucking kid when I had the chance.”

				“Please shut up!” Lacy said. She started to cry. She was holding a box of eggs she’d found in the cold room. “Please.” It was so pitiful, her exhausted tone of voice, that Dillon shut up. He looked at her, then went down to the gun locker and threw it open. 

				Three boxes of long rifle shells were left. A whole stack of shotgun shells remained, but their range made them almost useless. They had only survived because they’d killed so many of the things further out from the cabin. He closed the locker door and for the first time in a long, long, time felt real fear. He felt a kind of panic. 

				He turned and looked at the cabin door. He had the sudden irrational urge to run out the door and onto the field. He could see himself running through the snow to the road, to some kind of vehicle that would take him far away from this nightmare. 

				He heard the sound of bacon frying, then smelled it. That familiar sound, and the smell of the cooking food, helped him get hold of himself. He turned around in time to see Quentin collapse onto the floor. He watched Quentin’s body twist and shake in the grips of some horrible seizure.

				Lacy had laid a wooden spoon on the counter. Marvin, realizing Quentin was having a seizure, forced the spoon into Quentin’s open mouth as he shook and jerked on the floor. 

				Dillon looked out the scratched and bloody window. A new wave of Howlers was gathering at the bottom of the field. He could see them shaping up for a new attack, most of them sitting on their haunches and howling. He expected to die.

				


				


				*   *   *

				


				


				Howard Price passed Timberline’s shot-up population sign and drove on around the bend and over a short concrete bridge into town. He drove slowly down Main Street, sometimes having to drive directly over dead bodies and around abandoned cars. The town seemed completely deserted. He’d seen no one on the road after turning off at Emigrant Gap. He’d seen a few creatures on the side of the road, some standing passively by deserted cars, others in groups of thirty, or so, had been running along the road in a surreal fashion, heading east. Some of them stopped to howl, or to stare at him as he drove past. A few had run after the car, but he’d sped up and left them behind. The next ten miles had been Howler free, the road empty. He passed a smoldering hulk of a motel to his right and sped on. 

			

			
				He looked at his gas gauge. He had only a quarter tank or less, but more than enough to get him to the bed and breakfast Miles had described. He decided to try and fill up his Prius in Timberline if possible. It would be dangerous, but it was important to do while it was still possible. He noticed lights on in the storefronts he passed—even the Christmas lights, strung down the town’s main street, were still on. If he could find a gas station, the pumps, and the computers attached to them, might still be functioning.

				He stopped his car in the middle of Main Street and looked out at the unreal scene of snow-covered wrecks and dead bodies. He consulted the Google map Miles had emailed him. The cabin, according to the instructions, was only about five miles to the east of Timberline. He looked at the electronic pin he’d stuck in the map. It was four in the afternoon and he’d eaten nothing since the night before. 

				He heard the slap of his windshield wiper. He looked in the rearview mirror and saw nothing moving on the street behind him. He tried to squint and see through the falling snow in case he was missing something.

				“I’ve got to eat something!” he said aloud. It was the first time he’d spoken since he’d gotten back in the car at the rest stop. He looked at his phone; it had a signal. He put the car in park and thumbed through his contacts until he saw Miles’ cell number and decided to try it.

				“Hello,” Miles answered.

				“Miles?”

				“Yes. Where are you?”

				“In Timberline,” Howard said.

				“Fuck!” Miles said.

				“I’m almost there,” Howard said. “I’m going to try and get gas in case we need the car.”

				“You can’t come now,” Miles said.

				“What?”

				“It isn’t safe. We’re surrounded by them and—it’s useless here. There’s no point. We’re locked out of the bunker. I’m sorry, Howard.”

				“I can try,” Howard said.

				“It’s suicide,” Miles said.

				“I don’t know what else to do, Miles.” Price could hear someone take the phone.

				“Hello, this is Dr. Marvin Poole. You say you’re in Timberline?”

			

			
				“Yes,” Howard said. “I’m on the main street right now, by the public library.”

				“I need some medicine, for seizures. They’re in my office. It’s very close to where you are. Can you get it and bring it here?”

				“But I thought—”

				“Can you do it? It’s called Felbatol. I’ll text you the instructions, where to find it in my office.”

				“All right, I’ll do it,” Howard said.

				“Thank you. Turn to your right. What do you see?” Marvin asked.

				“It’s a restaurant called The Copper Penny,” Howard said.

				“Okay, three doors down, to the south, you’ll see my office door. It is unlocked, I’m sure. I’ll text you now which other medicines I need you to bring. What’s your name?”

				“It’s Howard, Howard Price.”

				“Thank you, Howard. Good luck. Call when you get to mailbox number 30. Take the eastern road out of town. You’ll pass the high school and a 7-11. You can’t miss it. That’s the direction you’re going to travel, and toward where we are now. I’ll come and meet you on the road myself. I promise. All right?” Marvin said. “You’ll be all right.”

				“Yes. Okay,” Howard said. “How far am I from where you are?”

				“Twenty minutes, probably even less,” Marvin said. “You’ll see Howlers on the road near us. But you’ll be okay. Stay in the car until you see me.”

				   Marvin hung up. A text appeared from Miles’ cell with a list of drugs Poole needed and instructions on where exactly he would find them in the office. 

				Howard turned and looked down to his right and saw Poole’s office. He was afraid of getting out of the car. He remembered the pistol Jon had given him at the rest stop and picked it off the seat next to him. It was snowing hard, the sky dimensionless, the highest peaks of the Sierra Madre hidden in mist. 

				Before going to Poole’s office, Howard stopped in the Copper Penny to scavenge something to eat. The scene was horrifying, but nothing frightened him more than what he saw on a tablet computer he found on the floor. 

				It was a scene shot from a helicopter of an overpass on Highway 80, southeast of Timberline. The entire highway—all six lanes—was filled with creatures coming from the greater Los Angeles basin, tens of thousands of them heading toward the Sierra: a kind of strange mutant army on the march. 

				He found the tablet’s volume control and turned it up. 

				“Terrorist creatures are massing on this California highway heading away from Los Angeles and into the mountains. There is no explanation for this mass movement of creatures out of the LA area,” a CNN newscaster’s voice said. 

			

			
				Howard pushed some cold French fries into his mouth. He looked at the dead people in the booth, their plates of food hardly touched. The food on the plates in front of them was ice cold, but, he hoped, still edible.

				“In other news, the new Provisional Government is taking emergency measures to ensure citizens’ safety from this attack, which sources say may be linked to sleeper cells of terrorists based in Los Angeles. Colonel Terry Bent, spokesman for the Provisional Government, urges all Americans to continue to shelter in place. Local law enforcement and military police will be moving door-to-door with further instructions, and confiscating private firearms in order to prevent civil disorder.” 

				Howard reached over and took a turkey club sandwich from in front of a woman with a crushed face. She’d been hit so many times in the face that she was unrecognizable. He pushed the tablet computer to the side and ate the sandwich, picking up an iced tea that was cold to the touch. 

				


				


				



			

	






			

			
				


				CHAPTER 28

				


				


				Lieutenant Bell stopped the limousine they’d taken from the hotel’s parking lot and turned in the driver’s seat. They’d found Rebecca some designer jeans and a black turtleneck sweater to wear. Her sweater had been torn in a melee on the hotel’s turnaround on the way to the limo. 

				Rebecca told them that Senator Prince knew all about the Phelps cabin, and exactly where it was located. She said Prince was planning to use it as his headquarters. Rebecca’s hair was down; she looked older. Something awful had happened to her eyes. Her expression had been girlish; now it was mean. 

				Rebecca held an automatic weapon across her lap. She’d picked it up off the ground as they were running out onto the turnaround. They’d run through a gauntlet of Howlers equipped with nothing but a fire ax that Patty had found in the hotel’s equipment room, and the pistol that Bell had taken in the fight. Prince’s men had been overrun and had retreated to the lobby. The trio had taken a chance and run out the back of the hotel, near the pool, and headed for the parking lot.

				Bell emptied his pistol as they left the hotel, before the parking lot was even in sight. The fight on the turnaround had been horrific. Twenty feet from the limousine, a new group of Howlers had attacked them, responding to the howling at the hotel. Only seven of Prince’s gunmen had survived the earlier battle, and their nervous commander ordered them inside. The gunmen had watched the un-armed trio from the lobby, sure they’d be killed.

				Reaching the turnaround, Bell had been able to clear a path through ten or more of the thing with the red handled fire-ax, the girls standing behind him. One of the Howlers, a very tall woman, had grabbed the ax and torn it from his hand. He’d thought it was over, but Rebecca had seen a weapon lying only a few feet from them. She’d picked it up and run, screaming at Bell and Patty to hit the ground. 

				Rebecca had opened up with the short-barreled assault rifle, spraying fire into the gang of Howlers. She killed all but two of the things before the weapon stopped firing, out of ammo. Instead of giving up, Rebecca ran straight at the two remaining creatures: a young Latin man dressed gang-banger style, exposing his underwear, and a young girl. She used the rifle as a club, cold-cocking the girl with the butt of the rifle, hitting her in the face until the thing finally fell over. 

				The young man had loped up and grabbed Rebecca from behind, spinning her around. As he swung a skateboard at Rebecca’s face, Bell had picked the ax off the ground and sunk it into the top of the thing’s skull, using all his might. The ax head came straight down and split the kid’s head open all the way to its neck. The skateboard board tumbled out of its dead hands. Rebecca had pushed the still-standing thing over. 

			

			
				The two made it to the limousine, Bell jumping into the driver’s seat. They’d both failed to notice that Patty had been in her own hand-to-hand battle and was trapped standing on top of a car, unarmed. She’d been saved only because one of the gunmen, inside the hotel watching her, had decided he couldn’t let her die. He’d stepped outside, firing his weapon at the things surrounding her. Patty turned and looked at him as he walked toward her, firing.

				“Get out of here,” the gunman said, changing clips as he spoke. She hopped off the car’s hood and ran toward the limo. 

				The gunman watched them drive off. “Fuck Prince,” he muttered. He’d seen enough of what the Senator had in mind for America. He walked away from the hotel and slipped into the woods.

				


				


				On the way to Timberline, Bell spotted the abandoned car that he and Lacy had driven from her boyfriend’s house the day before. It was still parked in the middle of the highway, exactly where they’d left it. He drove on until he saw a driveway in the moonlight to his right and stopped the car. Not one car had passed them on the road since they’d left the hotel. It was a bad sign, Bell thought.

				“This might be the place. Ryder and that bitch Sue Ling picked Lacy and me up just back there, where you saw the abandoned car. Ryder said they’d just left the mansion when they found us on the road.”

				“Yeah, there’s a mansion up there,” Rebecca said. “A friend of mine worked a party there for Mr. Towler, the caterer. She said the old rich guy who gave the party was showing everyone his personal helicopter. 

				The pitch-black driveway was barely lit by the moonlight. Snow had started to pile in a small drift at the front of the mansion’s wide-open security gate. Bell doubted he could get the limo up the driveway, which was probably snow-covered and impassable. 

				“The place could be full of Howlers,” Patty said, looking at the open gate.

				“Let’s find out. What’s the worst they can do to us?” Bell said. “Fuck it. We have no choice.”

				Bell put the limo in Drive and sped straight toward the snow piled in front of the gate, turning the steering wheel hard as they bent the turn onto the driveway. He heard the bottom of the limo hit the asphalt, bottoming out. He raced through the snowdrift piled in front of the driveway and drove through it. 

				The limo’s rear power-wheel slipped and slid on the steep driveway, unable to get much traction. Bell punched the accelerator. The power tire spun loudly, then finally caught asphalt. The front of the limo plowed on past the stone portals. At times the big car felt as if it was going to fishtail right off the road, but the lieutenant, fighting the wheel for control, was able to get the huge limo up to the top of the mansion’s driveway. They crested the hill and the driveway opened up onto a huge dark snowless expanse in front of the mansion that was completely dark. To their right was another long driveway that led to a huge barn-like structure.

				“Why no snow on the ground?” Patty said, looking at the expanse of pavers in front of the mansion.

			

			
				  “It’s heated, I guess,” Bell said. “The driveway.”

				“Jesus,” Patty said taking in the palatial “summer” house. She’d bumped up against the vacationing super-rich at the ranger station. They would send their bodyguards or personal assistants into the office to ask directions, or to make reservations for some of the hiking trails that were controlled. Sometimes, when she was out on patrol on horseback, she would pass them and their little armies: personal assistants, nannies, professional guides. She could tell the super-rich because they had porters and even cooks who would follow them into the back country. A family of four might have ten people in support. Quentin had told her about some of the fabulous places they’d built in the mountains around Timberline. The place in front of her looked as big as a hotel.

				   “A lot of Fun Hogs have heated roadbeds. They’re solar powered,” Rebecca said. “My uncle Ken puts them in.  Maybe we can find some weapons, or whatever in the house. This thing is useless.” Rebecca tapped the ammunition-less weapon resting on her knees. 

				Bell saw headlights come up the driveway behind him. He looked in the rearview mirror. In a moment Johnny Ryder’s familiar stolen white Land Rover crested the hill going fast and almost rear-ended them.

				“Ryder will think that weapon is loaded,” Bell said, turning to Rebecca. He could see she wasn’t afraid. She nodded.

				


				


				*   *   *

				


				


				Gary Summers was standing with the mountain bike he’d found at the bed and breakfast across from the Phelps cabin. Nothing lay in either direction in front of or behind him on the snow-covered, one-lane road. To his left was the road to Emigrant Gap, and beyond that Highway 50, which would take him to Sacramento. To his right was a ten-mile stretch, mostly uphill, that would take him into Timberline. He was so cold that he realized he couldn’t possibly bike to Sacramento—his plan—unless he was able to find some warmer winter clothes. 

				He wore only jeans and a light windbreaker that Rebecca had given him at her shop. He was cold in a way he’d never experienced before, to the very marrow of his bones. He’d sweated heavily while crawling down the long escape tunnel at the cabin, not sure whether he would be able to get out. He’d heard Dillon talking about the escape tunnel, but he’d not had time to look at the instructions in the control room. He’d been so frightened and ashamed of what he’d done, locking the trap door behind him, that he just wanted to keep moving to get away and save himself. 

				Looking at the hordes of Howlers running toward the cabin, Summers had realized that there was no way they could kill them all fast enough. When he’d seen them rushing the cabin carrying a battering ram, he’d lost his nerve. He’d stood up and stopped firing his weapon. He’d looked at the others firing theirs, the doctor helping load clips with a terrible expression on his face, and the horrific sound of the gunfire—five FALs firing at once. Terrified, he’d crawled toward the trapdoor on his belly and slid down the steep steps. Before he locked the plate down behind him, he’d hesitated; but he convinced himself they were all doomed upstairs. He wasn’t going to die there, in that cabin, torn apart by those things.  He’d rammed the bolt home, locking the trapdoor and sealing his comrades’ fate. He’d crawled down the escape tunnel in the dark while the others were upstairs fighting for their lives against the massive attack. In the darkness, like a rat, he’d crawled toward he didn’t know what.

			

			
				


				


				When he got to the end of the tunnel, he panicked and cried like a little boy. He accidently touched the end of the rope Chuck had hung from the trap door. When he touched it, he stopped crying and pulled. At first it hadn’t moved. The second time he used both his hands and slowly the lid, its top piled with frozen snow, cracked open and early-morning light flooded the pitch-black tunnel. 

				He raised himself up in the opening and saw, almost immediately, Howlers running through the forest toward the cabin, some crouching on the ground and calling. He gazed out, frozen with fear. If he could make it across to the road, he might escape and live. He scrambled out the opening and fell into the snow, crawling on his hands and knees through the fresh powder snow toward the county road only fifteen yards away. He could hear the gunfire coming from the cabin behind him, heard rounds smacking the pine trees around his head. 

				He lay in the snow, the heat of his body melting it and soaking his skin. He waited, too afraid to crawl, listening to the bullets whack pine-tree bark, making it fly off the tree just a few feet from his face. 

				A few Howlers were on the road in front of him. Most had run toward the cabin. He spotted the bed and breakfast on the other side of the road; it seemed to be deserted, but he was too frightened to risk standing up and running across the road, afraid that Howlers would spot him. He watched the road and urinated on himself, making the cold worse. He started to shake uncontrollably. If he didn’t get up out of the snow, he’d die of hypothermia. 

				Piss-stained and freezing, Gary Summers stood up as soon as the shooting stopped. He ran through the thigh-deep snow until he broke out of the woods. Without stopping he turned and ran toward the bed and breakfast, sure he was going to be chased down by one of the things and murdered. But he wasn’t. Gary Summers ran down the Country Bride Inn’s empty driveway and into the Inn full of dead guests and warm clothes he took from their open suitcases.

				


				


				*   *   *

				


				


				Bell got out of the limo. He raised the empty automatic and pointed it at the Land Rover. “Get the fuck out of the car,” Bell said. 

			

			
				Ryder slipped out from behind the wheel his hands up. “Okay, I know you’re pissed at me,” Johnny said. “I don’t blame you. But hear me out, Bell.” 

				Rebecca opened the back of the limo. Pointing her weapon at Ryder, she walked up to the passenger side of the Land Rover and dragged Sue Ling out, throwing her onto the driveway roughly.

				“I’m going to kill this bitch in two seconds if you don’t throw out all your weapons,” Rebecca said. She held the short barrel of the assault rifle against Sue Ling’s cheek. The girl lay on the ground, terrified.

				“Okay, okay!” Johnny said. “For fuck sake, on the backseat!” He nodded toward the Land Rover. Rebecca reached in and pulled out a Marine AA 12 shotgun. “And my pistol,” Johnny said. He lifted his jacket and showed the butt of an automatic. Bell had him toss the pistol to him by the barrel. It landed on the pavers in front of him. 

				Patty, who’d gotten out behind Rebecca, picked it up. She immediately checked to see if it was ready to fire, then pointed it at Ryder.

				“I got a deal for you,” Ryder said.

				“Yeah?” Bell said.

				“Yeah,” Ryder said, smiling as if nothing was wrong in the world.

				“What is it, asshole?”

				“You help us move something, and I’ll show you where there’s another Prepper cabin—one that the Senator and those crazies don’t know about.”

				“What are you doing here? Why did they let you go?”

				“The senator—the crazy fucker—wants Sue Ling and me to run a whorehouse for them. The New American Army, or whatever the hell it’s called, is going to need one up here in the Sierras. I told them they should use this old rich guy’s place.”

				“I’ll ask you one more time, Ryder, and you’d better tell me the truth. What are you doing here?”

				“I came for the gold we hid,” Ryder said. “I want to get it and split before the New American Army get here. They’re sending some Comfort Girls here, to this mansion, and some men to guard the whorehouse.”

				“What gold? What are you talking about?” Bell said.

				“This old fucker. He had a lot of it. We hid it here. I told them I would work the whorehouse just so Sue Ling and I could get up here and get our goods and split. The New Freedom Army is about an hour behind me. Like I said, the Senator is sending some men and a few girls they collected already. I don’t want anything to do with it. All we want is to get our gold and get the fuck out of here. I’m not working for them. Johnny Ryder works for himself. Fuck these people.”

				“Is there a helicopter here, or was that all bullshit?” Bell said.

			

			
				“It’s right up there.” Johnny pointed toward a barn-like garage. “I didn’t touch the thing. I’m no pilot,” Ryder said. “We don’t have much time. I told them exactly where this place was. I had to, or they wouldn’t let me come. They have some kind of drone and they followed me with it. They’ll be here soon. The drone is above us. So they know you’re here too, now.” Ryder pointed above him. An object hovered about a hundred feet above them, silent and grey. 

				“These are some high-tech motherfuckers,” Ryder said. 

				A burst of shotgun fire shattered the drone and brought it to the ground in pieces.

				“Fuck them,” Rebecca said. She’d fired the AA 12 with one hand and was able to hit the drone in the moonlight.

				“Is that a yes, chief?” Ryder asked. 

				Bell looked down the hill and saw two sets of headlights slowing on the highway below. 

				“Move that fucking jeep,” Bell said and lowered the empty pistol he had trained on Ryder. He got back into the limo and waited for the convoy below, watching it in the rearview mirror, as Ryder got the Land Rover pulled around and out of his way. 

				Bell floored the limo in reverse. He backed it down the driveway about fifty feet, then spun the wheel as hard as he could. The rear end of the limo slammed into the side of the hill. The stretch limo was now effectively blocking the driveway up to the mansion. Bell scrambled out and ran up toward the house.

				


				


				*   *   *

				


				


				Howard had carefully packed the medicines he’d collected at the doctor’s office, putting them in a cardboard box he’d found. The medicine locker in the Poole’s office had been untouched, despite the fact that the office was a wreck. Poole’s young receptionist, who had come back to check on the office, had been beaten with a chair and was lying in the waiting room, dead. Howard, sorry for the dead woman, had pulled a curtain off of a window and pulled it over her body. 

				Two cars had come racing through Timberline while he’d been in the doctor’s office. One had crashed trying to avoid an abandoned car and everyone inside had been killed immediately. The car’s horn was still blaring loudly. A second car, coming into town behind the first, managed to avoid the gauntlet of stopped cars. The second car, driving at high speed, had gone on toward the south end of town. Howard had seen them both pass through the office window, which had a full view of Main Street. 

				He stared out at the crashed car, its horn blaring loudly. He could see the dead bodies in the car. It looked like a whole family. The driver’s head had bashed the steering wheel so hard that it had engaged the horn. It had been Howard’s stopped Prius they’d failed to get around. He felt guilty. His hands had begun to shake.

			

			
				He finished filling the box with the medicines he’d found and walked out of the doctor’s office and across the chaotic street toward the car that had just crashed. He laid the box in the snow and opened the driver’s-side door. A dead woman rolled out, about thirty, with short red hair. The family had hit a wooden telephone pole at sixty or seventy miles an hour. No one in the car had been wearing safety belts, probably so they could fire weapons at the Howlers. 

				The car, an old Dodge Dart, was full of weapons. The woman had a pistol in her clenched hand. He glanced at the backseat: at two teenage kids, their necks broken, their faces plowed brutally into the front seats when they collided with the pole. He turned away, unable to take the sight. 

				He looked at who he guessed was their father. The man had a box of bullets, still open and on his lap. His arms were heavily tattooed. The dead woman, her body dangling out of the car face up, had a surprised look, as if she might get up.

				“My fault,” Howard said out loud. “My fault.” He was crying. “What’s happened to the world?” He yelled the words and looked around him. The street was littered with frozen bodies dusted in snow; abandoned cars, some with their doors still open; and dark storefronts. Nothing moved on the street. 

				He looked down at the automatic in the dead woman’s hand. He pulled the pistol from her still-warm hand and put it in the box alongside the medicines he’d collected. He heard a car’s motor from far away. The car slowly turned the corner onto Main Street. Howard recognized the old camper he’d run into at the freeway rest stop hours before. He moved away from the car with its horn still blaring and walked toward the approaching camper. It was snowing lightly. He stopped in the middle of the street, put the box on the ground in front of him and raised his hands in the air. He wasn’t sure exactly why he did that, but he did. 

				The camper, slowly navigating the street’s abandoned cars, finally came to a stop a few feet in front of him. The old man, Jon, was driving. Howard walked to the driver’s side window and watched Jon roll it down.

				  “Howard? You can put your hands down, amigo. We’re friendly.”

				“Jon,” Howard said. “I’m glad to see you. I killed these people.” Howard nodded behind him at the wrecked Dodge. He had to speak loudly over the sound of the car’s blaring horn.

				“Where are you going?” Jon said, looking out in front of him at the smashed car. He could see how its bumper had chipped out a big piece of wood from the pole when it struck. “Looks to me like they hit the pole, Howard.”

				“Yes, but it was my fault. My car, it was in the way,” Howard said. He felt exhausted.

				“They were probably speeding, Howard.”

				“Yes, they were, but it’s my fault.” 

				The man looked down at him. He opened the camper’s door and climbed down to the street. He was carrying an automatic in a pancake holster. Jon walked toward the car and checked on the family, making sure they were dead. He popped the hood of the car and pulled the horn’s wires out. The blaring stopped. It was quiet again. Jon walked back and looked down into Howard’s box.

			

			
				“What’s that?”

				“Medicine. There’s a cabin, about ten miles from here. I have some friends there. I’m trying to get up there. They needed these medicines.” Howard looked back at the car and saw the dead woman lying half in and half out of the driver’s side. She was facing the sky. He couldn’t stop looking at her.

				“Well, we tried going north. There’s just too many of the things on the freeway. We almost didn’t make it back into the mountains,” Jon said. “Seems better up here on these country roads. I’ve picked up more stranded people, too. I’m running out of space. And I’m low on gas.”

				“I’m glad to see you,” Howard said.

				“I feel like Noah,” Jon said and smiled. “I think we’ve got twenty-five in there right now. I had to turn some kid away back down the road. No more room. Is there a gas station here?” 

				“Yes,” Howard said. “But there’s no power. It went out a little while ago.”

				“Do you think we could stay with your friends? I’ve got a hand pump. We just have to tap into the gas tanks. And we can hand-pump the gas,” Jon said.

				“I don’t know,” Howard said. “I can call them. Ask.”

				“Could you do that for me, please? I’ve got some little kids in there and they need something to eat. We can’t just drive around forever.”

				“Yes. Yes, of course,” Howard said.

				“Tell them I’ve got lots of guns and ammo. Maybe that will make a difference.” 

				Howard nodded.

				“It wasn’t your fault, Howard,” Jon said. 

				They both heard a strange rattling sound. It was a sound that Howard had heard years before, in the Army. Jon turned around and looked down the street. Almost immediately, he knew what the sound was, too.

				


				


				*   *   *

				


				


				Gary Summers was two miles from Emigrant Gap on a stretch of country road that was dead flat. It had summer homes on either side, set back off the road. He’d thought of going through the abandoned-looking houses to search for warmer clothes, especially a pair of gloves, but he’d been afraid to. All the clothes at the B&B were way too big for him.

			

			
				When he heard the M-1 Abrams tank, he’d stopped pedaling and pulled to a stop in the middle of the empty road. It was snowing hard, and at first he was unsure of what he was seeing: the dull, almost gold Abrams tank came out of the white mist, straight down the middle of the road. 

				He stared at it and blew on the freezing knuckles of his right hand. He looked down at both his hands, his fingers were bright red from cycling in the cold. Both hands were numb from exposure. He’d been unable to find any gloves at the bed and breakfast where he’d found the bike. He’d pedaled down the mountain and felt safer the further he got away from the Phelps cabin and Timberline. He’d not seen any Howlers or any sign of life for more than an hour. At times he’d had to slow down because of the dead bodies and the abandoned cars left on the road. But other than the dead, he’d seen no one.

				He brought his right hand to his mouth again as he stared at the approaching tank and blew on his knuckles to help revive any feeling. But he couldn’t even feel his breath. The numbness in his hands was starting to make it difficult to steer the bike. 

				The sound of the tank got louder. The tank’s wide and ugly tracks rattled over the snow-dusted asphalt. He could see details on the tank more clearly as it approached, its hatches were all shut tight. Its armored desert-colored sides carried wintertime camouflage netting rolled into neat bundles. The exhaust from its diesel engine hung in the thin cold air behind it, giving it an ominous look.

				“Thank God,” Gary said out loud. If the U.S. Army had come, it was all going to get better now. He’d done the right thing. He raised his hand in a wave, as he expected the tank to slow and offer him help. He yelled at the top of his lungs. But watching it come toward him, he realized that it was not going to slow. Twenty yards away, he had to pull off the road and out of the tank’s way, or be crushed. He rode off the road just in time. The high sides of the Abrams just nicked his back wheel as he darted down the steep side of the roadway and into a trench that had been cut for summer run-off. A lesser rider would have not managed to keep the bike upright, but he did, riding it out of the trench again and back up onto the road. 

				The tank had not slowed down. It kept right on rolling down the middle of the road toward Timberline. 

				An hour later, at a checkpoint set up by the New Freedom Army and Homeland Security at Emigrant Gap, Summers was arrested and turned over to the MPs. He was tagged with a pink marker on his forehead, his bicycle taken from him. He was transported to a shape-up area in Sacramento at the McClellan Air force base. 

				An hour later, a quiet young man in a US Army uniform tattooed Summers’ shoulder and ass cheek. After he was tattooed, given a paper “dog-tag,” and made to drink a strange metallic-tasting concoction that could be “read” by any patrolling drone. They put him on a bus to Los Angeles. 

				Gary Summers was officially prisoner number 16,001. He wore the CB tattoo on his right ass cheek and a matching one on his right shoulder in dark blue. It was painful for him to sit in the transport truck because of the fresh tattoo on his ass. They put him to work as soon as he arrived at the comfort station a block away from the landmark once known as Grauman’s Chinese Theatre, and now named TCL Theatre, after a corporation.

				On the way down the freeway near the outskirts of L.A., Summers and the other Comfort Boys, saw a billboard, brand new and glossy. It read: 

				


			

			
				FATHERLAND FIRST!

				SERVICE, HONOR, DUTY!

				WE WILL WIN!

				


				Drawing on everything he’d been taught from the moment he was born, Gary Summers decided to be the best possible Comfort Boy he could be. By conforming—as he would later that evening for a bloated, gin-soaked, and Viagra-fueled general—he hoped his new masters would approve and favor him, that they would see that he was worthy.

				


				        


				



			

	





			
				


				


				


				CHAPTER 29

				


				


				Lieutenant Bell had landed the “executive model” blue and white Sikorsky S-76D helicopter, intended for six people maximum, in the snowy and body-strewn field in front of the Phelps cabin. He’d run over the ground littered with hundreds of dead shot-to-hell Howlers and onto the burnt-black and charred porch to the cabin’s door.

				“There’s very little time. There’s an M-1 Abrams on the way here. They intend to make this location some kind of headquarters,” Bell said as soon Quentin had let him in the heavy front door. 

				Bell and Lacy embraced spontaneously, surprising Quentin. “I’ve dropped Rebecca and Patty Tyson at another Prepper cabin. It was built by some millionaire. It’s unknown to the authorities, I think. It’s, well—it’s in a whole other league from this place.” 

				“You said a tank?” Quentin said.

				“Yes. And it’s coming here. It’s only about five miles away, if that.”

				“Then we’ll be rescued soon,” Quentin said.

				“No, you don’t understand,” Bell said.

				“Why should we run away? It sounds like the Army has come to rescue us,” Quentin said.

				“It’s not what you think,” Bell said. “There’s been some kind of takeover—of the government. You don’t want to be here when they get here.”

				“I don’t understand,” Miles said. “What do you mean, takeover?” 

				“I’m not sure. We were going to be made slaves. Rebecca was branded—they were going to make her a prostitute. It all happened at the hotel,” Bell said. 

				The others, including Marvin, looked at Bell as if he’d gone mad.

				“Lieutenant, you’re not making any sense,” Quentin said. He turned and looked at Poole.  

			

			
				“You just have to trust me,” Bell said. “At least let me take Lacy. Please. There isn’t much time. I’m telling you. And they have drones. They may already be above us, watching.” 

				“Did you say Tyson, Patty Tyson?” Dillon said.

				“Yes. I took her and Rebecca to the cabin. It’s not far away, about fifteen miles. It’s very high up in the Sierra, over 10,000 feet. It’s safe for the time being. There’s no road to it—they flew everything in to build the place. The government doesn’t know about it. The New Freedom Army, whatever they’re calling it. At least I don’t think they do.”

				“He’s crazy,” Poole said.

				“I’m not crazy! I know it’s all difficult to believe. Do you have a TV, or a radio? They’re asking people to turn in their guns. I’m not crazy. Who would ask that?” Bell said.

				“No TV or radio. They’re down in the bunker. But we’ve been locked out,” Quentin said. “We’ve had no news since right after we got here. Is it bad? The Howlers?”

				“I can take two of you. I’ll come back—if I can,” Bell said.

				“What do you mean ‘if I can’?” Dillon said. 

				“You’ll have to neutralize the tank. It won’t be easy. But they’ll shoot me down otherwise. They’ve got a fifty caliber on that thing and the cannon. I’ve got nothing on that helicopter. It’s a civilian helicopter,” Bell said. “It’s a sitting duck.”

				“We’re supposed to stop a tank?” Dillon said. He’d been in the 101st Airborne right after leaving high school, and dishonorably discharged for striking an officer. He knew what Bell was asking. “How the fuck do we do that? They’re eight-fucking-feet high!”

				“We’re running out of time,” Bell said. He turned and looked out the bulletproof plastic window, scratched and smeared with blood. It was noon. The sun had crept out and was lighting the top of the pine trees. If the tank got into range of the helicopter, they would destroy it, and he and Lacy would be trapped here.

				“There’s also several hundred Howlers on the road. I just saw them. There’s no escape,” Bell said. “You have to fight. The Sierra climbs steeply just behind the cabin. There’s no escape, that way either.” Bell felt like grabbing Lacy and just running out the door. On the way to the cabin he’d realized how much he cared about her.

				“Takeover, you say?” Quentin said. 

				Lacy’s father looked horrible, Bell thought. He had a bad cut on the side of his head that Poole had stitched closed. The man seemed unsteady on his feet.

				“Yes. I don’t know all the ins and outs, but—yes. It’s some kind of Fascist government. They’re crazy. Please let me take Lacy out now, while I still can.”

				“I won’t leave my father,” Lacy said.

				“Okay,” Quentin said. “All right. I trust you. And we don’t know what’s going on. It’s true, we’ve had no news at all here.”

				“I want to go, too,” Dillon said. “That’s my wife up there. Patty.” 

			

			
				Bell looked at him. “All right,” he said. “Let’s go. There’s room for one more.”

				“I’ll stay. Let Quentin go. He’s injured,” Miles said.

				“Not so fast,” Poole said, looking at Dillon. “We need you here—if the tank does come.”

				“Fuck that. How are you going to kill a tank? You need an anti-tank weapon for that, you stupid asshole! And Patty needs me,” Dillon said, looking at Quentin. Their eyes locked. For the first time, he could see that Quentin was jealous.

				“Let him go,” Quentin said. “It’s all right with me. Lacy, you go. He’ll come back for us, you heard him. It’s what your mother would want. Please.” Quentin looked at his daughter. “Don’t make me beg you. I can’t lose you, too.” 

				Lacy ran into her father’s arms and held him. They held onto each other. Dillon got one of the remaining boxes of ammo, picked up a FAL and headed for the door, ready to leave.

				“If you want to save your wife, I would stop that tank. If they capture any of you alive, believe me, they’ll find her soon enough,” Bell said. “I promise I’ll come back for you all. You have my word.” 

				“How the fuck do we let you know it’s safe to come back?” Dillon said. 

				“Because when I come back, I’ll either be shot down—or it will be safe, won’t it?” Bell said.

				“Miles, you go then, with Lacy,” Quentin said. “Someone should fill the other seat.” 

				“What about Howard?” Miles said. “He’s on the way here.” 

				“If your friend manages to get here, we’ll take care of him. You have my word on that. Go on, the both of you,” Quentin said. He didn’t say it out loud, but he was glad to see the young people leave. Something was hopeful in the idea they would survive this nightmare. 

				Miles and Lacy grabbed their coats and headed for the door. Lacy came back and held her father’s hand, tears pouring down her face. Bell had to come and pull her away. Dillon stared out the open cabin door, his rifle slung over his shoulder, the box of ammo in his hand. 

				Bell, Lacy and Miles ran out the door. Quentin thought Dillon would follow, but he didn’t. He stood frozen in the doorway.

				


				


				They watched the helicopter’s blades start to turn and the powder snow under them being kicked up and whirled around it. The helicopter finally lifted off and headed east, just missing the tree tops, and finally disappeared into the clouds. 

			

			
				For a moment none of the three men left behind said anything.

				“We got to get into that fucking bunker,” Dillon said without turning around. He ran out the open door without explaining, the FAL over his shoulder. Marvin and Quentin watched him trot through the snow toward the county road. They could see several Howlers in the distance coming toward him. 

				Poole turned and saw Quentin drop to the floor, writhing horribly. He rushed to his side. Quentin’s whole body began to jerk violently, an ugly white foam building on his lips.

				


				


				*   *   *

				


				


				Howard picked up the box with the medicine. It had stopped snowing. Rivers of blue showed in the sky where the clouds had parted. Sunlight hit the town and was reflected off its metal roofs.

				The tank stopped in the middle of Main Street. It had crushed several cars that had been in its way, the tank powering easily over them and smashing them flat. The tank, fourteen feet wide, stopped directly in front of them, its cannon parallel to the ground.

				“We’re saved,” Jon said. “God damn it! I knew it! I knew we’d be okay!” 

				The old man stepped out into the street and waved his hands in the air. Several people came out of the camper now that they thought it was safe. Howard watched them pour out of the passenger-side door. They were all kinds of people: blacks, whites, Latinos, children, young mothers. Jon slapped Howard’s back with excitement. The old man stepped toward the tank, waved his hands high in the air and whooped.

				“God Bless America!” Jon yelled. He turned back to Howard, smiled and did a little dance. He pulled his sidearm out and shot a round into the air. A black woman came up, hugged Jon and then hugged Howard, then took off and ran toward the tank.

				Howard turned his attention to the tank again. He didn’t smile. Something was wrong, he thought, about the way the tank just sat there, as if it were watching them. Why didn’t they acknowledge the celebration and open the hatch? He’d been in the Army. That would be the first thing a young soldier would do under the circumstances. 

				A young man, about seventeen with long blond hair, ran toward the tank shouting and waving at it happily, passing the black woman. The automated machine gun on top of the Abrams fired a burst and cut the boy in two pieces, killing him as he ran. The tank started up and came speeding toward them, firing its .50 caliber machine gun, targeting the camper.

				


			

			
				


				The first volley had missed Howard. He’d stepped behind the camper, and its big engine block had saved him. He could hear the .50 caliber rounds tearing into the camper, breaking the glass and puncturing its aluminum rear, shredding it. He ran, the cardboard box still in his arms, toward his Prius. He heard the screams behind him and trotted on, terrified. He could see the glass of one storefront explode, then another. 

				His cell phone fell out of his pocket and he stupidly bent to pick it up. He turned and saw the front of the tank, its front end straight up in the air, climb up and crash down on the camper, collapsing its roof. He saw people running away, some cut down by the machine-gun fire as he climbed into his Prius and looked into the rearview mirror. The tank was backing up over the camper, driving in reverse, trying like some strange steel monster to crush what was left of its lopsided and smashed-in body. 

				Howard started the engine. Jon grabbed the passenger-side door, screaming for him to let him in. Howard slammed on his brakes, expecting Jon to jump in, but when he turned to look again, Jon had disappeared from sight, the door left open. Howard slammed his foot onto the gas pedal and raced down the street, swerving around scores of abandoned cars, the Prius’ passenger-side door still open. The Prius’ backend slid wildly as he turned off of Main Street. 

				He heard himself screaming as he drove, desperately jerking the car’s steering wheel to avoid colliding with random cars. He didn’t realize that he was driving at 60 miles an hour, the accelerator pinned to the floor. It was as if he were hearing someone else’s screams.

				


				


				*   *   *

				


				


				Dillon stopped jogging and took a knee in the snow. Several Howlers were coming up the road toward him. He watched one of them also get on one knee and begin to howl loudly. Dillon fired at the crouching Howler and saw it fall over. The others—they seemed to all be men—were running toward him. He waited for them to close in, then he cut them down. 

				He stood up and ran past their twitching head-shot bodies toward the county road. He had to guess where the cabin’s escape tunnel hatch might be located. He thought he understood Phelps by now. He would put it, he thought, very close to the road, but in a spot that was not open. He was sure of that. 

				More Howlers had gathered at the bottom of the road to the cabin, at the fallen trees that blocked the road up to the cabin. Dillon raised his rifle and fired. He fired until the weapon was empty. Two Howlers, a young man and a woman, jumped off the logs and ran toward him still alive. He could hear their shoes crunching the new snow. He took out a six-shot Smith and Wesson old-school .38 revolver, the only handgun they’d found ammunition for upstairs. He turned and looked to his left but saw nothing that would indicate a lid or opening to the tunnel. 

				It has to be closer to the road. It’s at the fallen tree! That’s where it would be. 

			

			
				Dillon crouched. The two Howlers slowed, the man standing behind the woman. The woman leapt at him, springing into the air. Dillon dodged the thing and shot her as soon as she landed. Firing twice, he hit her in the neck and head. He felt himself knocked over and felt his shoulders being slammed on the ground. The second thing’s saliva hit him in the face as it shook him violently. He tried to lift his pistol, but it was caught between him and the thing’s chest. He fired anyway, but it did no good; the rounds went into the thing’s guts. He felt himself losing consciousness, his head hitting the ground repeatedly. 

				A shot rang out and he felt the thing let go of him and go limp. It slid to his right side and face-down into the snow.

				Dillon felt himself being helped up by someone he couldn’t quite make out because of the Howler’s thick spit covering his eyes.

				“I’m Howard,” the man said. A middle-aged man with thinning black hair, wearing a tie and a short-sleeve shirt, held a pistol in one hand and a cardboard box in the other. 

				Dillon focused. He wiped his eyes, his vision blurred, but he was sure it was a man and he was alone. 

				“Howard Price. I’m Miles’ friend. He said I might be safe here. Are you okay?”

				“Yeah, thank you, Howard.” Dillon picked up the revolver he’d dropped. “I need you to help me find something, Howard.”

				“Yes, of course,” Howard said.

				


				


				“Well, what if it doesn’t work?” The four of them were crammed into the control booth: Quentin, Miles, Howard and Dillon. They were watching the tank commander on the video screen in front of them. Dillon had found the hatch to the bunker’s western escape tunnel, which Summers had left wide open. Dillon was able to climb in and climb back through the long tunnel in the dark, and into the main room of the bunker, and open the steel plate to the cabin.

				The four of them were watching the Abrams tank, which had stopped only a few yards from the cabin’s front porch.

				“It has a four-man crew,” Dillon said. “I know the Abrams tank. I was a crew member for a while when I was in the Army.” 

				Quentin looked at him. The medicine Price had brought was making him feel like himself again. “You’re sure?” Quentin asked.

				“Yes,” Dillon said. 

				Price had recounted his horror story with the tank in Timberline, so no one had any illusions about what would happen if they were captured. Price had confirmed everything Bell had warned them about.

				“We don’t know if the bunker might be affected,” Poole said. They’d all seen the instructions from Phelps about a “Doomsday Trigger.” It had been Howard who had read through Phelps’ handbook, found the section on the Doomsday Trigger, and read it aloud to them, twice. He was holding Phelps’s red binder with pages of instructions on the bunker’s various weapons systems available to the “survivors.”

			

			
				“It clearly says that the Doomsday Trigger will not affect the bunker,” Howard said.

				“Well, I hope to fuck he didn’t miscalculate,” Dillon said. 

				The “Doomsday Trigger” was marked on the control panel. It had been marked with blue painter’s tape and labeled with a black Sharpie-style marker, as many of the controls and switches had been. The label was clear. It was a simple black toggle switch.

				“What if we’re trapped in here?” Marvin said. He seemed to be losing his nerve. “I don’t like it. Why don’t we just crawl out the tunnel? The four of us could cover one another from the Howlers.”

				“We got to kill these assholes. Go ahead if you want. I’ll stay,” Dillon said. “You heard what they did in town.” 

				Poole looked at him. He hadn’t cared about anything since his wife and children had been taken from him. Fear, a pressure in his chest, was the very first human feeling he’d had since he’d climbed into the Cadillac three days before.

				“I’m scared,” Poole said, sounding relieved.

				“So am I,” Quentin said. He stood up and put his arms around his friend. It was the first words he’d heard Poole say that seemed like they were coming from the man he’d known. For some reason they both burst out laughing, as if Poole had told a joke. All four of the men started laughing uncontrollably, the thought of death funny for some reason.

				“Boom!” Howard said and slapped his knee.

				“Boom up the ass!” Dillon said, laughing. “Hey, look these assholes are finally getting out.” 

				The men all stopped laughing and looked at one of the several black-and-white monitors in front of them. They could see one of the tank’s hatches had been thrown open. A helmet popped up and then the rest of the soldier’s body came up into view as he hoisted himself up and onto the tank’s turret. Another soldier appeared behind the first, and another behind him.

				“The crew chief will be the last out,” Dillon said. “He’s in command.” They watched a fourth man scamper out of the tank. 

				Quentin hit a switch marked SOUND 1 - CABIN PORCH. They could hear the men around the tank talking. They watched the four jump to the ground in front of the porch. One of the men took out a sidearm and walked up the stairs to the cabin’s front door. They had left the door open on purpose. They watched the man kick the door and it fly open. As they had the bunker shut off from the cabin with the steel plate they could no longer hear what went on upstairs.

				Quentin reached over and hit the switch marked: CABIN SOUND. They heard the men walking around above them, and the sound of shell casings, scattered all over the floor of the cabin, rolling as they were kicked.

				“Go down the hall, make sure it’s clear,” a voice said. They heard the sound of footsteps. Quentin glanced at the monitor. The last of the four soldiers walked into the cabin. 

			

			
				“They’re gone. They ran the fuck away. Motherfuckers. I saw the drone feed and they were here,” one of the soldiers said.

				“Anything to eat in here? I’m hungry,” a new voice piped up.

				


				


				“Here’s something for you boys. We ready?” Dillon asked, reaching for the Doomsday- Trigger. 

				Poole’s hand beat Dillon’s to the switch. The others watched his long elegant black fingers caress the toggle switch. The doctor looked at all of them in turn.

				“In the name of Allah, God, Martin Luther King, and Christ our Lord. May death be upon you,” Poole said. He thumbed the switch. 

				At first nothing happened. It was the monitors that went dark first. Then they heard and felt the massive explosion above as the cabin above them was vaporized by the plastic explosives secreted in its walls.

				


				


				When it was over, a minute or two later, they heard music come from the control room’s speaker: Hawaiian ukulele music. And a recording left by Chuck began to play. They could hear the man’s voice come on over the music.

				


				Dear Quentin,

				   I was in love with your wife ever since I laid eyes on her. It must be very bad for you to have used the Doomsday Switch, so it doesn’t matter if I tell you now. I wanted you to know. I wanted you to hear it from me—man to man. If you hit the Doomsday Switch, things must be pretty bad. But remember, you got a lot to live for. And I know you ... You are a survivor. Take care, buddy, and good luck and God bless. Remember: He who dares, wins.
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