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       [bookmark: bookmark1]Leon Bal­ti­mo­re wal­ked in­to the sto­re­ro­om of the ma­kes­hift ar­mory on Tan­gi­er Is­land and stop­ped de­ad in his tracks. Jacob Du­Bo­is, a re­cent im­mig­rant from Lo­u­isi­ana, was swa­ying back and forth on his kne­es, chan­ting a rhythmic ca­den­ce. His fa­ce was up­tur­ned and his arms we­re outst­retc­hed, palms up.


    




    

      “You think that’ll co­nj­ure up so­me big mi­rac­le?” Le­on as­ked. “That tho­se bas­tards will just drop de­ad aga­in and go away with a lit­tle Who-do Vo­odoo?”


    




    

      Jacob stop­ped swa­ying and lo­oked at Le­on’s black fa­ce. “‘It’s po­wer­ful stuff, man. If it can ra­ise de de­ad, it can work de ud­der way, too,” he sa­id with a he­avy Ca­j­un ac­cent.


    




    

      “Well, how abo­ut ke­eping yo­ur lit­tle ri­tu­als at ho­me, Swamp Man?” He pus­hed past the kne­eling man. “Jesus Christ, just what we ne­ed he­re, anot­her fre­ak!”


    




    

      Jacob got to his fe­et and stor­med out of the ro­om. A lo­ud ec­ho re­ver­be­ra­ted thro­ug­ho­ut the bu­il­ding as the do­or slam­med.


    




    

      Leon sho­ok his he­ad ru­eful­ly and set abo­ut the task that had bro­ught him the­re; anot­her re­con mis­si­on. He ha­ted them. They al­ways en­ded the sa­me way, with de­ad air, de­ad ci­ti­es, and was­ted ti­me. Was­hing­ton, D.C., and all of the su­burbs wit­hin flying dis­tan­ce, had be­en that way for so­me ti­me now. For the li­fe of him, he co­uldn’t fi­gu­re out why they still bot­he­red to lo­ok.


    




    

      Leon un­loc­ked the gun ca­bi­net and ope­ned it. The ar­mory was damp and wit­ho­ut the aid of a cont­rol­led en­vi­ron­ment, me­tal was mo­re pro­ne to rust, but he’d se­en to it that his we­apons we­re cle­an. A mis­fi­ring gun wo­uld not be the ca­use of his de­ath.


    




    

      “I put my fa­ith in you,” he co­o­ed, stro­king the bar­rel of his fa­vo­ri­te rif­le.


    




    

      His tho­ughts re­tur­ned to Jacob. What the hell was he do­ing in the ar­mory, pra­ying? It didn’t se­em right.


    




    

      Leon loc­ked the gun ca­bi­net and wal­ked out, re­ady for bat­tle.


    




    

      There we­re two ways to get on or off Tan­gi­er Is­land, lo­ca­ted off the co­ast of Vir­gi­nia: by air or by sea. The ferry no lon­ger ran its da­ily ro­ute and as long as the sick and dying we­re clo­sely mo­ni­to­red, Tan­gi­er was sa­fe.


    




    

      The he­avy ar­mory do­or swung open and Le­on step­ped out in­to the co­ol March sun­light. He til­ted his fa­ce to the warm sun, then rub­bed the ten­se musc­les on the back of his neck to re­li­eve the ten­si­on. What he re­al­ly wan­ted was a pa­ir of pretty black hands to mas­sa­ge his tro­ub­led tho­ughts away. He won­de­red what Hal­le Berry was up to the­se days. Sin­ce mo­vi­es we­ren’t ma­de any­mo­re, may­be she wo­uld help him out. He smi­led at the lu­dic­ro­us tho­ught.


    




    

      The past two ye­ars had be­en mo­re than most pe­op­le co­uld co­pe with, and they’d had mo­re than the­ir sha­re of tro­ub­le, but had man-aged to sur­vi­ve. They we­re sa­fe eno­ugh for now from the wal­king pla­gue of de­ath that had in­va­ded a thri­ving world and tur­ned it in­to an end­less qu­est for sur­vi­val.


    




    

      Now he was re­ady to le­ave the sa­fety of Tan­gi­er Is­land aga­in for anot­her fru­it­less se­arch for sur­vi­vors. How he ha­ted re­tur­ning from the hell out the­re with not­hing to show for it ex­cept a dark mo­od.


    




    

      Leon slung his rif­le over his sho­ul­der and ma­de his way to the lo­cal ta­vern. He still had ti­me to get a glass or two of Julio’s ap­ple wi­ne be­fo­re the trip-eno­ugh to ease the stif­fness in his neck. It wo­uldn’t hurt to calm his ner­ves, eit­her.


    




    

      The bright blue sign on Julio’s Bar pro­udly dec­la­red it to be the most po­pu­lar so­ci­al club on the is­land, ne­ver mind that it was the only one on the is­land. Mo­ney was no go­od any­mo­re. Bar­ter was the new or­der of bu­si­ness.


    




    

      Julio ope­ned the ta­vern at his le­isu­re, so­me­ti­mes early, so­me-ti­mes la­te in the eve­ning. Ten o’clock this mor­ning was not at his le­isu­re, sin­ce the do­or was loc­ked when Le­on tug­ged on it.


    




    

      The an­ti­ci­pa­ted tang of Julio’s ap­ple wi­ne te­ased the back of Le­on’s ton­gue, but he pus­hed the tho­ught out of his mind. The­re was plenty to think abo­ut with anot­her im­pen­ding trip in­to the was­te­land. He wo­uld co­me back when he re­tur­ned.


    




    

      


    




    ***




    

      


    




    

      The he­li­cop­ter was re­adi­ed for flight on the pad in front of the air­port’s ma­in bu­il­ding. It was a mo­dest air­port, with one ma­in ter­mi­nal and se­ve­ral ma­in­te­nan­ce bu­il­dings. The­re was only one lan­ding strip and it was long eno­ugh to hand­le only smal­ler pla­nes. Two hund­red yards away, the ti­des of the Che­sa­pe­ake Bay lic­ked the sandy sho­re­li­ne.


    




    

      The chop­per’s ro­ta­ting bla­des cre­ated a strong, ste­ady wind that to­re at Le­on’s clot­hing with a fe­ro­city equ­al to that of the tro­pi­cal storm they had ex­pe­ri­en­ced a we­ek be­fo­re. The chop­per’s mi­li­tary gre­en skin was dull but cle­an. Gre­at ca­re was ta­ken with the equ­ip­ment on the is­land. The­re was no rep­la­cing anyt­hing wit­ho­ut gre­at dan­ger to tho­se do­ing re­cog­ni­zan­ce.


    




    

      Leon saw Hal Da­vid­son and Jack Le­wis in the do­or­way of the ma­in struc­tu­re. They wo­uld be go­ing on this fu­ti­le ex­pe­di­ti­on with him. Hal wo­uld fly the big gre­en bird and, as usu­al, he and Jack wo­uld do the grunt work.


    




    

      Leon tri­ed to sha­ke off his aver­si­on to the trip and smi­led at the ap­pro­ac­hing men.
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       [bookmark: bookmark2]Jim Work­man sta­red ho­pe­les­sly at the guts of the com­mu­ni­ca­ti­on con­so­le in front of him. He had de­vo­ted co­unt­less ho­urs to get it ope­ra­ti­onal aga­in and re­fu­sed to ac­cept de­fe­at. It was iro­nic that the most po­wer­ful and ad­van­ced com­mu­ni­ca­ti­on se­tup wit­hin fifty mi­les had fa­iled shortly af­ter the­ir ar­ri­val at the Mo­unt We­at­her Un­derg­ro­und.


    




    

      For mo­re than a ye­ar he had pul­led, po­ked, and po­un­ded at it in a fu­ti­le at­tempt to get it ope­ra­ti­onal. He had fi­nal­ly suc­cum­bed to the re­ality that it wo­uld ne­ver work aga­in. The simp­le truth was that vi­tal parts had bur­ned out and the­re we­re no rep­la­ce­ments to be fo­und.


    




    

      Jim rec­li­ned in the swi­vel cha­ir and glan­ced up at the vi­deo mo­ni­tors that li­ned the wall in front of him. Fo­ur of the scre­ens we­re de­ad and disp­la­yed blank scre­ens. Two we­re still li­ve. One had a cle­ar vi­ew of down­town Mos­cow, a de­so­la­te pla­ce. The only mo­ve­ments we­re tho­se of wal­king corp­ses.


    




    

      The ot­her mo­ni­tor was of Was­hing­ton, D.C., and that sce­ne was no bet­ter than Mos­cow’s. The ot­her fo­ur scre­ens had ce­ased to func­ti­on, one at a ti­me, months be­fo­re. Mo­re than li­kely the sa­tel­li­tes had spun out of the­ir or­bits or had simply stop­ped wor­king. In any ca­se, they we­re cut off from an­yo­ne who might still be ali­ve out­si­de of the­ir sa­fe ha­ven.


    




    

      Dr. Sha­ron Dar­ney, the­ir re­si­dent ex­pert on the pla­gue, had on­ce told him that the wal­king de­ad co­uld re­ma­in mo­bi­le for ten ye­ars, may­be mo­re, be­fo­re de­com­po­si­ti­on ma­de mo­ve­ment im­pos­sib­le.


    




    

      Two ye­ars had pas­sed and he co­uldn’t wa­it anot­her eight to find out if an­yo­ne el­se still li­ved. They had sur­vi­ved; ot­hers, too, must ha­ve sur­vi­ved.


    




    

      Jim knew it was ti­me he stop­ped be­ing as sta­le and stag­nant as the air they we­re bre­at­hing in the un­derg­ro­und comp­lex. He ne­eded to do so­met­hing. Comp­la­cency had set in and it had be­co­me too easy to shut out the out­si­de world and ho­pe for the best. Su­rely the­re we­re sur­vi­vors out the­re ban­ding to­get­her to re­ga­in cont­rol of the si­tu­ati­on. It was ti­me now to go and find them.


    




    

      Amanda wo­uld be aga­inst the idea. Af­ter all the hor­rors they had be­en thro­ugh, she wo­uld be con­tent to stay right whe­re she was and say to hell with any ot­her sur­vi­vors. As they had all le­ar­ned, it was not just the well-inten­ti­oned, kind, and ho­nest pe­op­le who had sur­vi­ved the pla­gue. They’d all had mo­re than the­ir fill of the ot­her kind of sur­vi­vors.


    




    

      Being co­oped up in the mas­si­ve ho­le in the gro­und was fi­nal­ly catc­hing up to him. It was ti­me to ma­ke a mo­ve. Sur­vi­ving was not li­ving.


    




    

      


    




    ***




    

      


    




    

      Amanda sat at the cor­ner tab­le in the ca­fe­te­ria, pus­hing pow­de­red eggs aro­und on her pla­te. She had for­got­ten what re­al fo­od tas­ted li­ke. She had for­got­ten much in the past two ye­ars-her li­fe be­fo­re the pla­gue, old fri­ends, and old lo­ves. She tho­ught it was bet­ter that way, at le­ast for now. Dwel­ling on the past only bro­ught sad­ness with it.


    




    

      When Aman­da lo­oked up, she saw Jim and mo­ti­oned for him to jo­in her. He sat down ac­ross from her in the fa­mi­li­ar man­ner of old lo­vers.


    




    

      She co­uldn’t help but no­ti­ce that his mo­od had not chan­ged. La­tely he had be­co­me jaded, at ti­mes dis­tant and iso­la­ted. He wo­uld hi­de away in the war ro­om for ho­urs wit­ho­ut so much as an ap­pe­aran­ce for fo­od or wa­ter. She was be­co­ming wor­ri­ed abo­ut him. This sul­len be­ha­vi­or sto­od in such a stark cont­rast to the ways of the per­son she had fal­len in lo­ve with. The ca­ring and com­pas­si­ona­te le­ader that he was only months ago had be­co­me re­ti­cent and even a bit cal­lo­us. She fe­ared not only for him, but al­so for her­self. She lo­ved him and now she may ha­ve be­en lo­sing him. The worst part of it was, she didn’t know why.


    




    

      Amanda fi­nis­hed che­wing a fork­ful of the bland eggs and ho­ped that a lit­tle small talk might co­ax him in­to a me­aning­ful con­ver­sa­ti­on with her.


    




    

      “Anything new?” she as­ked, ex­pec­ting the usu­al ans­wer.


    




    

      Jim squ­ir­med in his se­at and then rep­li­ed the sa­me as al­ways: “No.”


    




    

      He fell si­lent, le­aving Aman­da to think up a new to­pic to ke­ep him tal­king. Anyt­hing was bet­ter than anot­her si­lent me­al, she tho­ught, stir­ring her eggs on­ce aga­in.


    




    

      “That ra­dio’s ne­ver go­ing to work,” she sa­id fi­nal­ly. “Ha­ve you tho­ught abo­ut lo­oking for ot­her sur­vi­vors? The­re hasn’t be­en a cre­atu­re ne­ar the comp­lex in months. It sho­uld be fa­irly sa­fe.”


    




    

      Jim’s eyes wi­de­ned and an ex­hi­la­ra­ted lo­ok was­hed over his fa­ce.


    




    

      “Yes, I’ve tho­ught a lot abo­ut it. Tan­gi­er Is­land,” he sa­id. “I want to go to Tan­gi­er Is­land.”


    




    

      Amanda’s jaw drop­ped. Well, you’ve do­ne it now, she tho­ught. This was not the con­ver­sa­ti­on she had ho­ped for when she be­gan as­king qu­es­ti­ons. She had ope­ned a big can of smelly, wal­king-de­ad worms.


    




    

      “No, no. That’s not what I me­ant. Not Tan­gi­er Is­land, Jim, it’s too far.” How qu­ickly he had tur­ned this aro­und. “It’s too dan­ge­ro­us and, be­si­des, it’s be­en a ye­ar sin­ce you got that mes­sa­ge. How do you even know that the per­son who sent it is still ali­ve? For God’s sa­ke…”


    




    

      “I don’t know. That’s the po­int. They ne­ver ack­now­led­ged our reply. I don’t think the ra­dio was sen­ding, even then.”


    




    

      Amanda drop­ped her fork with a clat­ter that mir­ro­red her jang­led ner­ves. She had sud­denly lost what lit­tle ap­pe­ti­te she’d had. Her he­ad was spin­ning and now she had to win an ar­gu­ment with one of the most he­adst­rong men she’d ever known.


    




    

      “So that’s it? You want to risk yo­ur li­fe and what lit­tle hap­pi­ness may be left to us be­ca­use you’re stir crazy? Jesus, Jim, why?”


    




    

      “If the­re’s so­me­one ali­ve the­re, I ha­ve to know,” he sa­id. “We all do. We can’t go on fo­re­ver he­re. Even­tu­al­ly, we will run out of sup-pli­es. Tan­gi­er Is­land wo­uld be the ide­al pla­ce. If the­re are sur­vi­vors, the­re’s a go­od chan­ce they’d be the­re, may­be even hund­reds of them. We ha­ve to know. This is im­por­tant.”


    




    

      “No, god­damn it.” Her vo­ice qu­ive­red as she sto­od up. “We don’t ha­ve to know anyt­hing; you do!”


    




    

      She stor­med away and left a perp­le­xed Jim sit­ting the­re all alo­ne.
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       [bookmark: bookmark3]The he­li­cop­ter ro­se in the crisp spring air and Le­on felt the fa­mi­li­ar chur­ning in his gut, which re­tur­ned every ti­me the bird to­ok off.


    




    

      There was no ap­pro­val or cle­aran­ce for ta­ke­off. The sky was free of traf­fic. Not so much as a sing­le airp­la­ne had be­en se­en flying over the is­land sin­ce the first co­up­le of months. No pla­nes, cars, or pe­op­le we­re whe­re they we­re go­ing. No li­ving ones, any­way. They we­re go­ing in­to the pits of hell on­ce aga­in. God how he ha­ted this part.


    




    

      The air­port di­mi­nis­hed be­ne­ath them as they ro­se hig­her. Le­on sta­red out the win­dow, ho­ping the sce­nery wo­uld re­li­eve his up­set sto­mach. The chur­ning fi­nal­ly set­tled down af­ter the chop­per le­ve­led out for the­ir flight to the ma­in­land.


    




    

      Leon watc­hed the is­land as it drop­ped away be­hind them, no­ti­cing for the first ti­me how gre­en everyt­hing had be­co­me sin­ce win-ter. The blue-gre­en wa­ves of Che­sa­pe­ake Bay glim­me­red in the sun­light and oc­ca­si­onal­ly a wa­ve ca­ught the sun­light just right and sent flas­hes of bril­li­ant, blin­ding light up to him.


    




    

      “Where to­day?” Hal as­ked, glan­cing at Jack who was se­ated next to him, a pen clenc­hed bet­we­en his te­eth, re­ading so­me maps.


    




    

      “Go up by Cris­fi­eld,” Jack sa­id, “then turn west to­ward St. Mary’s Co­unty and fol­low the co­ast north for a whi­le. We’ll see from the­re.” His eyes ne­ver left his maps. He tur­ned them to the left, then to the right, as tho­ugh trying to find the best ang­le to vi­ew them. He flip­ped from pa­ge to pa­ge trying to find the right one.


    




    

      Leon rol­led his eyes in dis­gust. He’d se­en this sa­me sce­ne pla­yed out many ti­mes be­fo­re. No won­der they hadn’t fo­und an­yo­ne yet. They’d be lucky to find the­ir way ho­me.


    




    

      Jack fi­nal­ly threw the pa­pers asi­de and drank from the cup of cof­fee han­ging in a cup hol­der next to him. His cre­ased fa­ce and gra­ying ha­ir sho­wed every bit of his fifty-two ye­ars. He had be­co­me hard li­ke a rock sin­ce the pla­gue, but his strength didn’t lie in cal­cu­la­ti­ons. He was a sol­di­er, an uns­top­pab­le for­ce on­ce he got star­ted, Le­on tho­ught, tho­ugh not the shar­pest kni­fe in the dra­wer. If the­re we­re an­yo­ne he’d want in a fox­ho­le next to him, it was Jack. Just don’t ask him to co­unt the re­ma­ining bul­lets.


    




    

      Leon had be­en on many mis­si­ons li­ke this one with Jack. He knew when to ta­ke chan­ces and when not to. But when so­me­one ne­eded help, Jack was the first one to of­fer it. He’d gi­ve up his li­fe to sa­ve anot­her. Salt of the earth and ever­yo­ne knew it. Le­on was al­ways glad to ha­ve him along.


    




    

      The chop­per con­ti­nu­ed to fly north along the path Jack had la­in out un­til they re­ac­hed Cris­fi­eld. The fa­mi­li­ar sight of the Mor­mon temp­le ca­me in­to vi­ew, its tall gol­den ste­ep­le still as pris­ti­ne as it had be­en two ye­ars be­fo­re. The rest of the bu­il­ding was in shamb­les, li­ke most churc­hes now. When things had got­ten bad and pe­op­le we­re left with not­hing el­se, they had tur­ned to the churc­hes, temp­les, syna­go­gu­es, and mos­qu­es, ho­ping the­ir re­li­gi­on wo­uld sa­ve them. Do­ing so had only ma­de them easy prey for the blo­od-thirsty gho­uls that sur­ro­un­ded the bu­il­dings li­ke dogs her­ding she­ep to be sla­ugh­te­red.


    




    

      Leon tho­ught that re­li­gi­on had ca­used the si­tu­ati­on to get out of hand as much as anyt­hing el­se. Many ma­in­ta­ined the out­lan­dish idea that God had so­me­how wil­led the de­ad to ri­se and at­tack the li­ving, that it was the re­sur­rec­ti­on fo­re­told in the Bib­le. Re­li­gi­o­us ze­alots had whip­ped the easily-led mas­ses in­to a frenzy of Bib­le-thum­ping idi­ots sho­uting, “God’s will!” Fa­ith­ful flocks re­fu­sed to pro­perly in­ca­pa­ci­ta­te the bo­di­es of the de­ad. They saw it as a cont­ra­dic­ti­on to “God’s will.” Ot­hers tho­ught re­sur­rec­ted fa­mily mem­bers or fri­ends we­re still, at le­ast on so­me le­vel, them­sel­ves. Not­hing was fart­her from the truth.


    




    

      Those mis­gu­ided herds of hu­ma­nity had, in lar­ge me­asu­re, ca­used the down­fall of man­kind with as­to­nis­hing spe­ed. It had ta­ken a me­re two months for eighty-fi­ve per­cent of the world’s po­pu­la­ti­on to be an­ni­hi­la­ted, most of whom then jo­ined the inc­re­asing num­bers of wal­king de­ad. It was a des­pe­ra­te si­tu­ati­on. But they we­re sa­fe on Tan­gi­er Is­land, at le­ast un­til the gho­uls le­ar­ned to swim.


    




    

      Leon shif­ted in his se­at. He didn’t want them to set the chop­per down. So­me­ti­mes they did, so­me­ti­mes they didn’t. He was ho­ping this was a ti­me that they wo­uldn’t. It was ne­ver a go­od ti­me on the gro­und. You co­uld ne­ver re­al­ly tell from the air what was be­low. They had be­en ne­arly overw­hel­med on two past oc­ca­si­ons when a sa­fe lan­ding had lo­oked fe­asib­le, but then hor­des of the things had emer­ged from bu­il­dings and fil­led the stre­ets.


    




    

      Leon was in no hurry for anot­her ad­ven­tu­re. He bre­at­hed a sigh of re­li­ef when they flew by Cris­fi­eld and tur­ned west to­ward St Mary’s City.


    




    

      Their flight path to­ok them over Smith Is­land. The vi­ew cre­ated a sen­se of nor­malcy in this world tur­ned up­si­de down. Traf­fic mo­ved on the is­land ro­ads be­low, ma­inly bicyc­les be­ca­use the­re was a shor­ta­ge of ga­so­li­ne. But li­fe mo­ved on with at le­ast so­me of the past’s re­gu­la­rity. Pe­op­le strol­led the si­de­walks and slip­ped in and out of tra­de shops in a man­ner im­pos­sib­le to imi­ta­te anyw­he­re el­se, at le­ast not anyw­he­re that they had fo­und.


    




    

      A gro­up of no-non­sen­se lo­cals on the is­land had be­en the first to ta­ke things in hand to rid the pla­ce of the wal­king de­ad. On­ce the si­tu­ati­on had be­en hand­led, they be­gan bro­ad­cas­ting Ham ra­dio mes­sa­ges, se­arc­hing for ot­her sur­vi­vors. The is­land’s po­pu­la­ti­on be­gan to grow as the har­ro­wed and hag­gard mas­ses clung to the ho­pe that this was a sa­fe pla­ce and ma­de the­ir way he­re by bo­at and he­li­cop­ter. A gro­up had even clung to a half do­zen las­hed-to­get­her in­ner tu­bes and kic­ked and pad­dled its way ac­ross the bay to the is­land.


    




    

      Early on, ma­king a stand on the ma­in­land wo­uld ha­ve me­ant cer­ta­in de­ath. The­re we­re just too many of the de­mons over the­re. They ne­eded bet­ter odds to sur­vi­ve. Tan­gi­er qu­ickly be­ca­me overc­row­ded and a te­am was or­ga­ni­zed to go to Smith Is­land to re­pe­at the fe­at they had ac­comp­lis­hed on Tan­gi­er, gi­ving the­ir lit­tle com-mu­nity a chan­ce to ex­pand.


    




    

      Smith Is­land was a bit mo­re comp­li­ca­ted to con­qu­er than Tan­gi­er. It was much lar­ger, me­aning mo­re gho­uls to dest­roy, but even­tu­al­ly it was se­ized. La­ter, they wo­uld ta­ke the Blo­ods­worth and Ho­oper Is­lands, an area to­ta­ling ap­pro­xi­ma­tely forty mi­les in length lo­ca­ted bet­we­en Vir­gi­nia and Mary­land in the Che­sa­pe­ake Bay.


    




    

      Things we­re still far from nor­mal as Le­on co­uld at­test to, but from fif­te­en hund­red fe­et in the air it lo­oked much bet­ter than whe­re they we­re go­ing.


    




    

      


    




    

      The chop­per flew along the co­ast­li­ne to­ward St. Mary’s City. Le­on’s sto­mach be­gan to churn as his an­xi­ety mo­un­ted. This was not the co­ast­li­ne of an is­land, but the sta­te of Mary­land. Re­al dan­ger lur­ked be­low. If they set down the­re, they’d be put­ting the­ir li­ves at risk.


    




    

      Hal tur­ned west and the chop­per mo­ved in­land. St Mary’s City was a typi­cal town on the bay, with lots of se­afo­od res­ta­urants, shop­ping cen­ters, and bu­il­dings on stilts. Be­fo­re the pla­gue, to­ur-ism had flo­uris­hed. Fa­mi­li­es and fri­ends ar­ri­ved by the hund­reds each we­ek du­ring the sum­mer months for the si­tes of the bay, de­ep-sea fis­hing, and va­ca­ti­on bliss.


    




    

      Gleeful to­urists had be­en rep­la­ced with un­ca­ring mons­ters that aim­les­sly ro­ved abo­ut in lar­ge num­bers, not su­re of whe­re to go or what they we­re the­re for un­til so­me un­for­tu­na­te per­son hap­pe­ned to stray in­to the­ir fi­eld of vi­si­on.


    




    

      If the­re we­re sur­vi­vors the­re, they we­re hid­den well; a simp­le flyo­ver wo­uldn’t bring them out. The easy task of ext­rac­ting them from ro­of­tops had long sin­ce ce­ased. If the truth be known, they hadn’t fo­und an­yo­ne to sa­ve in mo­re than a ye­ar.


    




    

      Jack po­in­ted to a clo­ud of gray smo­ke that bil­lo­wed in­to the sky se­ve­ral mi­les ahe­ad. It se­emed to be co­ming from the area of Le­xing­ton Park. Hal til­ted the stick and the chop­per inc­re­ased its spe­ed.


    




    

      Leon knew what they we­re ho­ping: that so­me­one ne­eding as­sis­tan­ce had set the fi­re, that it co­uld be a smo­ke sig­nal for help.


    




    

      Leon be­gan chec­king his ge­ar in the event that they’d ha­ve to get out of the craft and set out in a gro­und fight. Ad­re­na­li­ne spi­ked his chest as tho­ugh li­qu­id ste­el ran thro­ugh his ve­ins. His bre­at­hing qu­ic­ke­ned and pers­pi­ra­ti­on be­aded his fo­re­he­ad. He fo­und him­self not so much af­ra­id as ex­hi­la­ra­ted at the tho­ught of ma­king the trip me­aning­ful. Fin­ding just one per­son who was still ali­ve out the­re wo­uld ma­ke all tho­se fru­it­less trips over the last ye­ar worthw­hi­le. He be­gan to get his ho­pes up aga­in.


    




    

      Hal flew the chop­per co­un­ter clock­wi­se abo­ut three hund­red fe­et abo­ve and out­si­de of the co­lumn of smo­ke abo­ve a strip mall that ho­used se­ve­ral small bu­si­nes­ses. One of the bu­si­nes­ses in the mid­dle of the mall had ca­ught fi­re. In a few mi­nu­tes, the who­le mall wo­uld be bur­ning.


    




    

      Leon watc­hed clo­sely, wa­iting for that per­son or per­sons to flee from the fla­mes, the­ir arms fla­iling abo­ut so the sa­vi­ors in the he­li­cop­ter wo­uld see them. Any­ti­me now they wo­uld rush to the gro­und and lay to was­te the gho­uls that we­re smart eno­ugh to stay away from the fi­re and wa­it for the­ir prey to co­me out, then lo­ad the chop­per with gra­te­ful oc­cu­pants and gi­ve them a new ho­me, a ho­me that was sa­fe. Any­ti­me now it wo­uld hap­pen…


    




    

      Hal kept the chop­per in a cir­cu­lar path aro­und the bu­il­ding. All eyes we­re fo­cu­sed on one spot as they wa­ited for so­me­one, an­yo­ne. They wa­ited un­til the fla­mes spre­ad from bu­si­ness to bu­si­ness and con­su­med the en­ti­re mall. The ro­of ca­ved in from the cen­ter out, and sprays of sparks shot up­ward. The he­at was im­men­se.


    




    

      A burst of he­ated air exp­lo­ded abo­ve the in­fer­no and the chop-per ro­se fifty fe­et in a mat­ter of se­conds. For a mo­ment it se­emed that the airc­raft wo­uld spin out of cont­rol and crash to the gro­und as the sud­den rush of he­ated air pus­hed them up­ward too fast for Hal to ma­in­ta­in cont­rol. He fo­ught with the stick for what se­emed li­ke an eter­nity as the chop­per swung left to right, then di­ved for-ward and back­ward, all the whi­le bo­un­cing its oc­cu­pants aro­und in the­ir se­ats and they pon­de­red the­ir fa­te. Then he re­ga­ined cont­rol and it set­tled aga­in. Hal tur­ned the stick and pul­led the chop­per furt­her away from the blas­ting he­at and ho­ve­red the­re.


    




    

      Hope dwind­led as the bu­il­ding bur­ned. The gho­uls mo­ved in. Se­e­ing no one to at­tack, they dis­per­sed and mo­ved on, ig­no­ring the gre­en bird over­he­ad. The oc­cu­pants of the chop­per watc­hed si­lently, then mo­ved on them­sel­ves.


    




    

      Leon’s sto­mach chur­ned aga­in.
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       [bookmark: bookmark4]Jim Work­man spre­ad the maps on­to the tab­le in the con­fe­ren­ce ro­om. He was lo­oking for the fas­test and sa­fest ro­ute to Tan­gi­er Is­land. Sta­ying away from the mo­re po­pu­la­ted are­as whe­ne­ver pos­sib­le was a gi­ven, but as he sta­red at them, it was be­co­ming all too cle­ar that the­re wo­uld be no sa­fe way to get to his des­ti­na­ti­on. From this par­ti­cu­lar map, he co­uldn’t even tell if the­re was a brid­ge that led to the is­land or if he’d ha­ve to ta­ke a bo­at.


    




    

      Route 17 wo­uld ta­ke him most of the way, but it wo­uld al­so ta­ke him thro­ugh se­ve­ral small towns. The fact that it was such a stra­ight shot out­we­ig­hed the dan­ger that wo­uld get him as far as Tap­pa­han­nock. From the­re he’d ha­ve to ta­ke 360 to the co­ast.


    




    

      Tangier Is­land lo­oked to be abo­ut twel­ve mi­les of­fsho­re. If the­re wasn’t a brid­ge-and that se­emed to be the ca­se as far as he co­uld tell-it se­emed lo­gi­cal that the­re’d be bo­ats doc­ked in or aro­und Smith Po­int. It was the clo­sest tip of land to the Is­land.


    




    

      Jim stu­di­ed the small is­land on the map and se­arc­hed his mind for de­ta­ils from the sta­tic fil­led mes­sa­ge he had re­ce­ived a ye­ar be­fo­re: This is Tan­gi­er Is­land, off the co­ast of Vir­gi­nia. Is an­yo­ne the­re? The mes­sa­ge re­pe­ated se­ve­ral ti­mes be­fo­re it stop­ped. He wo­uld ha­ve mis­sed it comp­le­tely if not for the fact that he’d for­got­ten to turn off the ra­dio when he left the ro­om and had re­tur­ned to do so.


    




    

      He had tri­ed for we­eks to get a res­pon­se, day in and day out, to no ava­il. In the pit of his gut-in his so­ul-he knew they we­re still the­re. So­me­how, he knew. Tho­ugh they ne­ver re­ce­ived the mes­sa­ge aga­in af­ter that one ti­me, it re­ma­ined in the back of his mind un­til he had be­co­me ob­ses­sed with fin­ding out on­ce and for all.


    




    

      The to­tal trip was over one hund­red and sixty mi­les. He was su­re he co­uld ma­ke it. He’d go it alo­ne. The­re was no re­ason to ha­ve so­me­one el­se to lo­ok af­ter. If by chan­ce so­met­hing did go wrong, the­re was no re­ason to al­so put him or her in dan­ger.


    




    

      


    




    ***




    

      


    




    

      An outer lobby and flo­or-to-ce­iling win­dows ga­ve Fe­li­cia an ex­cel­lent vi­ew of the front lawn and the Eas­ter li­li­es in full blo­om. It was a be­a­uti­ful day and happy tho­ughts flo­oded her mind. She enj­oyed the gre­en fo­li­age and the le­aves that gently blew in the bre­eze. She enj­oyed it so much, even from the in­si­de lo­oking out.


    




    

      If Fe­li­cia co­uld only step thro­ugh the do­or and stand out­si­de, she’d let the frag­ran­ce of tho­se flo­wers and spring air fill her sen­ses, but she knew bet­ter than that. It was best to stay hid­den away. They’d le­ar­ned from past mis­ta­kes that it was vi­tal to re­ma­in un­se­en and un­he­ard. One blun­der co­uld bring a world of tro­ub­le upon them.


    




    

      They had be­en qu­ite sa­fe at the Mo­unt We­at­her comp­lex sin­ce ar­ri­ving a ye­ar be­fo­re, tuc­ked away un­derg­ro­und in the se­ven-story city bu­ilt by the go­vern­ment to ma­in­ta­in cont­rol in the event of a na­ti­onal cri­sis. When the cri­sis fi­nal­ly ar­ri­ved in the form of an Ar­ma­ged­don-type day, the te­nants had be­en do­ne in by the­ir own sel­fish de­si­re for po­wer and ill-advi­sed pro­ce­du­res. It left the way open for the sixty-eight sur­vi­vors, co­un­ting Fe­li­cia, to find a new and sa­fer re­fu­ge.


    




    

      How long they wo­uld ha­ve to stay in this pla­ce didn’t mat­ter to her now. She had be­co­me com­for­tab­le with her sur­ro­un­dings and, most im­por­tantly, they we­re sa­fe as long as no one step­ped out­si­de. She co­uld get no clo­ser than the lobby to smell tho­se flo­wers, but she was con­tent to lo­ok at them from her cha­ir.


    




    

      Felicia tur­ned at the so­und of the ele­va­tor do­or sli­ding open. A ye­ar be­fo­re, a sud­den no­ise that bro­ke the si­len­ce li­ke that wo­uld ha­ve ma­de her jump from her skin, but not now. The pre­mo­ni­ti­ons had left her and calm­ness re­ig­ned.


    




    

      The gri­ma­ce on Aman­da’s fa­ce ma­de it cle­ar that she didn’t fe­el the sa­me way. Aman­da wal­ked over to the win­dow and sto­od be­si­de Fe­li­cia.


    




    

      “It’s pretty out­si­de, isn’t it?” Aman­da sa­id.


    




    

      “Yes.”


    




    

      “It lo­oks so pe­ace­ful, so calm. Do you think it’s this pe­ace­ful out the­re be­yond the sa­fety of the mo­un­ta­in?” She tur­ned to fa­ce Fe­li­cia and a lo­ne te­ar slid down her che­ek.


    




    

      “I don’t know. May­be.”


    




    

      Amanda brus­hed the te­ar away and fo­cu­sed on the lawn out-si­de. “I ho­pe so,” she sa­id, then fell si­lent.


    




    

      “He’s go­ing out the­re, isn’t he?” Fe­li­cia as­ked. “Jim, I me­an. He’s go­ing on a se­arch for ot­hers to Tan­gi­er Is­land?”


    




    

      Felicia knew it wo­uld co­me to this, even if Aman­da didn’t. Jim Work­man was not one to sit id­le for too long. She was surp­ri­sed that he had sta­yed co­oped up this long. Ever­yo­ne in the comp­lex knew of the mes­sa­ge from Tan­gi­er Is­land the pre­vi­o­us ye­ar.


    




    

      “Yes, he is.”


    




    

      Felicia tho­ught of a way to con­so­le her fri­end. She felt Aman­da’s pa­in. If Mick ca­me to her and an­no­un­ced a plan li­ke this, she wo­uldn’t ta­ke it too well, eit­her. She wo­uld qu­ickly lo­se the con-ten­ted fe­eling she had be­en ex­pe­ri­en­cing. A ter­rib­le tho­ught sud­denly ca­me to her.


    




    

      “Mick’s not go­ing with him, is he?”


    




    

      “No. Jim’s go­ing alo­ne.”


    




    

      Amanda’s ans­wer eased Fe­li­cia’s mind and she re­le­ased a long sigh. Mick wasn’t the ad­ven­tu­ro­us type. He was a co­or­di­na­tor, a la­yer of plans. He wo­uld be per­fectly happy to ma­ke su­re every-thing was just as it sho­uld be at ho­me. Fe­li­cia was glad for that.


    




    

      “Amanda,” Fe­li­cia sa­id, “Jim has a pur­po­se. If it we­ren’t for him, we wo­uld ha­ve all pe­ris­hed long ago, be­fo­re we even got he­re. He sa­ved us all. God-or who­ever is cont­rol­ling this world go­ne crazy-has things in sto­re for him. That’s what I be­li­eve. Who’s to say he isn’t hel­ping so­me­one el­se to sur­vi­ve now?”


    




    

      “That’s a lo­vely lit­tle sce­na­rio, but we don’t know that for su­re. All I know is, the man I lo­ve is le­aving me on a very dan­ge­ro­us whim. I may ne­ver see him aga­in and I think I’m be­gin­ning to ha­te him for it.”


    




    

      “What if you’re right, Aman­da? What if you ne­ver see him aga­in? Do you re­al­ly want to spend yo­ur last mo­ments with him full of ha­te? Go to him. Let him ta­ke yo­ur lo­ve on this jo­ur­ney with him, to ke­ep him com­pany, to ke­ep him sa­fe. You’d be surp­ri­sed how much so­met­hing li­ke that can ser­ve to ke­ep one sa­fe. If you don’t, you’ll reg­ret it fo­re­ver if so­met­hing do­es hap­pen.”


    




    

      Amanda fell in­to Fe­li­cia’s arms and sob­bed. On­ce aga­in it se­emed her world was fal­ling apart. It had fal­len apart when the wal­king de­ad strip­ped her of everyt­hing she held de­ar and now, with Jim le­aving, on­ce aga­in her li­fe was be­ing tur­ned up­si­de down. She felt help­less and af­ra­id.
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       [bookmark: bookmark5]Mick was tigh­te­ning the last bolt on the ac­cess pa­nel to the bac­kup ge­ne­ra­tor when Jim fo­und him. Mick hadn’t se­en Jim en­ter, but he sen­sed him the­re and tur­ned. He brus­hed his blond ha­ir away from his fa­ce and huf­fed a sigh of comp­le­te­ness upon fi­nis­hing his job. Matt Ford lug­ged the to­ols away.


    




    

      “All do­ne.” He wi­ped his hands on a to­wel dra­ped over his sho­ul­der. “That’s the last one. This equ­ip­ment is still in go­od con­di­ti­on. We may ne­ver ne­ed to use the bac­kup stuff, but it’s go­od to know it will work sho­uld we ne­ed it to.”


    




    

      Jim nod­ded his ag­re­ement as he watc­hed Matt put the to­ols they had be­en using back in­to the ca­bi­net on the far wall of the uti­lity ro­om.


    




    

      Mick le­aned over, pic­ked up a for­got­ten to­ol from the flo­or, and tos­sed it to Matt.


    




    

      “You don’t know what’s out the­re, Jim,” Mick sa­id.


    




    

      Here we go aga­in, Jim tho­ught, anot­her ser­mon on the dan­gers out­si­de. Word of his plan­ned trip had ob­vi­o­usly tra­ve­led fast.


    




    

      “That’s the po­int isn’t, it Mick? No­ne of us do. No one’s be­en out the­re sin­ce we got he­re.”


    




    

      “Yes, we do know. Ha­ve you be­en ig­no­ring tho­se mo­ni­tors in the war ro­om? One sa­tel­li­te is still po­in­ted at Was­hing­ton, D.C. It lo­oks to me li­ke tho­se bas­tards are still out in full for­ce.”


    




    

      “I’ll stay away from D.C.”


    




    

      “They’re not just in D.C., they’re everyw­he­re. And in ca­se you’ve for­got­ten, one bi­te from tho­se things and you’re in­fec­ted. And you know what that me­ans.”


    




    

      “I know what it me­ans. I’ll be fi­ne.”


    




    

      Matt, who had be­en lis­te­ning, sa­id, “I’ll go, too. It’ll be-”


    




    

      “No!” Jim snap­ped, cut­ting him off. “I go alo­ne.”


    




    

      “But-”


    




    

      “No buts! I won’t risk anot­her li­fe.”


    




    

      “There,” Mick sa­id, “you see? You do re­ali­ze the dan­ger. Why risk it at all? Let tho­se pe­op­le ta­ke ca­re of the­ir own.”


    




    

      “And us ours?” Jim as­ked. “We’re fi­ne he­re. Tho­se things co­uldn’t get down he­re even if they had the bra­ins God ga­ve a chimp, and they don’t. What if the­re are pe­op­le the­re and they ne­ed help? It wo­uld be sel­fish not to try. Be­si­des, even­tu­al­ly we’ll ne­ed a new pla­ce.”


    




    

      Mick had had this con­ver­sa­ti­on with Jim be­fo­re, and he had yet to co­me out the win­ner. Jim was go­ing to do what Jim wan­ted to do and that was that. Still, he felt it ne­ces­sary to try to con­vin­ce him of what he tho­ught was the most pru­dent de­ci­si­on.


    




    

      “I’ve got it all fi­gu­red out,” Jim sa­id.


    




    

      Mick no­ti­ced the satc­hel Jim was hol­ding.


    




    

      “Let me show you,” Jim sa­id. “It may ma­ke you fe­el mo­re at ease.”


    




    

      Jim withd­rew so­me pa­pers from the bag, se­lec­ted the map he in­ten­ded to use for the trip, and la­id it out on a ne­arby work­bench. He had used a yel­low Hi­li­ter to tra­ce the ro­ute he wo­uld ta­ke from the­ir lo­ca­ti­on all the way to Tan­gi­er Is­land.


    




    

      Mick stu­di­ed the map. He was fa­mi­li­ar with the ro­ute Jim had out­li­ned. “It sho­uld be smo­oth sa­iling un­til you get to Fre­de­ricks-burg,” he sa­id, po­in­ting out the spot, “but you’ll ha­ve to be very ca­re­ful the­re, and aga­in on­ce you get to Tap­pa­han­nock.” He tra­ced his fin­ger along the yel­low li­ne as he spo­ke. “From the­re on, you’ll ha­ve yo­ur hands full all the way to Smith Po­int.”


    




    

      Mick tur­ned to Jim. “How do you fi­gu­re to get the­re?”


    




    

      “The Hum­vee up top.”


    




    

      “What if it bre­aks down?”


    




    

      “I’ll throw a mo­torcyc­le in the back. If the Hum­vee has prob­lems, I’ll use the mo­torcyc­le.”


    




    

      “Where are you go­ing to find a mo­torcyc­le?”


    




    

      “There are se­ve­ral in the wa­re­ho­use at the far end of the pro­perty up top.”


    




    

      “You’ve be­en up the­re?” Mick as­ked.


    




    

      “I ha­ve.”


    




    

      Mick’s eyeb­row ro­se in surp­ri­se. Even he had not ven­tu­red up top for fe­ar of at­trac­ting un­wan­ted gu­ests.


    




    

      “All right, then. It se­ems li­ke you’ve got it all fi­gu­red out.


    




    

      “I do.”


    




    

      “Well, I gu­ess the only thing left to say is ‘Go­od luck.’”


    




    

      Jim smi­led and they sho­ok hands.


    




    

      Matt be­gan a plan of his own.


    




    

      


    




    ***




    

      


    




    

      Sharon Dar­ney was the re­si­dent ex­pert in the fi­eld of vi­ro­logy. When the de­ad phe­no­me­non be­gan, she had be­en sent to the Mo­unt We­at­her Un­derg­ro­und to as­sist in fin­ding an ans­wer for the sud­den pla­gue of li­ving de­ad that ro­se to epi­de­mic pro­por­ti­ons in a mat­ter of we­eks. Her work had be­en in va­in.


    




    

      Before she co­uld un­ra­vel the mystery, war bro­ke out bet­we­en the two dif­fe­ring mi­li­tary fac­ti­ons run­ning the comp­lex. They fi­nal­ly kil­led each ot­her in the fi­nal mo­ments be­fo­re her es­ca­pe amid a flurry of gun­fi­re.


    




    

      One hund­red sol­di­ers and staff mem­bers lay de­ad, tho­ugh they hadn’t re­ma­ined that way for long. Be­fo­re she left the com­po­und, they had re­ani­ma­ted, for­cing her to le­ave thro­ugh the ven­ti­la­ti­on system. It was la­ter that she fo­und Jim Work­man and the rest of the sur­vi­vors who now oc­cu­pi­ed the un­derg­ro­und comp­lex with her. They had bri­efly ta­ken cont­rol of a pri­son for asy­lum from the ma­ra­uding de­ad un­til that, too, had pro­ven un­sa­fe.


    




    

      Ironically, she was back whe­re she had star­ted with the sixty-eight sur­vi­vors from the pri­son, but her re­turn ra­ised new qu­es­ti­ons. The hund­red sol­di­ers who had re­ani­ma­ted be­fo­re she left we­re on­ce aga­in de­ad, spraw­led mo­ti­on­less on the flo­ors of the com­po­und when they had ar­ri­ved. It puz­zled her. She tho­ught that by now she wo­uld’ve de­ter­mi­ned the ca­use, but she was still as in the dark as ever.


    




    

      Complicating mat­ters furt­her was the fact that her pri­va­te lab spe­ci­men still func­ti­oned. She did ha­ve one clue, tho­ugh: The re­ani­ma­ted sol­di­ers had ne­ver got­ten to gro­und le­vel. They had ne­ver se­en the light of day.


    




    

      Was so­met­hing in the at­mosp­he­re res­pon­sib­le for ke­eping the de­ad go­ing? It cer­ta­inly didn’t ha­ve anyt­hing to do with the­ir abi­lity to re­ani­ma­te or they wo­uldn’t ha­ve. Gi­ven the amo­unt of de­cay, Sha­ron fi­gu­red they had ce­ased to func­ti­on af­ter only a month or so, tho­ugh it was hard to be su­re.


    




    

      Once re­ani­ma­ted, the de­com­po­si­ti­on ra­te slo­wed dras­ti­cal­ly but va­ri­ed from ca­se to ca­se. All evi­den­ce sho­wed that the bo­di­es in­fec­ted early in the pla­gue de­com­po­sed at a slo­wer ra­te than tho­se in­fec­ted la­ter. That ma­de for a dif­fi­cult conc­lu­si­on.


    




    

      Once aga­in she had spent the ma­j­ority of the day po­uring over old da­ta, ho­ping to sud­denly see so­met­hing she had mis­sed the first hund­red or so ti­mes, with no luck. In her thirty-se­ven ye­ars of li­fe, she had ne­ver be­en so frust­ra­ted. So­me­ti­mes she felt li­ke pac­king up all of her lab equ­ip­ment and simply ri­ding the who­le thing out wit­ho­ut even trying any­mo­re. It wo­uld ease the he­adac­hes but not the de­si­re. Sha­ron Dar­ney was pas­si­ona­te for ans­wers.


    




    

      Why did de­ad bo­di­es sud­denly re­ani­ma­te? How co­uld they con­ti­nue wit­ho­ut the sligh­test sign of blo­od flow, ne­ed for no­urish­ment, or wa­ter? Then the­re was the eeri­est qu­es­ti­on of all: Why did they fe­el the ur­ge to con­su­me li­ving hu­man flesh? It was de­fi­ni­tely not for sus­te­nan­ce; it was mo­re li­ke so­me de­ep, dark pri­mal ur­ge that dro­ve them to such hor­ror.


    




    

      Somewhere in the back of the­ir mal­func­ti­oning bra­ins lur­ked a very dark, evil ur­ge. A can­ni­ba­lis­tic ur­ge. With lit­tle or no re­aso­ning po­wer, it was the­ir ma­in dri­ve, the­ir only mo­ti­va­ti­on. Sha­ron had won­de­red early on if so­me new vi­rus was res­pon­sib­le for the de­ad pla­gue. May­be a vi­rus was res­pon­sib­le for the ago­ni­zing de­ath one suf­fe­red af­ter the sligh­test bi­te from one of tho­se things, only to re­ani­ma­te mi­nu­tes af­ter dying.


    




    

      Lately she won­de­red if God him­self didn’t put the who­le thing in­to mo­ti­on. If a per­son di­ed for any re­ason, they wo­uld re­vi­ve. Con­tact with the unk­nown vi­rus was not ne­eded. It was be­gin­ning to se­em li­ke a gre­ater po­wer was at work.


    




    

      Sharon re­mo­ved her lab co­at and hung it on a me­tal ho­ok clo­se to the do­or le­ading from the lab. She pas­sed a mir­ror on the way and pul­led at her wil­ted strands of sho­ul­der-length blond ha­ir. She ne­eded an Op­rah ma­ke­over. To her surp­ri­se the­re we­re gray stre­aks hi­ding be­ne­ath. Her oval fa­ce was smo­oth, but the stress of her job sho­wed un­der her blue eyes, now hol­low and ti­red lo­oking. Sha­ron tur­ned away from the mir­ror.


    




    

      Her re­se­arch day had co­me to an end. May­be she sho­uld just gi­ve up her work al­to­get­her and sit down with a go­od bo­ok for a whi­le. At le­ast ta­ke a bre­ak. In se­ven or eight ye­ars, the prob­lem wo­uld ta­ke ca­re of it­self.


    




    

      The de­com­po­si­ti­on ra­te, tho­ugh slo­wed, wo­uld even­tu­al­ly ta­ke its toll on the re­ani­ma­tes by re­fu­sing to al­low the­ir bra­ins to func­ti­on. The sta­te of the­ir bo­di­es wo­uld be­co­me so de­ca­yed that they wo­uld no lon­ger be ab­le to mo­ve; they wo­uld li­te­ral­ly fall apart.


    




    

      Sharon ope­ned the do­or and sto­od fa­ce to fa­ce with Jim Work-man. The sud­den en­co­un­ter start­led her and she stumb­led back-ward in­to the ro­om, clutc­hing her chest as tho­ugh to calm her po­un­ding he­art.


    




    

      Jim grab­bed her by the sho­ul­ders, thin­king she might fa­int. Sha­ron ra­ised her hand to show she was ab­le bo­di­ed and Jim re­le­ased her.


    




    

      “I didn’t me­an to sca­re you li­ke that,” he sa­id.


    




    

      Sharon stra­igh­te­ned her dis­he­ve­led ha­ir. “It’s okay, Jim. What can I do for you?”


    




    

      “I’m go­ing on a lit­tle trip and I ne­ed yo­ur ad­vi­ce.”


    




    

      Sharon wasn’t awa­re of any plan­ned trips to the out­si­de. It wasn’t any of her bu­si­ness but, still, it se­emed a lit­tle bold.


    




    

      “Where are you go­ing?” she as­ked.


    




    

      “Tangier Is­land.”


    




    

      “Ah, yes, the mes­sa­ge. Did you get anot­her one?”


    




    

      “No.”


    




    

      “A lit­tle risky, isn’t it?”


    




    

      “If I’m not ca­re­ful, it co­uld get ha­iry.”


    




    

      “Indeed. What is it you want to know?”


    




    

      Jim wrink­led his brow as if trying to think of spe­ci­fics. “Is the­re a way to not at­tract at­ten­ti­on to our­sel­ves as far as tho­se things are con­cer­ned? What I me­an is, is the­re a way to ke­ep them from no­ti­cing us as prey?”


    




    

      “Silence is key. Mo­ve­ment, too. Don’t let them he­ar you or see you. May­be they can smell us. For all I know, we co­uld gi­ve off a bright glow to them, li­ke a lit up Christ­mas tree. They can tell us from one of the­ir own, you know.”


    




    

      Jim nod­ded. “So that’s it? No re­al sec­rets re­ve­aled yet?”


    




    

      “I’m sorry, Jim. I wish the­re we­re, but the truth is that I just don’t know. The sa­fest way to go is not to go.”
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       [bookmark: bookmark6]Leon sip­ped from his glass of ap­ple wi­ne, let­ting it trick­le down his thro­at, sa­vo­ring each drop. He was belly up at Julio’s bar, enj­oying the com­pany of fri­ends and the so­unds of mu­sic. A song by Cre­den­ce Cle­ar­wa­ter Re­vi­val spe­wed from the small ste­reo in the cor­ner:


    




    

      


    




    

       I see, the bad mo­on ri­sin ’ I see, tro­ub­le’s on the way.


    




    

       I he­ar earth­qu­akes and light­nin ’ I see, a bad ti­me to­day.


    




    

       Well don ’t co­me ’ro­und to­night


    




    

       Cause it ’s bo­und to ta­ke yo­ur li­fe.


    




    

       There ’s a bad mo­on on the ri­se.


    




    

      


    




    

      The words ec­ho­ed in Le­on’s ears amid the ro­om’s backg­ro­und no­ise. He was pre­oc­cu­pi­ed with the ap­ple wi­ne and with Julio, who was tal­king rat­her harshly to his wi­fe in his na­ti­ve ton­gue. She threw her arms up, scre­amed so­met­hing back at him, and stor­med off in­to the res­ta­urant kitc­hen.


    




    

      Julio was fi­ve-fo­ot-two and Le­on was ama­zed that his wi­fe, who to­we­red a go­od six inc­hes over him, had yet to re­ta­li­ate for his cons­tant ton­gue-las­hings. It was a sa­fe bet that one day she wo­uld pick up so­met­hing and be­at him over the he­ad with it, put­ting an end to his ver­bal bar­ra­ges.


    




    

      Julio cal­med down but spe­wed his disp­le­asu­re by fla­iling his arms abo­ut in a co­mic fas­hi­on be­hind the bar. Le­on chuck­led at the lit­tle man’s tant­rum.


    




    

      “Julio, I swe­ar, she’s go­ing to get you one day,” Le­on sa­id with a la­ugh.


    




    

      “She gets me now!” Julio how­led. “Right he­re!” He pat­ted his re­ar. “She’s a pa­in in my ass!” He re­le­ased a stre­am of La­tin cur­ses, wa­ving his arms on­ce mo­re.


    




    

      “It’s im­po­li­te to spe­ak anyt­hing but Eng­lish when in the com­pany of ot­hers who can’t un­ders­tand you. Don’t you know that?” Le­on te­ased.


    




    

      “I’ll tell you what is im­po­li­te, my fri­end,” Julio fu­med. “It is im­po­li­te for me to say what I say to her so that you do un­ders­tand. That is im­po­li­te.”


    




    

      Leon la­ug­hed then dow­ned the last of his wi­ne and pus­hed it to­ward Julio for a re­fill. Julio fil­led the glass and went back to wi­ping the bar cle­an of the crac­ker crumbs and pe­anut shells that lit­te­red its sur­fa­ce.


    




    

      Leon to­ok a sip and rol­led his eyes in ple­asu­re. “This is so­me go­od shit he­re, Julio. You damn su­re can ma­ke so­me tasty ap­ple wi­ne.”


    




    

      Julio smi­led. “You li­ke it so much be­ca­use it is all the­re is, but I can ma­ke go­od wi­ne from lots of things.” Julio dum­ped the pe­anut shells and crumbs he had gat­he­red with his rag in­to a trash­can be­hind the bar.


    




    

      “I co­uld ma­ke go­od wi­ne from the mo­is­tu­re in this dish­rag if it was all I had to work with, my fri­end. And even if it wasn’t go­od, you’d li­ke it be­ca­use it’d be all the­re is.”


    




    

      Leon grun­ted. He do­ub­ted it, but he smi­led and to­ok anot­her sip.


    




    

      Hal Da­vid­son to­ok a se­at be­si­de Le­on. He re­mo­ved his ba­se­ball cap and la­id it on the bar in front of him, then mo­ti­oned for Julio to bring him the usu­al. In a flash, a glass of wi­ne was pla­ced be­si­de his cap.


    




    

      “I tho­ught we had so­met­hing out the­re to­day,” Hal sa­id, ta­king a sip.


    




    

      Leon re­ma­ined si­lent, swir­ling his wi­ne aro­und in his glass, ig­no­ring Hal-wit­ho­ut so much as a lo­ok to ack­now­led­ge his pre­sen­ce.


    




    

      Hal tri­ed aga­in. “One day we’re gon­na find so­me­one, you know. It’s just a mat­ter of ti­me.”


    




    

      “That’s bul­lshit!” Le­on snap­ped, and then lo­oked aro­und to see how much at­ten­ti­on his out­burst had drawn. “That’s bul­lshit,” he re­pe­ated, lo­we­ring his vo­ice. “The­re ain’t no one out the­re to find. They’re all de­ad and you know it. If the­re are pe­op­le ali­ve, they su­re ain’t gon­na be anyw­he­re aro­und that city over the­re. If the­re’s so­me­one out the­re, they’re not in our flying ran­ge. You can bet yo­ur ass on that. You know what I think? I think we’re was­ting our ti­me and the fu­el it ta­kes for you to fly that bird, that’s what I think. Be­si­des, what the hell do you know? You don’t get out of the chop-per long eno­ugh to let it get to you.”


    




    

      Hal was agi­ta­ted and it sho­wed on his fa­ce. He wasn’t par­ti­cu­larly fond of ma­king the we­ekly trips over to the ma­in­land eit­her, but if it me­ant the pos­si­bi­lity of sa­ving one sing­le li­fe, then it was worthw­hi­le. He tho­ught Le­on to­ok it all too per­so­nal­ly. Eit­her that or he was trying to get out of work. Wha­te­ver the re­ason, it pis­sed him off.


    




    

      “Fine, Le­on,” Hal sa­id. “Then don’t go any­mo­re. You just ke­ep yo­ur ass right he­re on this is­land, on that bars­to­ol, for that mat­ter, and Jack and I will go it alo­ne.”


    




    

      “Fine,” Le­on sa­id and marc­hed out of the bar, le­aving his glass half full of wi­ne.


    




    

      


    




    

      Leon wal­ked down the stre­et to­ward his ho­use, half mad at Hal and half mad at him­self for sa­ying what he had sa­id. He sho­uld’ve kept his mo­uth shut. It was a nob­le and go­od thing they we­re do­ing; it was just that he co­uldn’t ta­ke it any­mo­re. He co­uldn’t ta­ke what he saw each ti­me they went over the­re. The city was in de­cay. The wal­king corp­ses we­re in de­cay. Hi­de­o­usly mang­led and dis­fi­gu­red, they ro­amed abo­ut in gro­ups, se­arc­hing for prey.


    




    

      On one oc­ca­si­on in par­ti­cu­lar, they had put down ne­ar Wal­dorf, Mary­land. The­re was a com­mo­ti­on be­low and they as­su­med the­re might be sur­vi­vors who ne­eded the­ir help. What they had fo­und was a pack of wild dogs that had drag­ged one of the gho­uls to the gro­und and we­re te­aring at it as it squ­ir­med to get free.


    




    

      The dogs qu­ickly dis­mem­be­red it and mo­ved off with the ap­pen­da­ges to gor­ge on the rot­ted me­at. He­ad and tor­so we­re left lying in the mid­dle of the stre­et, ali­ve and writ­hing in the­ir own rot-ten stew. He wo­uld’ve put a bul­let thro­ugh its bra­in and en­ded its mi­se­rab­le exis­ten­ce if not for the fact that the no­ise wo­uld’ve at­trac­ted mo­re at­ten­ti­on to them. So they left it lying the­re and ma­de the­ir way back to the chop­per. Re­mem­be­ring that day ma­de Le­on shi­ver. He tur­ned up the col­lar on his jac­ket.


    




    

      A bul­let to the bra­in did it. Kill the bra­in, kill the gho­ul. It was ele­men­tary scho­ol edu­ca­ti­on the­se days. His li­fe wo­uld be so much mo­re enj­oyab­le if he co­uld just stay on Tan­gi­er and not ha­ve to lo­ok at that sort of thing. May­be then the night­ma­res wo­uld stop.


    




    

      The walk to his ho­use was a dark one. The­re was no mo­on, which ma­de for an une­asy and lo­nely jo­ur­ney. If they had mo­re elect­ri­city they might ha­ve stre­et­lights, but li­ke most re­so­ur­ces, elect­ri­city was in short supply. It wasn’t hard to fi­gu­re out why Julio bot­he­red to open the bar and ma­ke his ap­ple wi­ne. He did it for the com­pany of fri­ends and for so­me sen­se of nor­malcy.


    




    

      It was hard to pre­ser­ve one’s sa­nity in a world go­ne mad. The Is­lands ga­ve them the­ir own lit­tle nic­he away from that mad­ness, but it had ta­ken so­me do­ing to get the­re and ma­ke it sa­fe. The fact that it co­uld all co­me swiftly cras­hing down was ne­ver far from an­yo­ne’s tho­ughts. How’d the old sa­ying go? A run­ning man in the night can slit a tho­usand thro­ats?


    




    

      The sa­me ap­pli­ed he­re. One qu­i­et zom­bie co­uld cre­ate a hund­red mo­re in one night. One ma­kes two, two ma­kes fo­ur, and so on. Yep, co­me cras­hing right down, he tho­ught. Still, it was the sa­fest pla­ce to be. If the­re was a de­ath, the bo­di­es we­re qu­ickly dis­po­sed of by fi­re.


    




    

      Leon pres­sed the but­ton on the si­de of his watch and a gre­en light flas­hed on. It was 11:15. He was so ti­red that he’d tho­ught it was la­ter. It wo­uld fe­el go­od to crawl in­to his warm bed and stretch out for the night.


    




    

      His ho­use was a ni­ce one. The po­pu­la­ti­on li­ving on the is­lands was much less than what it was be­fo­re the pla­gue, so they pretty much got to pick whe­re they wan­ted to li­ve. He had cho­sen a lar­ge three-story Vic­to­ri­an style ho­me with an oc­ta­go­nal to­wer at­tac­hed to the si­de. It was whi­te with a wra­pa­ro­und porch and plenty of sha­de tre­es in the front yard. It was the kind of ho­use he’d al­ways dre­amed of li­ving in, but his de­light was di­mi­nis­hed by the small de­ta­il that it was ob­ta­ined at so­me­one el­se’s ex­pen­se. Who­ever had ow­ned the ho­use be­fo­re must be de­ad or they’d still be li­ving the­re. It was his re­si­den­ce but not his ho­me.


    




    

      Leon tur­ned down Ap­ple­way Ave­nue, the stre­et whe­re he li­ved, ob­vi­o­usly na­med for the abun­dan­ce of ap­ple tre­es li­ning the stre­et. His ho­use was anot­her hund­red yards ahe­ad.


    




    

      The hard he­els of his bo­ots clic­ked on the asp­halt and ec­ho­ed off the ho­uses as he wal­ked past them. Each step drew him clo­ser to his warm bed.


    




    

      A lo­ud crash ne­arly ma­de him jump out of his skin. His he­art thud­ded he­avily in his chest as he drew his pis­tol from its hols­ter and po­in­ted it in the di­rec­ti­on of the so­und. He squ­in­ted to find a tar­get but it was too dark. He co­uldn’t see mo­re than thirty fe­et and the no­ise was twi­ce that far away.


    




    

      His mind ra­ced as he tur­ned aro­und, fe­aring of an at­tack from that di­rec­ti­on. The way was cle­ar and he whir­led back to­ward the no­ise.


    




    

      “Who’s the­re?” he de­man­ded.


    




    

      There was no res­pon­se. Af­ter a few se­conds, he re­pe­ated his qu­es­ti­on. Aga­in the­re was no ans­wer. He mo­ved to rep­la­ce the pis­tol in its hols­ter when anot­her crash split the qu­i­et air. Le­on ra­ised his gun aga­in.


    




    

      “Who’s the­re?” he de­man­ded, lo­uder.


    




    

      When no res­pon­se was forth­co­ming, he eased for­ward in the di­rec­ti­on of the so­und. His hands sho­ok slightly as ad­re­na­li­ne pum­ped thro­ugh him.


    




    

      The so­und ca­me from the si­de of old man Grady’s ho­use. He li­ved fo­ur ho­uses down from Le­on in a two-story ho­me with gre­en trim. Old man Grady was in his se­ven­ti­es and the pos­si­bi­lity that the old man had di­ed in his sle­ep cros­sed Le­on’s mind. Damn this, he tho­ught. Li­fe on the is­land was sup­po­sed to be free of this type of thing.


    




    

      Leon re­ac­hed the cor­ner of the ho­use and stop­ped. He pe­ered aro­und the cor­ner. He didn’t see anyt­hing out of the or­di­nary, just a co­up­le of trash­cans and one lid lying on the gro­und. When the lid fell, it must ha­ve ma­de the so­und he had he­ard.


    




    

      Leon be­gan to fe­el stu­pid. A bre­eze had ap­pa­rently blown the lid to the gro­und. He re­la­xed his grip on the we­apon and lightly kic­ked the lid. It clan­ged aga­inst the si­de of the can and a flash of mo­ve­ment stre­aked ac­ross his fo­ot.


    




    

      Surprised, Le­on fell back­ward in­to the trash­cans and sent them rol­ling, cre­ating an im­men­se rac­ket. He qu­ickly got to his fe­et, po­in­ting his gun at the culp­rit that sat on old man Grady’s front porch, lic­king its front paws: a small black and tan cat.


    




    

      Leon ex­ha­led the bre­ath he’d be­en hol­ding. The porch light flas­hed on and the old man ope­ned the front do­or. He held a do­ub­le-bar­re­led shot­gun.


    




    

      “What the hell is go­ing on out he­re?” he sho­uted when he saw Le­on. “So­unds li­ke you’re te­aring up the ne­igh­bor­ho­od.” The old man coc­ked his he­ad to one si­de. “You drunk or so­met­hing?”


    




    

      Leon put the gun back in its hols­ter, glad he hadn’t fi­red off a shot. He ima­gi­ned him­self be­ing for­ced to carry bul­lets in his shirt poc­ket li­ke Bar­ney Fi­fe to avo­id furt­her ac­ci­dents.


    




    

      “Sorry, Mr. Grady. I he­ard so­met­hing and tho­ught it co­uld be tro­ub­le. It tur­ned out to be just a cat.”


    




    

      The old man lo­oked down at the cat, then pic­ked it up and tos­sed it in­si­de the do­or. “Don’t you go sho­otin’ my cat now, ya he­ar? I’ve had that mangy thing for thir­te­en ye­ars. Ke­eps the mi­ce away.”


    




    

      Embarrassed, Le­on nod­ded and wal­ked up the stre­et to his ho­use. It wo­uld ta­ke him a whi­le to get in the mo­od to sle­ep aga­in.
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       [bookmark: bookmark7]Jim Work­man se­lec­ted the mo­torcyc­le he wan­ted to use and par­ked it in the mid­dle of the wa­re­ho­use flo­or to gi­ve him the ne­eded ro­om to work. Most of the bat­te­ri­es had lost the­ir char­ge, but it was a simp­le task to rec­tify the prob­lem with one of the bat­tery char­gers sto­red the­re. Whi­le he was at it, he’d chan­ge the oil. The bi­ke had be­en id­le for qu­ite so­me ti­me.


    




    

      Matt wal­ked down the long is­les of equ­ip­ment in awe of what he saw. The ais­les se­emed to stretch to eter­nity in the lar­gest wa­re­ho­use he’d ever se­en, everyt­hing ne­atly par­ked in stra­ight li­nes li­ke tin sol­di­ers pri­med and re­ady for bat­tle.


    




    

      “Why the hell didn’t you tell us what was up he­re, Jim? Christ, this pla­ce is an ar­mory!” Matt sa­id, po­in­ting to a li­ne of lar­ge army tanks. He co­un­ted twel­ve. Be­si­des the tanks, the­re we­re al­so trucks, Je­eps, ar­mo­red per­son­nel ve­hic­les, and an as­sort­ment of he­avy we­apons.


    




    

      Matt jum­ped on­to the tracks of one of the tanks and clim­bed up to open the hatch. He pe­ered down in­to the dark com­part­ment, then tur­ned back to Jim, who had be­gun re­mo­ving the bat­tery from the mo­torcyc­le.


    




    

      “Man, we co­uld kill a lot of tho­se things with this stuff,” Matt sa­id. “Blow ’em right back to hell.” He jum­ped from the tank, then wal­ked aro­und the ve­hic­les, to­uc­hing each one li­ke a child in a toy sto­re, not su­re which toy to buy. “How long we­re you go­ing to wa­it be­fo­re you bro­ke out the he­avy stuff? Holy shit, Jim, we co­uld ha­ve our own army.”


    




    

      Jim put the bat­tery on the flo­or. “And what wo­uld we do with it, Matt?”


    




    

      The qu­es­ti­on ca­ught Matt by surp­ri­se. What el­se wo­uld they do with the stuff? The­re was only one ans­wer to that qu­es­ti­on: “Kill tho­se son of a bitc­hes, that’s what. Go out the­re and hunt ’em down,” he sa­id mat­ter-of-factly.


    




    

      Jim wal­ked over and eyed the tanks. “You me­an li­ke the U.S. army did? Li­ke they didn’t try? It didn’t work for them and they we­re a lot bet­ter tra­ined and equ­ip­ped than we are. What ma­kes you think it will work for us?”


    




    

      Matt shrug­ged and con­ti­nu­ed to exp­lo­re.


    




    

      Jim had sco­uted out every inch of the com­po­und pro­perty. He knew everyt­hing that was the­re. So­met­hing el­se he knew but had de­ci­ded not to sha­re with an­yo­ne was the lo­ca­ti­on of the mis­si­le si­los over the hill. Not just any mis­si­le si­los, the­se con­ta­ined nuc­le­ar mis­si­les. He had used a Ge­iger co­un­ter to check for pos­sib­le ra­di­ati­on le­aks but had fo­und no­ne. The­re was no re­ason to in­form any-one of the­ir pre­sen­ce. It wo­uld ca­use too much une­asi­ness.


    




    

      “Well, it se­emed li­ke a go­od idea.” Matt pul­led him­self away from the tanks and jo­ined Jim by the bi­ke. “I sup­po­se using one of tho­se tanks to go down to Tan­gi­er is out of the qu­es­ti­on then?”


    




    

      Jim pla­ced a pan un­der the bi­ke to catch the old oil.


    




    

      “Yep. They use too much fu­el and are too slow. Mo­re tro­ub­le than they’re worth.”


    




    

      “How’s Aman­da ta­king this?”


    




    

      “Not too well, but she’s ac­cep­ted it.” The old oil had emp­ti­ed out and Jim rep­la­ced the plug. “The­re’s so­me oil for the­se bi­kes over the­re on that shelf,” he sa­id, po­in­ting. “Get it for me.”


    




    

      Matt grab­bed so­me and bro­ught it to him. Jim crac­ked the se­al on a bot­tle and dum­ped it in as Matt watc­hed.


    




    

      “No, she didn’t ta­ke it well at all,” Jim sa­id. “Li­ke I sa­id, she ac­cep­ted it; she do­esn’t li­ke it.”


    




    

      Matt lis­te­ned. He was a go­od lis­te­ner. He le­ar­ned from just lis­te­ning. He was still ali­ve be­ca­use he had lis­te­ned to Jim and had le­ar­ned to ke­ep his he­ad in bad si­tu­ati­ons. Jim had sa­ved him from star­va­ti­on when he had co­me to cle­ar the way for the ot­hers to mo­ve in­to the pri­son, which was sa­fer than whe­re they had be­en, a run­down res­cue sta­ti­on has­tily put to­get­her in the mid­dle of a cri-sis.


    




    

      Matt had be­en on the ver­ge of jo­ining the rest of his pri­son ma­tes, who had all pe­ris­hed and we­re pa­cing the­ir cells as the un­de­ad. They had be­en left to die by a pri­son staff who had eit­her di­ed them­sel­ves or had ma­de a run for it. Anot­her day or so and he wo­uldn’t be stan­ding he­re now. That had be­en mo­re than a ye­ar be­fo­re.


    




    

      “You can’t bla­me her for that,” Matt sa­id, wi­ping his fo­re­he­ad. In do­ing so he left a sme­ar of black gre­ase over his eyes. Jim no­ti­ced it and was abo­ut to tell him, but tho­ught bet­ter of it and chuck­led qu­i­etly to him­self.


    




    

      “I don’t. I fe­el for her,” Jim exp­la­ined, “I re­al­ly do, but I don’t plan on go­ing out and get­ting myself kil­led.”


    




    

      Jim tos­sed the empty oil bot­tle to Matt, who tur­ned aro­und and pitc­hed it in­to a trash­can ma­de from a fifty-fi­ve gal­lon me­tal drum. “Two po­ints!” he sa­id as it bo­un­ced off the rim and fell in­si­de.


    




    

      Jim smi­led, wi­ped the ex­cess oil from the bi­ke’s mo­tor, and pic­ked up the bat­tery char­ger. “Get the bat­tery and let’s go see if we can get the Hum­vee star­ted.”


    




    

      Jim and Matt wal­ked up the hill to the ma­in ga­te whe­re the Hum­vee was par­ked, abo­ut a qu­ar­ter-mi­le from the gi­ant wa­re-ho­use. Matt got his first go­od lo­ok at the spraw­ling lawns, now grown thick with tall grass, and the rows of of­fi­ce bu­il­dings. A high fen­ce sur­ro­un­ded the mo­un­ta­in­top comp­lex.


    




    

      “FEMA was he­re be­fo­re all hell bro­ke lo­ose,” Matt sa­id. “Up top, any­way. Lo­ok at it, Jim. They’re go­ne and we’re still he­re. Didn’t do ’em one dam­ned bit of go­od to ha­ve the in­si­de track.”


    




    

      Jim to­ok a swe­eping glan­ce of the area, mo­re to check for un­wel­co­me gu­ests than to spe­cu­la­te how FE­MA had fal­len. A thick fo­rest bor­de­red the fen­ce in all di­rec­ti­ons and ma­de ad­van­ced war­ning ne­arly im­pos­sib­le.


    




    

      “I ima­gi­ne that the per­son­nel wor­king up top de­ser­ted the­ir posts when things got bad,” Jim sa­id. “They we­ren’t part of the sta­ti­on be­low. I do­ubt many of them ever saw the un­derg­ro­und or knew much abo­ut it. It was a se­cu­red area. They’d pro­bably ha­ve got­ten shot if they tri­ed to get in.”


    




    

      “You me­an to tell me that if ato­mic bombs we­re abo­ut to fall on the­ir he­ads, they wo­uldn’t be al­lo­wed to get to sa­fety down the­re?”


    




    

      “That’s right.”


    




    

      “Well, I got­ta tell ya, that blows!”


    




    

      “Keep it down,” Jim ca­uti­oned. “We ha­ve ne­igh­bors we don’t want to in­vi­te to din­ner.”


    




    

      “That blows,” Matt re­pe­ated qu­i­etly. “Tho­se shits downs­ta­irs de­ser­ve what they got.”


    




    

      Jim switc­hed hands to carry the he­avy char­ger and pic­ked up his pa­ce. “Whet­her they de­ser­ved it or not, they got it be­ca­use they we­re stu­pid. They had it ma­de and blew it be­ca­use they co­uldn’t ag­ree on what to do. They split in­to two fac­ti­ons: one who tho­ught nu­king the ci­ti­es was the best so­lu­ti­on and anot­her who didn’t. They went to war and kil­led each ot­her.”


    




    

      “I’m glad they didn’t nu­ke the ci­ti­es.”


    




    

      “Me, too,” Jim ag­re­ed.


    




    

      


    




    

      The Hum­vee was a wi­de, squ­at­ty-lo­oking thing, lar­ger than a Je­ep and mo­re rug­ged in ap­pe­aran­ce. This one was out­fit­ted with re­in­for­ced win­dows and he­avy bum­pers to def­lect obj­ects from its path.


    




    

      Matt ad­mi­red the hard, po­wer­ful ex­te­ri­or. It was the per­fect ve­hic­le to ta­ke on the trip. Not too lar­ge to get thro­ugh a tight squ­e­eze and not too small to plow over a crowd.


    




    

      Jim pla­ced the char­ger be­si­de the Hum­vee and wal­ked in­to the gu­ard shack at the ma­in ga­te. Matt fol­lo­wed.


    




    

      Documents and fax she­ets lit­te­red the flo­or of the tiny ro­om. A ca­len­dar on the wall disp­la­yed a da­te of al­most two ye­ars be­fo­re. Jim pul­led it from the wall.


    




    

      “Look at that,” he sa­id, han­ding it to Matt. “Accor­ding to the da­te, this post was aban­do­ned a co­up­le of months af­ter it all star­ted.”


    




    

      Matt ga­ve it a qu­ick glan­ce and let it fall from his hand. “Ye­ah, eit­her that or they just didn’t bot­her to turn the pa­ge. I know the last thing on my mind, with everyt­hing hap­pe­ning, wo­uld be to ke­ep that ca­len­dar up-to-da­te.”


    




    

      Jim pic­ked up a fax she­et from the flo­or. “The fax mac­hi­ne pa­nic­ked, too,” he sa­id.


    




    

      Matt to­ok the pa­per from him, re­ad it, and crumb­led it in­to a ball when he saw the sa­me month da­ted ne­ar the he­ader.


    




    

      “Didn’t was­te any ti­me, did they?” Matt grumb­led.


    




    

      “Would you?” Jim as­ked. “Stuck up he­re, away from yo­ur fa­mily and not al­lo­wed to go be­low gro­und whe­re it was truly sa­fe? I’m surp­ri­sed they sta­yed that long. The­re pro­bably wasn’t much left for them to go back to at that po­int. They’d ha­ve be­en bet­ter off sta­ying. They’re pro­bably de­ad now.”


    




    

      Matt nod­ded, ack­now­led­ging the­ir pro­bab­le fa­te.


    




    

      “Check that ca­bi­net over the­re and see if you can find the keys to that Hum­vee,” Jim sa­id. “I’ll lo­ok in the desk dra­wer.”


    




    

      Matt rum­ma­ged thro­ugh the ca­bi­net, slin­ging items to the flo­or to bre­ak or clang when they hit the conc­re­te. He win­ced each ti­me, pe­eking over his sho­ul­der, ex­pec­ting a scol­ding from Jim for ma­king too much no­ise.


    




    

      He fo­und two wal­kie-tal­ki­es and held them up by the­ir straps for Jim to see.


    




    

      Jim held a ring of keys and jing­led them. Matt lo­we­red the ra­di­os.


    




    

      “Are they the right ones?” Matt as­ked.


    




    

      Jim flip­ped the keys aro­und and grip­ped them in his palm. “I won’t know that till I try,” he sa­id, and wal­ked out to the Hum­vee.


    




    

      Matt con­si­de­red the ra­di­os, then sur­rep­ti­ti­o­usly poc­ke­ted a set of hand­cuf­fs from the desk­top, and fol­lo­wed.


    




    

      Jim stu­di­ed the key ring. The­re we­re abo­ut forty keys on the ho­op and he didn’t fe­el much li­ke trying each and every one be­fo­re fin­ding the one that fit, if it was on the ring at all.


    




    

      He thum­bed thro­ugh se­ve­ral be­fo­re de­ci­ding on one. He in­ser­ted it in­to the ig­ni­ti­on. It was a fit. The en­gi­ne ro­ared mag­ni­fi­cently to li­fe. Jim smi­led and rec­li­ned in the se­at, ple­ased with his cho­ice.


    




    

      “Put the char­ger in the back,” he sa­id. “I’m go­ing to ta­ke this thing down to the wa­re­ho­use so I can lo­ad up the mo­torcyc­le.”


    




    

      Matt ope­ned the back do­or and tos­sed the two ra­di­os in be­fo­re get­ting the char­ger.


    




    

      “What do I ne­ed the ra­di­os for?” Jim as­ked. Matt bit his lip. “You ne­ver know.”
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       [bookmark: bookmark8]“I ha­ve sworn to up­hold the Cons­ti­tu­ti­on of the Uni­ted Sta­tes and op­po­se tyranny,” Ge­or­ge Ba­tes re­min­ded the yo­ung of­fi­cer. “The si­tu­ati­on chan­ges not­hing. We will con­ti­nue as our fo­re­fat­hers in­ten­ded and wi­pe cle­an the mo­ral de­cay that ca­used this gre­at na­ti­on to fall asun­der and re­bu­ild.”


    




    

      His tall sta­tu­re and no-non­sen­se style ma­de Lt. Col. Ge­or­ge Ba­tes the prac­ti­cal suc­ces­sor to Col. Hart, who had be­en kil­led three months ear­li­er. Rug­ged and strong, Ba­tes ne­ver ga­ve up and fo­ught for what he be­li­eved to be right.


    




    

      The Vir­gi­nia Fre­edom Figh­ters had be­en aro­und long be­fo­re the end of so­ci­ety. For ye­ars they had tra­ined for a ra­ci­al war, a ci­vil war, or per­haps the day the Uni­ted Sta­tes go­vern­ment han­ded sup­re­me go­ver­ning po­wer over to a world le­aders­hip, the so-cal­led New World Or­der.


    




    

      What that re­al­ly me­ant was an end to per­so­nal fre­edom. The­ir or­ga­ni­za­ti­on sto­od as a bul­wark aga­inst such tyranny at ho­me. They had tra­ined for many such sce­na­ri­os, but not­hing co­uld ha­ve pre­pa­red them for what had hap­pe­ned. Still, it chan­ged not­hing. The­ir go­al re­ma­ined the sa­me: They wo­uld con­ti­nue to up­hold the Cons­ti­tu­ti­on the way it was in­ten­ded to be, unc­han­ged.


    




    

      Bates han­ded the or­ders to the yo­ung of­fi­cer.


    




    

      “Take the­se to Li­e­ute­nant Hat­ha­way. Tell him to me­et me he­re in my of­fi­ce ASAP. I ha­ve so­met­hing to dis­cuss with him.”


    




    

      The yo­ung of­fi­cer sa­lu­ted and wal­ked out.


    




    

      Pressure had be­en mo­un­ting la­tely. The for­mer com­man­der had proc­ras­ti­na­ted, pos­sibly for too long. The ti­me was ri­pe for a mo­ve. If they didn’t do so­met­hing so­on, the sta­te of af­fa­irs co­uld re­vert to what it had be­en be­fo­re the pla­gue, and on­ce aga­in they might be on the ver­ge of to­ta­li­ta­ri­anism. Mo­re rec­ru­its we­re ne­eded. To ta­ke back the na­ti­on, they ne­eded mo­re-many mo­re.


    




    

      If they co­uld uni­te all the Mi­li­ti­as spre­ad ac­ross the co­untry it wo­uld be easy, but long dis­tan­ce com­mu­ni­ca­ti­ons we­re out. At­tempts to con­tact them with sco­uts had al­ways met with fa­ilu­re. They had most li­kely fo­und the­ir fa­te at the hands of the flesh-eating gho­uls. The­re we­re just too many poc­kets of hu­ma­nity left.


    




    

      Once the pla­gue was over, they wo­uld re­uni­te and re­turn to that post-cold war style of thin­king of a one-world go­vern­ment, in turn abo­lis­hing the Cons­ti­tu­ti­on. It was uni­ma­gi­nab­le that they co­uld ha­ve such a gol­den op­por­tu­nity as this one to set things right and then fa­il to ta­ke ad­van­ta­ge of it.


    




    

      


    




    

      Lt. Ro­bert Hat­ha­way stra­igh­te­ned his dis­he­ve­led at­ti­re and knoc­ked lightly on the Co­lo­nel’s do­or, qu­ickly run­ning a hand thro­ugh his ha­ir.


    




    

      “Come in!” the we­ighty vo­ice on the ot­her si­de bo­omed.


    




    

      Hathaway en­te­red the ro­om (trying to not lo­ok li­ke he had just drag­ged him­self out of bed) and sto­od at at­ten­ti­on in front of Ge­or­ge Ba­tes’ desk.


    




    

      “At ease,” Ba­tes sa­id, mo­ti­oning for him to sit.


    




    

      Hathaway slip­ped in­to the black le­at­her cha­ir, eyes for­ward, trying to ap­pe­ar alert. His shift star­ted in an ho­ur, but he hadn’t had ti­me to pro­perly get him­self to­get­her.


    




    

      “There’s a mat­ter of im­por­tan­ce I ne­ed to dis­cuss with you, li­e­ute­nant. It re­qu­ires that you le­ave camp and go east, to­ward the co­ast.”


    




    

      Hathaway’s eyes wi­de­ned.


    




    

      “We’ve re­ce­ived se­ve­ral com­mu­ni­ca­ti­on sig­nals from the co­ast and the ra­dar on­bo­ard the car­ri­er we com­man­de­ered in Nor­folk last ye­ar has pic­ked up air traf­fic in the re­gi­on.”


    




    

      Hathaway le­aned for­ward.


    




    

      “I ne­ed you to put to­get­her a party of abo­ut ten men,” Ba­tes con-ti­nu­ed, “and find out if it’s our own flying aro­und up the­re or if it’s a fo­re­ign, pos­sibly hos­ti­le, airc­raft.”


    




    

      Hathaway stu­di­ed the Co­lo­nel. It was odd that he’d send his se­cond in com­mand on such a dan­ge­ro­us mis­si­on. Co­uld it be that he wan­ted him out of the way? May­be his pre­sen­ce thre­ate­ned the go­od Co­lo­nel’s com­mand. That must be it, he tho­ught. He wo­uld ha­ve to be very, very ca­re­ful with this man in char­ge.


    




    

      “Sir, go­ing on the­se mis­si­ons is at best risky,” Hat­ha­way sa­id in his most res­pect­ful vo­ice. “Do you think it wi­se to do this?”


    




    

      “I think it’s ne­ces­sary,” Ba­tes sa­id with a ra­ised eyeb­row. “I want ans­wers. You know what we’re he­re for and mo­re than ever we all know what’s at risk-”


    




    

      “But, sir,” he in­ter­rup­ted, “the co­as­tal are­as we­re he­avily po­pu­la­ted and are su­rely over­run with tho­se put­rid mons­ters. May I re­mind you that not one of our se­arch par­ti­es has re­tur­ned from the­ir as­sign­ments?”


    




    

      “Those se­arch par­ti­es had to tra­vel over twenty-fi­ve hund­red mi­les to re­ach the­ir des­ti­na­ti­on in Mon­ta­na. You’ll be go­ing less than two hund­red. I’ve lo­oked over the map and la­id out the ro­ute I want you to ta­ke.”


    




    

      Hathaway’s lo­wer jaw be­gan to hurt and he re­ali­zed he’d be­en grit­ting his te­eth. He didn’t fe­ar the trip; his ye­ars in the army had ma­de him strong and fe­ar­less. It was the auda­city of Ba­tes that up­set him. Who was he to put him in such dan­ger?


    




    

      He co­uldn’t qu­ite fi­gu­re out why Ba­tes was so highly re­gar­ded. Ba­tes had ser­ved in Vi­et­nam, but that was a li­fe­ti­me ago. Whe­re was this gre­at le­ader when he, Hat­ha­way, was in­ha­ling po­iso­no­us gas and swe­ating the Mid­dle Eas­tern he­at in Iraq? He­re in Vir­gi­nia, that’s whe­re, pla­ying army with a bunch of over-the-hill wan­na­bes. In the­ir small minds they we­re sa­ving the Uni­ted Sta­tes of Ame­ri­ca from the ble­eding-he­art li­be­rals who wan­ted to gi­ve it all away. Hat­ha­way suc­ked in a jag­ged bre­ath at the tho­ught.


    




    

      “Yes, sir,” Hat­ha­way sa­id.


    




    

      George Ba­tes stu­di­ed Hat­ha­way and be­gan to do­ubt his abi­lity to le­ad this mis­si­on. “You ha­ve the spe­ci­fics in the or­ders you re­ce­ived,” he sa­id, then sto­od and ope­ned the do­or. “I want no con-tact ma­de. This is to iden­tify only. Is that un­ders­to­od?”


    




    

      Hathaway felt a sur­ge of an­ger. Not only was this mis­si­on un­worthy of his ta­lents and be­lit­tling to him, now he was be­ing or­de­red to do it half-assed.


    




    

      “Yes, sir!” he rep­li­ed and for­ced a half he­ar­ted sa­lu­te.


    




    

      He wo­uld cer­ta­inly re­medy part of the prob­lem. The Co­lo­nel wan­ted him to le­ad a dan­ge­ro­us mis­si­on in­to the bo­wels of hell on so­me wild go­ose cha­se for in­va­ding ar­mi­es. Well, that was fi­ne and dandy, but he’d do it his way, with men he cho­se to ta­ke.


    




    

      If the Co­lo­nel wan­ted to play hard­ball, then Hat­ha­way co­uld do that, too. He’d show him by exe­cu­ting tho­se or­ders with comp­le­te suc­cess and re­turn in one pi­ece. Then whe­re wo­uld the Co­lo­nel be? He’d be right back whe­re he star­ted, that’s whe­re. Ba­tes out­ran­ked him, but he su­re co­uldn’t out think him. He’d ha­ve to find anot­her way to do away with him. Ba­tes wo­uld be wi­se to watch his back from now on.


    




    

      Hathaway con­ti­nu­ed to fu­me as he wal­ked down the cor­ri­dor. Two gu­ards by the do­or sa­lu­ted him as he wal­ked past. Hat­ha­way ig­no­red the­ir sa­lu­te and step­ped out in­to the brisk mor­ning air.


    




    

      Morning drills had al­re­ady be­gun and well-tra­ined units exer­ci­sed in gro­ups of forty. A row of eight wi­de and fi­ve de­ep did jum­ping jacks on the ma­in lawn to his left. Anot­her unit did squ­ats on his right. A third unit jog­ged the pe­ri­me­ter, sin­ging silly rhymes as they ran.


    




    

      Hathaway watc­hed in won­der. A ye­ar ago they had be­en on the ver­ge of to­tal de­fe­at. The Vir­gi­nia Fre­edom Figh­ters had be­en low on mo­ra­le, fo­od, and per­son­nel. Throngs of the un­de­ad had be­si­eged the­ir ranch at Ro­ano­ke. They’d lost many go­od men in that bat­tle.


    




    

      Then they jo­ined up with the mi­li­tia from West Vir­gi­nia the­re at Big Me­adows, on the Blue Rid­ge mo­un­ta­in ran­ge in the She­nan­do­ah Na­ti­onal Park, and had re­ma­ined ever sin­ce. Now they we­re strong aga­in. They we­re mo­re or­ga­ni­zed then ever and bo­as­ted al­most twi­ce the­ir ori­gi­nal num­bers.


    




    

      Big Me­adows had be­en a go­od cho­ice for hol­ding camp. The top of the mo­un­ta­in was mo­re than twenty-fi­ve hund­red fe­et abo­ve sea le­vel and ade­qu­ately equ­ip­ped with ca­bins for shel­ter, sto­res of fo­od, and ot­her things. Wild­li­fe thri­ved. De­er, be­ar, squ­ir­rels, and rab­bits we­re plen­ti­ful. They had to­tal sec­lu­si­on from the ca­tast­rop­he mi­les away.


    




    

      Hathaway fol­lo­wed a gra­vel walk­way back to his of­fi­ce to pre­pa­re. The­re we­re so many things to be iro­ned out be­fo­re the mis­si­on co­uld be­gin, so many de­ci­si­ons to be ma­de.


    




    

      Bates wo­uld ne­ed to be ta­ken ca­re of on­ce and for all. The only qu­es­ti­on left was how to do it.


    




    

      


    




    ***




    

      


    




    

      As the sun sank low in the wes­tern sky, Lt. Hat­ha­way ins­pec­ted his tro­ops. He sho­ok each one of the ten men’s hands as he ma­de his way down the li­ne. Most of them we­re his men, his fri­ends, hand­pic­ked spe­ci­fi­cal­ly for this mis­si­on. They wo­uld fol­low him to the ends of the Earth if so as­ked; the ends of the Earth, in this ca­se, be­ing Nor­folk, Vir­gi­nia, a lar­ge ur­ban area on the At­lan­tic Oce­an, al­so ho­me to the co­untry’s lar­gest East Co­ast na­val ba­se.


    




    

      Their des­ti­na­ti­on was an airc­raft car­ri­er. They had be­en using the ra­dar dis­hes to watch for hos­ti­le for­ces that might de­em the cur­rent si­tu­ati­on a go­od one in which to in­va­de Ame­ri­ca. The­re we­re no known facts as to who cre­ated the pla­gue, whet­her it was God-sent or me­rely a cre­ati­on of man.


    




    

      If a cre­ati­on of man, then it se­emed li­kely that war had in­de­ed ta­ken pla­ce and the Uni­ted Sta­tes was on the lo­sing si­de. With no in­for­ma­ti­on ava­ilab­le re­gar­ding the sta­te of fo­re­ign co­unt­ri­es, the Com­mu­nists co­uld be sit­ting pretty, just wa­iting for the right ti­me to mo­ve in and ta­ke over. Or per­haps it was the ra­di­cal ext­re­mists in the Mid­dle East who had star­ted it all, with so­me kind of germ war­fa­re.


    




    

      Hathaway be­gan to fu­me aga­in. The to­wel-he­aded bas­tards had no res­pect for hu­man li­fe. Ever­yo­ne knew that. They sho­uld’ve kept right on go­ing in the Gulf War and wi­ped out the who­le lot of them. They sho­uld’ve nu­ked the en­ti­re re­gi­on, tur­ned it all in­to a gi­ant sand pit.


    




    

      Hathaway sho­ok the hand of the last man in li­ne, his clo­sest fri­end, Jake Pe­ters. He’d known Jake for many ye­ars. He’d ser­ved with him, got­ten drunk with him, and ge­ne­ral­ly got­ten in and out of tro­ub­le with him. It had be­en Hat­ha­way who had first ac­qu­a­in­ted Jake with the Ku Klux Klan se­ve­ral ye­ars be­fo­re. They had pro­fi­ted to­get­her and kil­led to­get­her. They had be­en in­se­pa­rab­le ever sin­ce.


    




    

      Jake was Hat­ha­way’s first cho­ice to ta­ke along on the mis­si­on. Most ever­yo­ne el­se was de­ad, and that he and Jake still li­ved in­di­ca­ted not­hing less than di­vi­ne pro­vi­den­ce. This ti­me the right si­de wo­uld win the war.


    




    

      Hathaway tur­ned on his right he­el and spun abo­ut fa­ce, then wal­ked three steps and tur­ned aga­in to fa­ce his men in mi­li­tary fas­hi­on.


    




    

      “Dismissed!” he bar­ked, and the men be­gan to dis­per­se.


    




    

      “Not you, Jake.”


    




    

      Jake tur­ned.


    




    

      “I’ve got so­me things I want to talk to you abo­ut.”


    




    

      Jake wal­ked con­fi­dently to­ward him, his musc­les rip­pling be­ne­ath his tight gre­en T-shirt. His ha­ir, sha­ved tight to his scalp, ma­de him lo­ok fresh out of bo­ot camp. A wad of to­bac­co fil­led one si­de of his mo­uth and he spit fre­qu­ently.


    




    

      Hathaway lit a ci­gar and ins­pec­ted it as tho­ugh ap­pre­ci­ating its fi­ne fla­vor. He sa­vo­red the smo­ke for a mo­ment be­fo­re let­ting it es­ca­pe thro­ugh his nost­rils. “I’m al­most out of the­se things. May­be we can get so­me mo­re whi­le we’re out.”


    




    

      Jake spit, then nod­ded. “What’d you wan­na talk to me abo­ut, Bobby?”


    




    

      Hathaway tur­ned and watc­hed a gro­up of men as they marc­hed aro­und the com­po­und, ho­ping no­ne of them had he­ard Jake ad­dress him so in­for­mal­ly.


    




    

      “You see tho­se men over the­re?” he sa­id, po­in­ting. “They are ob­li­vi­o­us to what’s go­ing on aro­und he­re. They’ll li­ve or die by wha­te­ver Ba­tes says, wit­ho­ut qu­es­ti­on.”


    




    

      Jake glan­ced to­ward the marc­hing men, fe­eling dis­ta­in for his com­ra­des wit­ho­ut kno­wing why. But if Bobby Hat­ha­way sa­id so, then it must be true. “What are they ob­li­vi­o­us to?” Jake as­ked.


    




    

      Hathaway went eye to eye with Jake. “That we’re do­ing not­hing he­re. We do drills, we march, and we sit and wa­it. Now we’re ex­pec­ted to go out and wa­it aga­in. Sit back and watch, don’t ma­ke con­tact. Risk our as­ses, mind you, but don’t ta­ke ac­ti­on. We’re no mo­re li­ving than tho­se wal­king pi­les of rot out the­re in the Val­ley.”


    




    

      Hathaway flic­ked away the as­hes han­ging on the end of his ci­gar and then pus­hed the bur­ning end in­to the palm of his hand, twis­ting it un­til it was out. He didn’t flinch.


    




    

      “You see that?” Hat­ha­way sa­id. “That’s the re­ac­ti­on of a man who’s lost all sen­si­ti­vity to his sur­ro­un­dings. A man who do­esn’t ca­re any­mo­re-the man I’ve be­co­me.” He poc­ke­ted what was left of the ci­gar. “But not any­mo­re, Jake, not any­mo­re. From now on, we do things our way. Even­tu­al­ly, ever­yo­ne will do things our way.”


    




    

      Jake spit aga­in, le­aving a brown smud­ge han­ging from the cor­ner of his bot­tom lip. Jake wasn’t su­re what Hat­ha­way me­ant, but he nod­ded his ag­re­ement just the sa­me. If Bobby Hat­ha­way sa­id it, then it must be true.


    




    

      “We’ll go on this lit­tle mis­si­on,” Hat­ha­way sa­id, “but when we get back, we’ll do things our way.”


    




    

      


    




    ***




    

      


    




    

      It was ne­arly three-thirty in the mor­ning be­fo­re Hat­ha­way fi­nal­ly at­tac­hed the ti­mer to his cru­de bomb. A simp­le re­lay wo­uld send an elect­ri­cal im­pul­se from the bat­tery to the fo­ur sticks of dyna­mi­te at the cho­sen ti­me and then de­to­na­te. It was be­ne­ath his skills, but gi­ven the ava­ilab­le ma­te­ri­al and the short no­ti­ce, it was all he co­uld co­me up with. It was mo­re than ade­qu­ate for his ne­eds.


    




    

      Hathaway to­ok a small kni­fe, tur­ned the screw in the back of the ti­mer, and set it for ele­ven that night, eigh­te­en ho­urs af­ter he was sche­du­led to le­ave on his mis­si­on. He wo­uldn’t be a li­kely sus­pect; he wo­uld be mi­les away when it hap­pe­ned. Ba­tes wo­uld be as­le­ep.


    




    

      With a roll of duct ta­pe, he wrap­ped everyt­hing tightly to­get­her and slip­ped it in­to a satc­hel, then cle­ared away the evi­den­ce by put-ting the lef­to­ver ma­te­ri­al in­to the satc­hel. He wo­uld wa­it anot­her ho­ur be­fo­re pla­cing the bomb.


    




    

      


    




    ***




    

      


    




    

      Minutes pas­sed li­ke ho­urs as Hat­ha­way wa­ited. He do­ub­le-chec­ked his plans as the hands of the clock inc­hed from one mi­nu­te to the next. It was a simp­le plan. What co­uld go wrong? He’d be mi­les away when it hap­pe­ned.


    




    

      His mind drif­ted. Lack of sle­ep had ma­de him un­su­re of his own cle­ver­ness. He sho­ok his he­ad to cle­ar away the cob­webs; he had to ap­pe­ar fresh for the day ahe­ad. What’s mo­re, he had to be alert. It wo­uld be dan­ge­ro­us af­ter they left the sa­fety of the mo­un­ta­in. It wo­uld be not cle­ver to fi­nish this task only to go out and get him­self kil­led.


    




    

      He had wan­ted to tell Jake of his plans ear­li­er that day so they co­uld both sha­re in his bril­li­an­ce and in­ge­nu­ity, but the fe­wer pe­op­le who knew abo­ut it, the bet­ter.


    




    

      Finally, the clock’s hand hit the ma­gi­cal num­ber: 4:30 A.M. It was ti­me. Ba­tes’ ro­om wo­uld be empty now.


    




    

      Hathaway’s ad­re­na­li­ne pum­ped as he slin­ked down the hall to Ge­or­ge Ba­tes’ qu­ar­ters.
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       [bookmark: bookmark9]Matt das­hed thro­ugh the un­derg­ro­und stre­et past the ca­fe­te­ria, past the park bench by the un­derg­ro­und la­ke, and ac­ross to Sha­ron Dar­ney’s lab. He was run­ning la­te. The­re we­re so many things to do and so lit­tle ti­me in which to do them. Jim was le­aving shortly and he had to be re­ady.


    




    

      Sharon was wa­iting when he burst thro­ugh the do­or, out of bre­ath. “You re­ady?” he huf­fed.


    




    

      Sharon held up the ne­ed­le. “Yes. Ta­ke off yo­ur shirt.”


    




    

      Matt fo­ught to te­ar off his shirt and then ba­red his arm.


    




    

      “What the hell is it, any­way?”


    




    

      “It is a me­ga do­se of an­ti­bi­otics.” She cle­ared the air from the syrin­ge.


    




    

      “What the hell go­od will that do? I tho­ught the­re wasn’t a cu­re for a bi­te from one of tho­se things.”


    




    

      “There’s not. Not that I know of, any­way, but it may help to ha­ve it in yo­ur system be­fo­re­hand.”


    




    

      Matt flinc­hed as the ne­ed­le pi­er­ced his skin. Af­ter Sha­ron re­mo­ved it, his arm be­gan to ac­he and he rub­bed it.


    




    

      “Has Jim had his yet?”


    




    

      “He got his an ho­ur ago,” she sa­id, and tras­hed the empty syrin­ge. “Do­es he know yet?”


    




    

      “No, and I’m not go­ing to tell him un­til the last mi­nu­te. You know how he is; he’ll try to talk me out of it if I gi­ve him the chan­ce.”


    




    

      “Wear the­se,” Sha­ron sa­id and tos­sed two mid­night blue jac­kets to him with the let­ters FE­MA emb­ro­ide­red on the backs in yel­low.


    




    

      “Why?”


    




    

      “Most pe­op­le get bit­ten in the arm when they’re at­tac­ked by the re­ani­ma­tes. If you’re we­aring a jac­ket, it will ma­ke it mo­re dif­fi­cult for the­ir te­eth to pe­net­ra­te thro­ugh to skin.”


    




    

      Matt bund­led them un­der his arm. “Just what we ne­ed. Jac­kets in se­venty deg­ree we­at­her.”


    




    

      “Wear them!”


    




    

      


    




    ***




    

      


    




    

      Jim wal­ked arm in arm with Aman­da to the ele­va­tor. She was re­con­ci­led to the fact that he was go­ing to go, no mat­ter what. She held on to him as they step­ped in­si­de and the do­or clo­sed be­hind them.


    




    

      The ele­va­tor ro­se swiftly to the gro­und flo­or, le­aving Aman­da’s qu­e­asy sto­mach se­ve­ral sto­ri­es be­low gro­und. The do­or slid open.


    




    

      Mick smi­led as Jim and Aman­da step­ped out. At his si­de sto­od Fe­li­cia and the small gol­den-ha­ired child they had co­me to call the­ir own. Isa­bel­le had be­en mu­te for al­most two ye­ars, but la­tely she had be­gun to spe­ak a lit­tle. Jim tho­ught that the shock of lo­sing her fa­mily and wit­nes­sing the ghastly sights she must ha­ve se­en at such an early age ca­used her to tem­po­ra­rily lo­se that sen­se.


    




    

      Like her new­fo­und mot­her, Fe­li­cia, Isa­bel­le had a stran­ge gift. So­me­ti­mes they saw, or knew things, that no one el­se did. This gift had so­me­how bro­ught them to­get­her. A ye­ar be­fo­re, the­ir in­tu­iti­ons had hel­ped to sa­ve them all from do­om. La­tely, the­re had be­en no such fo­re­sight.


    




    

      Mick sho­ok Jim’s hand. “Go­od luck. Don’t ta­ke any chan­ces. We ne­ed you he­re,” Mick sa­id. “If it gets too dan­ge­ro­us, turn aro­und and co­me back.”


    




    

      Jim nod­ded. “I will.”


    




    

      He tur­ned to Fe­li­cia, who held back her te­ars as she hug­ged him, wa­iting for that flash of in­sight in­to dan­ger to sting her body. She al­most wis­hed for it to co­me so she co­uld tell him he mustn’t go, that she sen­sed pe­rils in his jo­ur­ney, but not­hing hap­pe­ned. May­be it was a go­od thing, she tho­ught as she pul­led away.


    




    

      Jim re­ac­hed out for Isa­bel­le, but she step­ped away from him and hid be­hind Fe­li­cia. Puz­zled, he to­ok Aman­da’s hand and wal­ked to­ward the do­or. Isa­bel fid­ge­ted, then das­hed af­ter him. Jim sto­oped down and she ran in­to his arms and hug­ged him hard. He pul­led away and lo­oked in­to her fa­ce, which shi­ned with in­no­cen­ce even tho­ugh she’d be­en thro­ugh hell in her short li­fe­ti­me.


    




    

      “God helps you,” she whis­pe­red.


    




    

      Amanda bent over and put a hand on the lit­tle girl’s sho­ul­der. “Yes, we know. God will watch over him.”


    




    

      Isabelle sho­ok her he­ad. “No-o-o,” she ans­we­red, and stro­ked the hand Aman­da had pla­ced on her sho­ul­der. “God helps, to­uc­hes you. You ha­ve his light on you.” She to­ok a step back­ward and smi­led. “I see it.”


    




    

      “Thank you, Isa­bel­le,” he sa­id, stan­ding up. He wa­ved to Mick and Fe­li­cia ac­ross the ro­om and then ga­ve Aman­da a lin­ge­ring kiss.


    




    

      “Come back to me,” she whis­pe­red, “or I’ll co­me lo­oking for you.”


    




    

      Jim crac­ked a smi­le.


    




    

      “I’m se­ri­o­us,” she sa­id with a scowl.


    




    

      


    




    ***




    

      


    




    

      As Jim wal­ked to whe­re the Hum­vee was par­ked, he men­tal­ly ran thro­ugh his check­list. Everyt­hing had be­en ta­ken ca­re of, but what con­cer­ned him was that he might ha­ve for­got­ten to put so­me-thing on the list.


    




    

      He stop­ped short of the ve­hic­le and sta­red at Matt, who sat in the pas­sen­ger se­at. Jim ope­ned the do­or. “What are you do­ing he­re, Matt? I told you no­body el­se go­es.”


    




    

      “You ne­ed me to go. You might ne­ed the help.”


    




    

      “I won’t ne­ed the help. Now get out.”


    




    

      Matt po­in­ted to a grab bar at­tac­hed to the dash and Jim gro­aned when he saw that Matt had hand­cuf­fed him­self to it.


    




    

      “Where the hell did you get tho­se things?”


    




    

      “From the gu­ard shack the ot­her day.”


    




    

      Jim tho­ught of wal­king back up the hill un­til Matt got hungry eno­ugh to gi­ve up, but he slid be­hind the ste­ering whe­el ins­te­ad.


    




    

      “Does Mick know you’re he­re?”


    




    

      “He do­es. He wants me to go, too.”


    




    

      “I’ll not be res­pon­sib­le for you if so­met­hing hap­pens.”


    




    

      “Okay,” Matt sa­id. He un­loc­ked the hand­cuf­fs from his wrist and let them dang­le from the bar.


    




    

      Jim grin­ned. “I tho­ught you’d had eno­ugh of tho­se be­fo­re the pla­gue.”


    




    

      “Yeah, well it’s su­re the first ti­me I put them on wil­lingly,” he sa­id, grin­ning at the small vic­tory.


    




    

      Jim star­ted the en­gi­ne and dro­ve up the hill and thro­ugh the ma­in ga­te.
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      Leon was wa­iting by the chop­per when Hal and Jack ar­ri­ved at the air­port. Jack went in­to the ter­mi­nal and Hal wal­ked up to Le­on. They sta­red at each ot­her, then Le­on ga­ve Hal a light tap on the arm, a si­lent apo­logy that men­ded the rift bet­we­en them.


    




    

      Leon threw his ge­ar in­to the back of the chop­per. “Whe­re to this mor­ning?” he as­ked.


    




    

      “West,” Hal ans­we­red. “We’re go­ing to fol­low Ro­ute 17 north-ward for a whi­le and see what we see. May­be as far as Fre­de­ricks-burg.”


    




    

      Leon was usu­al­ly in­dif­fe­rent when it ca­me to whe­re they went- one pla­ce was as bad as the next-but this trip wo­uld be lon­ger than most. To­day they wo­uld be ta­king the chop­per to its li­mit un­der the cir­cums­tan­ces. Even so, his dre­ad of the trip was less to­day than it had be­en in the past.


    




    

      Leon had fi­nal­ly co­me to vi­ew the ex­cur­si­ons as so­met­hing he had to co­pe with, re­gard­less of how he felt. This was his duty, his pla­ce in this new li­fe, his ro­le to play.


    




    

      


    




    ***




    

      


    




    

      As the sun ro­se hig­her, they ap­pro­ac­hed Fre­de­ricks­burg, a town of mo­re than twenty tho­usand be­fo­re the pla­gue of flesh eaters. Now the stre­ets and par­king lots we­re dot­ted with the slow-mo­ving fi­gu­res of the wal­king de­ad in se­arch of li­ve prey. No one knew if they had the men­tal ca­pa­city to ac­tu­al­ly form tho­ught, which they wo­uld ne­ed to con­duct a se­arch. It was mo­re li­kely that they simply ro­amed abo­ut, mostly una­wa­re of the­ir sur­ro­un­dings, un­til so­me un­for­tu­na­te so­ul hap­pe­ned along, thus trig­ge­ring the ins­tinct that mo­ti­va­ted them.


    




    

      Even from this al­ti­tu­de, Le­on saw the town’s ut­ter de­cay. Stag­ge­ring, lurc­hing li­ving de­ad pep­pe­red the lands­ca­pe everyw­he­re and pa­per trash blew in the stre­ets li­ke tumb­le­we­eds. Tre­es fel­led by storms over the past two ye­ars we­re still on ro­of­tops, the­ir branc­hes li­ke gi­ant ske­le­tal hands grip­ping the si­des of the­ir be­arers. Bro­ken win­dows and smas­hed do­ors we­re abun­dant in a sea of now-pre­ca­ri­o­us dwel­lings.


    




    

      Leon’s tho­ughts went back to the first few days of the pla­gue. He had do­ub­ted, as many had, the va­li­dity of the de­ta­ils re­le­ased to the pub­lic. An unexp­la­inab­le and truly stran­ge phe­no­me­non had ta­ken pla­ce. The un­bu­ri­ed de­ad we­re re­tur­ning to li­fe. It had hap­pe­ned so qu­ickly that the­re was hardly ti­me to let it all sink in. Most had only be­gun to un­ders­tand how bad the si­tu­ati­on was be­fo­re it was all over.


    




    

      Leon had had run-ins with many of the gho­uls be­fo­re fin­ding sa­fety on Tan­gi­er Is­land. So­me of tho­se run-ins had be­en with fri­ends and fa­mily. Cor­rec­ti­on: the bo­di­es of fri­ends and fa­mily, mi­nus the­ir so­uls. Bo­di­es we­re me­rely the ve­hic­les that har­bo­red a dark and evil pre­sen­ce, pos­sibly de­mons. Wha­te­ver they we­re, they we­re not the pe­op­le he had known.


    




    

      Television had be­en full of news re­ports and talk shows. Go­vern­ment of­fi­ci­als and re­li­gi­o­us-ori­en­ted shows all ga­ve the­ir own opi­ni­ons and the­ori­es on what was hap­pe­ning. It’s a vi­rus! It’s God’s do­ing! It’s Mot­her Na­tu­re re­bel­ling for man­kind’s dest­ruc­ti­on of the pla­net, they had cri­ed. All had be­en blab­be­ring idi­ots, he tho­ught, whi­le the de­ad had mul­tip­li­ed at an alar­ming ra­te.


    




    

      A month, he re­mem­be­red. That’s abo­ut how long it to­ok for ci­vi­li­za­ti­on to col­lap­se. That’s how long it had ta­ken for man­kind to lo­se the­ir fo­ot­hold as the do­mi­nant spe­ci­es on Earth. Now, two ye­ars la­ter, less than one per­cent of the world’s po­pu­la­ti­on re­ma­ined ali­ve. They we­re out­num­be­red, one hund­red to one.


    




    

      More than li­kely the­re we­re ot­hers out the­re so­mew­he­re, but they co­uld not find them.


    




    

      Anyone with any sen­se had got­ten far away from ci­ti­es and po­pu­la­ti­on cen­ters. The gho­uls didn’t tra­vel, so whe­re­ver pe­op­le we­re be­fo­re the pla­gue was whe­re the gho­uls we­re now. That’s why Le­on tho­ught it was unp­ro­duc­ti­ve to se­arch in the ci­ti­es. Only a fo­ol wo­uld ven­tu­re the­re.


    




    

      A war­ning buz­zer so­un­ded and a red light blin­ked on the inst­ru­ment pa­nel. The chop­per’s mo­tor be­gan to so­und la­bo­red.


    




    

      Jack drop­ped the maps he’d be­en stud­ying and tap­ped the blin­king light in a va­in at­tempt to ma­ke it stop, his fa­ce whi­te with tre­pi­da­ti­on.


    




    

      Hal fo­ught with the stick to ke­ep the chop­per le­vel and be­ads of pers­pi­ra­ti­on be­gan to dot his fo­re­he­ad. He tur­ned to Le­on: “Lo­ok out the si­de win­dow and tell me what you see.”


    




    

      Leon mo­ved to the si­de win­dow. “Black smo­ke, Hal. I see black smo­ke!”


    




    

      Sweat drip­ped in­to Hal’s eyes. “I’ve got­ta set us down! Jesus, I’ve got­ta set us down!” he sa­id. “We’re lo­sing oil pres­su­re!”


    




    

      Leon jum­ped in­to his se­at and buck­led the sa­fety straps. He mo­ved his we­apons clo­ser and lo­oked out the win­dow. Hund­reds of gho­uls we­re mil­ling abo­ut. So­me we­re pe­ering up­ward.


    




    

      “There’s a fi­eld ahe­ad,” Hal sa­id. “I’m go­ing to try to ma­ke it!”


    




    

      The chop­per mo­ved for­ward even as it lost al­ti­tu­de.


    




    

      Then the mo­tor qu­it. The swe­eping so­und of the ro­tors fil­led Le­on’s mind as he clutc­hed the arms of his se­at. The swe­eping slo­wed, then stop­ped. They flo­ated in a de­afe­ning si­len­ce for what se­emed li­ke fo­re­ver, wa­iting for the ul­ti­ma­te end of the­ir flight.


    




    

      The chop­per til­ted to the right and clip­ped a tree. The tree bro­ke away, and slam­med back­ward in­to the ta­il fin. Le­on fo­und him­self fa­cing down­ward as the chop­per plum­me­ted no­se first to the gro­und. It was the last thing he re­mem­be­red.


    




    

      


    




    

      A clo­ud of pa­in en­gul­fed Le­on when he ope­ned his eyes. When the chop­per slam­med in­to the gro­und, the for­ce had flung him for­ward aga­inst the sa­fety belts. At the very le­ast, he had so­me bro­ken ribs.


    




    

      Leon hung from his straps, lo­oking down to­ward the front of the chop­per, which sat on its no­se. Hal and Jack we­re crus­hed bet­we­en the front pa­nel and the­ir se­ats.


    




    

      Leon fo­ught to re­le­ase the straps that con­fi­ned him. Af­ter fid­ge­ting with the buck­le, it re­le­ased and he fell in­to the back of the cock-pit se­ats with a thud.


    




    

      His nost­rils bur­ning, Le­on pic­ked him­self up from his crump­led po­si­ti­on. The fu­el tank had rup­tu­red and fu­el was flo­wing in­to the com­part­ment, po­oling aro­und the two men trap­ped be­low him. He ne­eded to free them from the wrec­ka­ge, fast!


    




    

      Leon did his best to ba­lan­ce him­self by pla­cing one fo­ot on the dash pa­nel and the ot­her on the wrec­ked me­tal abo­ve the wind-shi­eld. He fa­ced Hal first and pul­led his he­ad away from the twis­ted me­tal in front of him. The sight ma­de Le­on pull back in re­vul­si­on. Hal’s fa­ce was go­ne-crus­hed and torn away by the im­pact. He was de­ad.


    




    

      Leon’s bre­ath was jag­ged, his fa­ce flus­hed. Bi­le ro­se in his thro­at un­til the acid bur­ned in his mo­uth. He clo­sed his eyes to fight the pa­nic that thre­ate­ned to con­su­me him, then put his hands over his fa­ce to blot out what he’d just se­en.


    




    

      His he­art ra­te ste­adi­ed and he re­mo­ved his hands and ope­ned his eyes. The inst­ru­ment pa­nel had bro­ken in such a way that a lar­ge me­tal shard had pi­er­ced Jack’s chest. His de­ad eyes sta­red blindly ahe­ad. Le­on was alo­ne.


    




    

      He sto­od the­re for a mo­ment aga­inst the in­si­de of the ro­of, da­zed and con­fu­sed. He tri­ed to con­vin­ce him­self that he was dre­aming, that no­ne of this was re­al. The mo­ment to­ok on a sur­re­al qu­ality. He watc­hed from out­si­de of his body, but he was not emo­ti­onal­ly in­vol­ved in the ter­ror. The sur­ro­un­dings be­ca­me va­gue and out of fo­cus.


    




    

      And then the mo­ans ca­me.


    




    

      Leon snap­ped back. He had for­got­ten abo­ut the cre­atu­res! His fri­ends we­re de­ad and he was stran­ded. Lord knows how many cre­atu­res we­re clo­sing in on him. How long had he be­en un­cons­ci­o­us af­ter the crash? He fo­und his rif­le and the bag of ne­ces­si­ti­es lying aga­inst the back of Jack’s se­at.


    




    

      He slung the bag over his sho­ul­der and snatc­hed up the rif­le. Pa­nic was re­tur­ning.


    




    

      A thud aga­inst the si­de of the dow­ned chop­per. Anot­her thud. Mo­ans. The un­mis­ta­kab­le so­und of hands pa­wing for ent­ran­ce.


    




    

      Leon se­arc­hed for a way to es­ca­pe. The chop­per was wed­ged bet­we­en two tre­es. Es­ca­pe thro­ugh the si­de do­or was im­pos­sib­le. The front of the chop­per was tight aga­inst the gro­und. His only chan­ce was to climb back up to his se­at and try to get out thro­ugh the win­dow be­si­de it. The fu­mes we­re get­ting wor­se so he had to work fast.


    




    

      Leon grab­bed the sa­fety har­ness and pul­led him­self to his se­at, wrap­ping his legs aro­und the back of it for a bet­ter grip. He po­si­ti­oned him­self on the se­at back and lo­oked out the win­dow. His he­art sank. Hor­des of gho­uls we­re clo­sing in. He wo­uld ha­ve to bat­tle to get past them.


    




    

      He to­ok one last lo­ok at Jack. His de­ath had not be­en ca­used by a he­ad inj­ury and Le­on bri­efly con­si­de­red put­ting a bul­let thro­ugh his bra­in to pre­vent the trans­for­ma­ti­on, but the­re was not eno­ugh ti­me. Plus, if the shot cre­ated a spark it co­uld ig­ni­te the po­oling fu­el.


    




    

      Leon le­aned back and kic­ked at the win­dow un­til it shat­te­red on­to the gro­und. He jum­ped out and two cre­atu­res clo­sed in on him as he lan­ded on the gro­und. He kic­ked one away and held the ot­her at arm’s length un­til he co­uld bring it down to the grass be­si­de him.


    




    

      Leon sprang to his fe­et. The first gho­ul mo­ved in as Le­on pul­led his pis­tol from its hols­ter. He shot it in the he­ad and it fell whe­re it had sto­od. He tur­ned and shot the se­cond gho­ul on the gro­und, then to­ok off run­ning thro­ugh the fi­eld.


    




    

      He spot­ted an ope­ning and ran for it. Sharp pa­ins en­gul­fed his chest as he ran; a rib pop­ped and mo­ved pa­in­ful­ly with each step.


    




    

      When he re­ac­hed the ro­ad, he stop­ped to bre­at­he and plan his next mo­ve. The lar­gest mob of gho­uls was still be­hind him, ne­ar the cras­hed chop­per, but so­me we­re mo­ving his way-exci­ted by his sud­den ap­pe­aran­ce. Ot­her wal­king de­ad to­ok no­ti­ce and mo­ved away from the­ir pre­vi­o­us des­ti­na­ti­ons and to­ward Le­on. The­ir mo­ans and cri­es ro­se to­get­her, cre­ating an eerie wa­il of hun­ger and ex­ci­te­ment.


    




    

      Leon’s mind ra­ced. What co­uld he do? Whe­re co­uld he go?
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      It was al­most an ho­ur be­fo­re Jim and Matt got the­ir first lo­ok at a gho­ul in ne­arly a ye­ar. It wo­re mi­li­tary fa­ti­gu­es and was slum­ped over a bar­bed wi­re fen­ce be­si­de the ro­ad. It re­ma­ined so mo­ti­on­less at first that it ap­pe­ared to be de­ad.


    




    

      Jim bro­ught the Hum­vee to a stop fif­te­en fe­et away from whe­re the gho­ul dang­led over the bar­bed wi­re. Nor­mal­ly he wo­uld’ve dri­ven on wit­ho­ut a se­cond lo­ok, but this one gar­ne­red his in­te­rest. May­be it was be­ca­use the gho­ul had be­en army be­fo­re his de­ath. Jim had be­en in the mi­li­tary. He knew the risks a sol­di­er to­ok. Al­lo­wing a sol­di­er who might ha­ve fo­ught gal­lantly in li­fe to ha­ve his body used in such an obs­ce­ne man­ner was im­mo­ral. May­be Jim was just cu­ri­o­us. In any event, the area was cle­ar and he co­uld do that sol­di­er a fa­vor wit­ho­ut much dan­ger to Matt or him­self.


    




    

      They sta­red at the gho­ul from the sa­fety of the ve­hic­le. Then it mo­ved. It ra­ised its he­ad in short jerks and stra­ined to ga­in so­lid fo­oting wit­ho­ut the aid of the fen­ce. It stag­ge­red back­ward be­fo­re mo­ving to­ward them. It bo­un­ced off the fen­ce, una­wa­re that its path was im­pe­ded by the bar­bed wi­re.


    




    

      The gho­ul was con­fu­sed. It sta­red at the wi­re bar­ri­er, un­su­re of how to get past it. It re­le­ased an exas­pe­ra­ted howl that garg­led in its thro­at with what must ha­ve be­en the last bit of mo­is­tu­re re­ma­ining in its de­sic­ca­ted body. Its lo­wer jaw drop­ped and hung open, dis­con­nec­ted from the up­per por­ti­on in a dis­tur­bing man­ner. The jaw swung fre­ely as it thras­hed aga­inst the fen­ce


    




    

      “Look at that thing,” Matt sa­id, sic­ke­ned by the sight. “What the hell hap­pe­ned to it? It lo­oks li­ke it’s be­en out he­re rot­ting li­ke hell. I tho­ught they we­ren’t sup­po­sed to rot li­ke the re­gu­lar de­ad.”


    




    

      Jim ope­ned his do­or and went to the back of the Hum­vee. He ope­ned the ga­te, pul­led a ti­re iron out, and went to the fen­ce whe­re the gho­ul thras­hed.


    




    

      Jim co­ve­red his no­se and mo­uth with a hand­kerc­hi­ef. With his mo­bi­le hand, he ra­ised the ti­re iron high and bro­ught it down hard on the cre­atu­re’s he­ad. Af­ter a na­use­ating thud that so­un­ded li­ke a ham­mer smas­hing in­to a ri­pe me­lon, frag­ments of skull and bra­in mat­ter spe­wed from the ope­ned ca­vity. The cre­atu­re drop­ped li­fe­les­sly to the gro­und.


    




    

      Jim wi­ped the ti­re iron cle­an with grass and then re­tur­ned it to the back of the Hum­vee. He was still swab­bing away fo­ul smel­ling bits of the cre­atu­re’s cra­ni­al con­tents when he sat in the dri­ver’s se­at.


    




    

      “That one wo­uldn’t ha­ve las­ted much lon­ger any­way,” Jim sa­id.


    




    

      “What do you me­an?”


    




    

      “I me­an, in a lit­tle whi­le his bra­in wo­uld’ve be­en too se­ve­rely de­ca­yed to ha­ve sus­ta­ined it. It wo­uld’ve simply drop­ped de­ad on its own. I’m go­ing by so­met­hing Sha­ron Dar­ney told me. The pe­op­le who di­ed, or we­re in­fec­ted and di­ed when this all first hap­pe­ned, ha­ve a li­fes­pan of at le­ast ten ye­ars, may­be mo­re. But from the in­for­ma­ti­on she’s gat­he­red, she be­li­eves that one re­vi­ving now, or re­cently, wo­uldn’t sur­vi­ve ne­arly as long. The­ir de­com­po­si­ti­on ra­te is much fas­ter; they rot fas­ter. On­ce the bra­in be­co­mes unab­le to func­ti­on, the cre­atu­re will die. That po­or sol­di­er must’ve sur­vi­ved for qu­ite a whi­le be­fo­re fi­nal­ly me­eting his do­om be­ca­use the­re wasn’t much left of him, as­su­ming Sha­ron’s hypot­he­sis is cor­rect.”


    




    

      “Damn,” Matt sa­id, lo­oking at the de­ad sol­di­er. “Hey! If they’re all li­ke that, this co­uld be a ca­ke­walk. I co­uld hand­le twenty of tho­se things in that con­di­ti­on. Be­at ’em right down to the gro­und easy! That po­or bas­tard lo­oked too rot­ted to even bi­te you.”


    




    

      “Don’t bet yo­ur li­fe on it, Matt,” Jim sa­id.


    




    

      


    




    ***




    

      


    




    

      Ten mi­les la­ter, Jim had to stop aga­in to mo­ve a fal­len tree that bloc­ked the­ir way. Ne­arby, a co­untry ghost town that had fal­len vic­tim to the ele­ments was half hid­den in an overg­rowth of ve­ge­ta­ti­on. It bec­ko­ned for com­pa­ni­ons­hip to re­vi­ve its on­ce qu­a­int be­a­uty and on­ce aga­in be­co­me a pla­ce with whi­te pic­ket fen­ces, porc­hes with roc­king cha­irs, and flo­wer gar­dens of yel­low and red.


    




    

      Jim vi­su­ali­zed the past splen­dor of the small com­mu­nity, how it might ha­ve be­en, with child­ren pla­ying ball in the nar­row stre­ets, la­ug­hing and ha­ving fun. The vi­si­on fa­ded away in the fa­ce of the we­ed-fil­led yards and ho­uses with pe­eling pa­int and bro­ken win­dows.


    




    

      Jim grab­bed his rif­le and ma­de su­re he had plenty of am­mu­ni­ti­on be­fo­re le­aving the con­fi­nes of the Hum­vee. He mo­ti­oned for Matt to do the sa­me, then re­mo­ved the cha­in­saw from the back of the ve­hic­le and went to the fal­len tree. He pul­led the start cord and blue smo­ke jet­ted from the cha­in­saw in ste­ady stre­ams as he cut thro­ugh the thick trunk. He had be­en re­ady for the pos­si­bi­lity of dow­ned tre­es that co­uld block his path.


    




    

      Matt watc­hed for tro­ub­le, his eyes dar­ting this way and that as Jim sli­ced thro­ugh the tree with the ex­per­ti­se of a Mon­ta­na wo­ods-man. When a twel­ve-fo­ot pi­ece of the tree’s trunk was re­mo­ved and rol­led from the­ir path, Jim put the cha­in­saw back in­to the ve­hic­le and brus­hed the saw­dust from his clot­hes.


    




    

      An un­na­tu­ral calm­ness, empty of li­fe, fil­led the co­untry air. Even birds re­fu­sed to ma­ke known the­ir pre­sen­ce in the tre­es aro­und them. It was ne­ver mo­re evi­dent to Jim that the pas­sa­ge of days had lit­tle me­aning any­mo­re out­si­de the bo­un­da­ri­es of the mo­un­ta­in. The­re was no bust­ling Wall Stre­et, no air traf­fic in the sky, and no mo­ving ve­hic­les ot­her than the­ir own on the ro­ads. They we­re in a de­ad world now.


    




    

      Jim re­mo­ved a small can­te­en from his belt and fil­led his mo­uth with wa­ter. He wo­uld was­te no mo­re ti­me than ne­eded. They still had qu­ite a jo­ur­ney be­fo­re they got to the­ir des­ti­na­ti­on. They’d be hard pres­sed to go to Tan­gi­er and, if it pro­ved to be in va­in, turn aro­und and get back to Mo­unt We­at­her be­fo­re dark.


    




    

      Spending the night in the unp­ro­tec­ted wild was not at the top of his list of pre­fe­ren­ces. The­re was now­he­re he co­uld think of that wo­uld of­fer them the ne­eded se­cu­rity thro­ugh the night. We­apons, fo­od, ext­ra gas, and even a small ge­ne­ra­tor we­re lo­aded in­to the back of the Hum­vee, all squ­e­ezed in aro­und a mo­torcyc­le, but they we­re not equ­ip­ped for a pro­lon­ged trip. The­se days one co­uld not go to sle­ep-no mat­ter how sa­fe and ex­pect to wa­ke in the sa­me con­di­ti­on. Not out he­re. He’d le­ar­ned from past ex­pe­ri­en­ce that se­cu­rity was not so­met­hing to be ta­ken for gran­ted.


    




    

      Jim tur­ned upon he­aring cri­es of an­gu­ish be­hind him. Se­ven gro­tes­que cre­atu­res stag­ge­red from the small vil­la­ge be­si­de the ro­ad, at­trac­ted by the no­ise of the cha­in­saw. The­ir rag­ged clot­hes and de­te­ri­ora­ted fe­atu­res we­re vi­sib­le pro­of of what they we­re.


    




    

      Matt ran to Jim’s si­de and ra­ised his we­apon. Jim put his hand on the we­apon and pus­hed it away. “No,” he sa­id. “We don’t ha­ve the ti­me for it. No use was­ting the am­mo. We’re not he­re to kill every one we see. Let’s just mo­ve on.”


    




    

      Matt lo­we­red the gun and was­ted no ti­me get­ting back in­si­de the ve­hic­le.


    




    

      Jim dro­ve thro­ugh the ope­ning he had cut out and watc­hed in the re­ar vi­ew mir­ror as the gag­gle of flesh eaters fa­ded in­to the dis­tan­ce.


    




    

      Matt hum­med a tu­ne from an old song to calm his fra­yed ner­ves. “We’re gon­na be okay, you know? We’re gon­na be okay,” he re­as­su­red him­self amid his hum­ming.


    




    

      Jim nod­ded. “Ye­ah, we’re gon­na be fi­ne.”


    




    

      He pra­yed they we­re right. He was su­re they wo­uld en­co­un­ter si­tu­ati­ons that we­re a lot wor­se than this one. The­ir jo­ur­ney had only just be­gun.


    




    

      


    




    

      


    




    [bookmark: BdToc_13]12




    

      


    




    

      The small con­voy ca­me to a stop in the ro­ad two mi­les be­fo­re Cul­pe­per, Vir­gi­nia. Hat­ha­way step­ped out and spre­ad his maps over the ho­od of the le­ad truck.


    




    

      “We’ll fol­low this ro­ad un­til we get to Fre­de­ricks­burg. Then we’ll ta­ke 95 and 64 to Nor­folk. The­re sho­uldn’t be too much tro­ub­le as long as we stay on the high­ways.”


    




    

      Jake nod­ded as Hat­ha­way re­fol­ded the maps.


    




    

      Hathaway felt con­fi­dent as he glan­ced at his watch. By this ti­me to­mor­row, Ba­tes wo­uld be de­alt with and com­mand wo­uld lo­gi­cal­ly fall to him. It sho­uldn’t ha­ve co­me to this. He sho­uld’ve be­en gi­ven the post in the first pla­ce, but now it was out of his hands. The plan had be­en set in­to mo­ti­on.


    




    

      He wo­uld ri­de back in­to camp in a few days and ac­cept his new po­si­ti­on. He wo­uld fi­nal­ly ha­ve the po­wer he so de­ser­ved, small tho­ugh it was. Po­wer over less than a tho­usand pe­op­le wo­uldn’t ha­ve me­ant much be­fo­re the pla­gue, but now it wo­uld me­an so much mo­re.


    




    

      An army one tho­usand strong co­uld go out and ef­fec­ti­vely ta­ke wha­te­ver it wan­ted. The­re wo­uld be al­co­ves of ot­her sur­vi­vors who wo­uld be do­mi­na­ted and ad­ded to his num­bers, the un­de­si­rab­les we­eded out in the pro­cess. Ba­tes was right abo­ut one thing: They sho­uld be pre­pa­red for the pos­si­bi­lity that fo­re­ign na­ti­ons might mo­ve in and ta­ke over.


    




    

      He didn’t see this as an im­me­di­ate thre­at, but as so­on as the pla­gue was over it was so­met­hing they wo­uld ha­ve to be pre­pa­red for. It wo­uld be a ra­ce to see who co­uld get or­ga­ni­zed first.


    




    

      “Sir?” a vo­ice sa­id. “Sir?”


    




    

      Hathaway tur­ned to find Do­nald Co­ving­ton, a fresh-fa­ced boy of twenty-two, a kid who lo­oked up to him as a ro­le mo­del. His hand sho­ok as he wa­ved a qu­ick sa­lu­te.


    




    

      “What is it?” Hat­ha­way as­ked.


    




    

      “There are so­me of them co­ming in from the west, down by a farm­ho­use. Lo­oks to be abo­ut eight or ten.”


    




    

      Hathaway’s exp­res­si­on har­de­ned. “The­re’s what co­ming, boy?”


    




    

      The boy fid­ge­ted. “Mons­ters, sir. Gho­uls.”


    




    

      “The next ti­me you ha­ve so­met­hing to re­port; ma­ke su­re you cla­rify what you’re re­por­ting. To be ef­fi­ci­ent, we ne­ed facts-hard, ac­cu­ra­te facts. Bat­tles are lost be­ca­use of po­or com­mu­ni­ca­ti­on. Do you un­ders­tand?”


    




    

      “Yes, sir.”


    




    

      “Good!” Hat­ha­way be­amed, his vo­ice sud­denly che­er­ful. “Now, how far away are they?”


    




    

      “A co­up­le hund­red yards.”


    




    

      “Then the­re’s no re­ason to worry just yet. It’ll ta­ke them ten or fif­te­en mi­nu­tes to get he­re, as slow as they mo­ve. Ma­ke su­re we ke­ep a go­od lo­oko­ut. If any get too clo­se, sho­ot the god­dam­ned things in the he­ad and be do­ne with it.”


    




    

      “Yes, sir.” The boy ga­ve anot­her qu­ick sa­lu­te and di­sap­pe­ared aro­und the truck.


    




    

      Hathaway smir­ked at the yo­ung lad’s ner­vo­us­ness. He was the le­ast ex­pe­ri­en­ced in the gro­up, bro­ught along, ba­si­cal­ly, to gro­om as Hat­ha­way saw fit. He was lit­tle mo­re than an er­rand boy, but he’d le­arn.


    




    

      Hathaway wal­ked away from the front of the le­ad truck and in­to ever­yo­ne’s vi­ew.


    




    

      “Listen up!” he or­de­red, and ever­yo­ne mo­ved clo­ser. “I stop­ped us he­re be­fo­re we en­ter Cul­pe­per for a re­ason. This will be the first ti­me we will pi­er­ce a for­merly po­pu­la­ted area. We will su­rely en­co­un­ter the un­de­ad in lar­ger num­bers than any of you ha­ve se­en in a whi­le. I ex­pect ever­yo­ne to ke­ep the­ir wits abo­ut them and be­ha­ve in a man­ner be­fit­ting what you are: tra­ined sol­di­ers. We will pro­ce­ed thro­ugh town wit­ho­ut stop­ping un­less it is ab­so­lu­tely nec-essary, and con­ti­nue on un­til we re­ach Fre­de­ricks­burg.”


    




    

      Hathaway glan­ced to­ward the pack of un­ga­inly cre­atu­res slowly ap­pro­ac­hing via the fi­eld. “Mo­ve out.”


    




    

      The small con­voy of trucks ro­ared to li­fe and mo­ved on.
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      Leon to­ok off in a fo­ot ra­ce aga­inst the hor­de of wal­king de­ad that clo­sed in on him from all di­rec­ti­ons. Gro­ups of de­com­po­sing cre­atu­res clutc­hed at him as he ran past, gas­ping for air. They we­re too slow to catch him as he das­hed by. The mor­ning bre­eze car­ri­ed the­ir cri­es in wa­ves of high-pitc­hed wa­ils that as­sa­ul­ted his ears to the po­int of mad­ness. He bloc­ked them from his mind as he ran.


    




    

      His pre­di­ca­ment was gra­ve. He was smack dab in the mid­dle of Fre­de­ricks­burg, with se­ve­ral mi­les bet­we­en him­self and the In­ter-sta­te high­way run­ning so­uth. To re­ach ho­me, that was his best bet. If he co­uld find a wor­king auto­mo­bi­le, his si­tu­ati­on wo­uld be less pe­ri­lo­us.


    




    

      Leon ran un­til ex­ha­us­ti­on over­to­ok him. He fo­und a pla­ce to mo­men­ta­rily hi­de, a truck that had co­me to rest on its si­de. Ca­re­ful not to let any of the cre­atu­res see him, he slip­ped out of sight be­hind the truck. His bre­at­hing be­ca­me mo­re even and he so­ught to de­vi­se a plan.


    




    

      He was un­fa­mi­li­ar with the town in which he fo­und him­self stran­ded. He knew the ge­ne­ral di­rec­ti­on of the In­ters­ta­te from se­e­ing it thro­ugh the win­dow of the chop­per. With trash, tre­es, and wrec­ked cars lit­te­ring the ro­ads, it wo­uld be dif­fi­cult to re­ach it, even with mo­to­ri­zed trans­por­ta­ti­on. He tri­ed to cle­ar the blan­ke­ting ha­ze that had sud­denly for­med aro­und his tho­ughts.


    




    

      “A car,” he whis­pe­red. He po­un­ded a clinc­hed fist in­to his open palm. “Fo­cus, fo­cus!”


    




    

      When he got in­to a cro­uc­hed po­si­ti­on to pe­ek out from be­hind the wreck, he was blind­si­ded by a he­avy blow. He re­eled back­ward, fal­ling in­to the grass by the ro­ad­si­de. His he­ad throb­bed and his ears rang with a de­afe­ning in­ten­sity. A lar­ge, sha­dowy fi­gu­re grab­bed his bo­ot and pul­led. Le­on was yan­ked from the grass and he­aved back on­to the ro­ad as the gho­ul con­ti­nu­ed to drag him.


    




    

      Leon re­ac­hed for the wrec­ked truck as he was pul­led past it, but his grasp was bro­ken by the se­ven-fo­ot spec­ter cur­rently in cont­rol. It wal­ked slug­gishly, legs bent at the kne­es, sho­ul­ders slum­ped as it drag­ged its fe­et step by plod­ding step, all the whi­le pul­ling Le­on, who thras­hed and twis­ted aga­inst its hold on him.


    




    

      The hu­ge gho­ul still re­ta­ined a lot of its strength. Usu­al­ly they we­re we­ak, at­tac­king in packs to ma­ke up for the­ir dec­re­pit and de­com­po­sing bo­di­es, but this gi­ant hand­led Le­on with ease.


    




    

      Leon’s fin­ger­na­ils dug in­to the crac­ked asp­halt as he dang­led at the end of the big gho­ul’s grasp li­ke the qu­ar­ry at the end of a wo­ods­man’s hunt. Why isn’t it at­tac­king? he won­de­red. Was it car­rying him away to fe­ed wit­ho­ut in­ter­rup­ti­on from ot­hers? No, he tho­ught, they aren’t smart eno­ugh to fi­gu­re out so­met­hing li­ke that.


    




    

      Leon he­ard the cri­es of ot­hers. He ra­ised his he­ad. He was not be­ing drag­ged off to so­me hid­den lo­ca­ti­on so the big gho­ul co­uld fe­ed alo­ne; he was be­ing ta­ken in­to a wa­iting crowd of them. Was it go­ing to sha­re him with the ot­hers? In abo­ut ten se­conds, he wo­uld be sur­ro­un­ded and as go­od as de­ad!


    




    

      Leon thras­hed at his cap­tor aga­in. He fo­ught with all his strength. He kic­ked at the hand that held him but the gho­ul con­ti­nu­ed wal­king, unaf­fec­ted by the blows. On Le­on’s third kick, the gi­ant re­le­ased its grip and Le­on mo­ved, crab­li­ke, back­ward from it, cla­mo­ring to his fe­et.


    




    

      The gho­ul tur­ned and lurc­hed for­ward, but Le­on had al­re­ady mo­ved be­yond his re­ach. Its maw hung open and a milky sli­me drip­ped from it on­to the gro­und as it how­led in frust­ra­ti­on at its fa­ilu­re. It fla­iled its arms abo­ut li­ke a child thro­wing a tem­per tant­rum. The ot­hers, who had be­en wa­iting pa­ti­ently, be­gan to writ­he and wa­il in uni­son with the big gho­ul and qu­ic­ke­ned the­ir pa­ce to­ward him.


    




    

      Leon tur­ned qu­ickly and on­ce aga­in fo­und him­self on the run. His ma­in obj­ec­ti­ve re­ma­ined to find a wor­king ve­hic­le.


    




    

      


    




    

      The first pros­pect pro­ved to be use­less when Le­on dis­co­ve­red no key in its ig­ni­ti­on. He mo­ved to the next one, a sil­ver se­dan with a sun­ro­of, and le­aped in­si­de. It had a key, but the bat­tery lac­ked eno­ugh char­ge to turn the en­gi­ne.


    




    

      Leon po­un­ded the ste­ering whe­el and jum­ped out. Se­ve­ral cre­atu­res exi­ted the open do­or­ways of bu­il­dings li­ning the stre­et. Mo­re top­ped the crest in the ro­ad be­hind him. He wo­uld ha­ve no ti­me for rest. No ti­me to try to hot­wi­re any of the cars wit­ho­ut keys. It was vi­tal that he ke­ep mo­ving or he’d find him­self qu­ickly sur­ro­un­ded, with no es­ca­pe.


    




    

      Maintaining an even pa­ce, he chec­ked each and every ve­hic­le as he jog­ged down the stre­ets of Fre­de­ricks­burg to­ward the In­ters­ta­te. All of them eit­her had no keys or wo­uldn’t start af­ter two ye­ars of sit­ting id­le.


    




    

      The gho­ulish crowd fol­lo­wing Le­on grew lar­ger by the mi­nu­te. For every hund­red fe­et he jog­ged thro­ugh the stre­ets, a few mo­re cre­atu­res jo­ined in the cha­se.


    




    

      Leon did his best to ke­ep si­lent, un­li­ke his pur­su­ers who ma­de eno­ugh no­ise in the­ir agi­ta­ted sta­te to li­te­ral­ly wa­ke the de­ad.


    




    

      Ghouls be­gan to ap­pe­ar ahe­ad of him. If he was to ma­ke it out of the city ali­ve, he wo­uld ha­ve to en­du­re a sus­ta­ined run to lo­se the fol­lo­wing crowd. Do­ing so wo­uld not gi­ve him the ti­me to check mo­re ve­hic­les, but the­re was no ot­her cho­ice for now. He co­uld not sho­ot his way out; the­re we­re simply too many.


    




    

      Leon inc­re­ased his pa­ce to a mo­de­ra­te run. The slow-mo­ving hor­de of zom­bi­es qu­ickly fell be­hind. On­ce he lost sight of them, he chan­ged di­rec­ti­ons and tur­ned down a si­de stre­et. He kept the sa­me pa­ce thro­ugh two mo­re in­ter­sec­ti­ons and then tur­ned so­uth aga­in on­to a fo­ur-la­ne ro­ad.


    




    

      He sud­denly fo­und him­self in the com­mer­ci­al sprawl of Fre­de­ricks­burg. His­to­ric bu­il­dings had li­ned the stre­ets pre­vi­o­usly, but now new struc­tu­res clog­ged every squ­are inch of the fo­ur-la­ne high­way on which he sto­od-strip malls, fast fo­od jo­ints, gas sta­ti­ons, con­ve­ni­en­ce sto­res.


    




    

      For the ti­me be­ing, all was qu­i­et. Le­on tur­ned to fa­ce every di­rec­ti­on se­ve­ral ti­mes be­fo­re fe­eling se­cu­re eno­ugh to set­tle down on the curb be­si­de the thru­way.


    




    

      He scan­ned the area for aban­do­ned cars. A gre­en van res­ted pre­ca­ri­o­usly aga­inst a te­lep­ho­ne po­le in front of an of­fi­ce bu­il­ding, the front whe­els three fe­et off the gro­und, the front end crus­hed in­to a V sha­pe that wrap­ped aro­und the po­le li­ke a hot­dog bun.


    




    

      A pic­kup at the gas pumps of a ser­vi­ce sta­ti­on was pro­bably aban­do­ned when its user fo­und the sta­ti­on clo­sed and his truck out of gas. He’d check it any­way, but not be­fo­re he’d had a short rest on the curb.


    




    

      His chan­ces of re­ac­hing ho­me we­re slim to no­ne. He be­gan to think he’d ha­ve be­en bet­ter off dying in the crash with his fri­ends. At le­ast the­ir de­aths we­re qu­ick and pa­in­less. It was a pre­fer­red op­ti­on to what might be in sto­re for him.


    




    

      Leon til­ted his he­ad back and fell, ex­ha­us­ted, in­to a patch of grass be­hind him. He ga­zed at the pa­le blue sky. It wo­uld be so easy to fall as­le­ep. Just clo­sing his eyes wo­uld do it.


    




    

      Through the soft but ste­ady gust of wind, he he­ard a fa­int so­und. Slight tho­ugh it was, it was fa­mi­li­ar to him. The cri­es of the un­de­ad. The mobs we­re get­ting clo­ser.
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      “Our best bet is to fol­low that ro­ad thro­ugh town and get on the In­ters­ta­te he­aded so­uth,” Jim sa­id. He lo­we­red the bi­no­cu­lars and han­ded them to Matt.


    




    

      Matt lo­oked over the sce­ne be­low. They had ta­ken a small de­to­ur from the­ir path to the top of a hill to ga­in a bet­ter pers­pec­ti­ve of what lay ahe­ad. Up till this po­int, the­ir trip had be­en ma­inly une­vent­ful. They had sta­yed on back ro­ads, away from towns, whe­ne­ver pos­sib­le. This wo­uld be the most dan­ge­ro­us leg of the­ir jo­ur­ney un­til they re­ac­hed the co­ast.


    




    

      Matt scan­ned the area from left to right with the bi­no­cu­lars. He al­most mis­sed the small fin­ger of fla­me and black smo­ke ba­rely vis-ible be­hind a stand of tre­es in the dis­tan­ce. He re­fo­cu­sed the lens. It was a mi­le or so north of the di­rec­ti­on they we­re he­aded.


    




    

      “I’ve got so­met­hing he­re, Jim,” Matt sa­id, han­ding the bi­no­cu­lars back to him. “The­re’s smo­ke down the­re but I can’t ma­ke out what’s ca­using it.”


    




    

      Jim stu­di­ed the si­tu­ati­on thro­ugh the bi­no­cu­lars. “It co­uld be ca­used by light­ning. Lo­oks li­ke may­be a tree was struck or so­me-thing.”


    




    

      “Do we check it out?”


    




    

      “Absolutely,” Jim rep­li­ed.


    




    

      The Hum­vee ca­me to a stop be­si­de a lar­ge fi­eld on the outs­kirts of town. At its far ed­ge, a bur­ning mass was wed­ged bet­we­en se­ve­ral rows of tre­es. The tre­es, and even the grass aro­und the bur­ning obj­ect, we­re ab­la­ze and wo­uld block them from get­ting too clo­se.


    




    

      Jim shif­ted to fo­ur-whe­el dri­ve and bar­re­led in­to the fi­eld, ig­no­ring the rolls and dips of the ter­ra­in as the Hum­vee plo­wed its way thro­ugh with ease. They got as clo­se as thirty fe­et be­fo­re the burn-ing grass for­ced him to co­me to a halt.


    




    

      The two men was­ted no ti­me exi­ting the Hum­vee, we­apons in hand. Sil­ho­u­et­tes of cre­atu­res lum­be­red abo­ut in the dis­tan­ce. The mo­ving sha­pes we­re fe­atu­re­less and dark but no­net­he­less iden­ti­fi­ab­le, too far away to po­se an im­me­di­ate thre­at.


    




    

      Jim and Matt watc­hed the obj­ect burn wit­ho­ut spe­aking. They knew what it me­ant…the­re we­re ot­her sur­vi­vors! The he­li­cop­ter be­fo­re them had re­cently cras­hed, very re­cently, in fact. Even if no one had sur­vi­ved the crash, it had to ha­ve co­me from so­mew­he­re- and that’s whe­re the ot­hers wo­uld be.


    




    

      “What now?” Matt as­ked.


    




    

      Jim ga­ve a qu­ick glan­ce to the ap­pro­ac­hing fi­gu­res, which we­re still a sa­fe dis­tan­ce away. “Not­hing chan­ges. We do what we ca­me to do. We mo­ve on.”


    




    

      “Yeah, but what abo­ut this?” Matt in­qu­ired, po­in­ting to the wreck with the bar­rel of his gun. “Sho­uldn’t we try to find out whe­re it ca­me from? I me­an, we did co­me lo­oking for sur­vi­vors and it wo­uld se­em that this is pretty go­od pro­of that the­re are sur­vi­vors. We can’t just le­ave now wit­ho­ut kno­wing.”


    




    

      “And how wo­uld you sug­gest we find the ans­wers to yo­ur qu­es­ti­ons, Matt? Shall we go over the­re and ask so­me of tho­se fri­endly folk on the­ir way to gre­et us right now? May­be they will know. Hell, may­be one or mo­re of them we­re in this thing when it cras­hed. I’m su­re that…”


    




    

      Jim’s vo­ice tra­iled off. He had ac­tu­al­ly do­ne so­met­hing he’d only se­en on te­le­vi­si­on and in the mo­vi­es. He had gi­ven him­self an idea in the mid­dle of che­wing so­me­one out, sort of li­ke McHa­le of McHa­le’s Navy, or the Pro­fes­sor on Gil­li­gan’s Is­land. Whi­le they had rat­tled on abo­ut how im­pos­sib­le the­ir fri­ends’ ide­as we­re, they re­ali­zed that so­mew­he­re in­si­de tho­se far-out plans was a mas­ter­pi­ece of an idea, tho­ugh Jim do­ub­ted his idea wo­uld pro­ve to be a mas­ter­pi­ece. Still, it was worth a shot.


    




    

      Jim pa­wed thro­ugh the ge­ar in the back of the ve­hic­le un­til he fo­und what he had be­en lo­oking for: a clim­bing ro­pe. “Get in, Matt! I’ve got an idea.”


    




    

      Jim wor­ked with the ro­pe for a mo­ment, then threw it bet­we­en the se­ats and dro­ve the Hum­vee stra­ight to­ward the ap­pro­ac­hing mob of gho­uls.


    




    

      “What the hell are you do­ing?” Matt yel­led. “This is the wrong way, man! We want to go that way!” Matt po­in­ted to­ward the ro­ad they had left in or­der to en­ter the fi­eld, his eyes wild with fe­ar.


    




    

      “Just calm down, Matt. I’m not go­ing to get too clo­se. Lock yo­ur do­or.”


    




    

      Matt pus­hed the lock down, hard. “Hell, man, we are al­re­ady too clo­se!”


    




    

      Jim slo­wed as he ap­pro­ac­hed the army of wal­king corp­ses and be­gan dri­ving bet­we­en them. Blo­odi­ed fists and se­ve­red limbs thum­ped and po­un­ded at the Hum­vee. Rot­ted fa­ces pres­sed to­ward the re­in­for­ced win­dows, the­ir eyes gla­zed with a milky film.


    




    

      Matt sank down in his se­at. “Not too clo­se huh? This is pretty god­dam­ned clo­se!”


    




    

      “I’m lo­oking for so­met­hing in par­ti­cu­lar,” Jim sa­id. “Pay at­ten­ti­on!”


    




    

      Matt sat up hig­her.


    




    

      “I’m lo­oking for a fresh kill. So­me­one who lo­oks li­ke they ha­ven’t be­en de­ad too long. Ke­ep yo­ur eyes pe­eled.”


    




    

      Matt did his best to do as Jim re­qu­es­ted, but it was dif­fi­cult to lo­ok at the gho­uls from up clo­se. He wan­ted to shut his eyes un­til it was over. Worst ca­se sce­na­ri­os fil­led his tho­ughts. What if the ve­hic­le bro­ke down? What if they got stuck in the bumpy fi­eld? He co­uldn’t sha­ke the dre­ad.


    




    

      Then he saw it.


    




    

      “There!” Matt po­in­ted.


    




    

      One of the cre­atu­res had be­en bur­ned be­yond re­cog­ni­ti­on. His smol­de­ring clot­hes hung in scorc­hed strands from his blac­ke­ned body. He stag­ge­red along the outer ed­ges of the pack.


    




    

      Jim ste­ered to­ward it.


    




    

      Once he got ne­ar the cho­sen gho­ul, Jim pul­led a sa­fe dis­tan­ce ahe­ad of the pack and stop­ped. Ro­pe in hand, he jum­ped out. He lo­ose­ned the knot he had ma­de in the ro­pe and star­ted twir­ling it high over his he­ad. When a lar­ge circ­le had for­med, he tos­sed it at the se­lec­ted gho­ul. The ro­pe lan­ded be­low its sho­ul­ders and Jim pul­led the ho­op tigh­ter aro­und the gho­ul’s arms. He wrap­ped the ot­her end of the ro­pe aro­und his do­or hand­le and got back in­to the dri­ver’s se­at. Ti­res spit­ting dirt and dust, he dro­ve away from the pack, drag­ging the gho­ul along be­hind.


    




    

      After he had dri­ven a sa­fe dis­tan­ce, he stop­ped the ve­hic­le and grab­bed his rif­le. Jim aimed for the he­ad and squ­e­ezed the trig­ger. The cre­atu­re was de­ad.


    




    

      “Keep a lo­oko­ut whi­le I check it out,” he told Matt.


    




    

      Matt got out and le­aned aga­inst the do­or; his rif­le prop­ped on his thigh, and watc­hed as the mob inc­hed clo­ser. They co­uld only af­ford to stay for a few mi­nu­tes be­fo­re the mob got too clo­se. Mo­re cre­atu­res we­re clo­sing in from the op­po­si­te di­rec­ti­on. They had at­trac­ted qu­ite a lot of un­wan­ted at­ten­ti­on.


    




    

      Matt glan­ced at Jim, who was rum­ma­ging thro­ugh the de­ad man’s poc­kets. “Hurry up, man!” Matt yel­led, his vo­ice crac­king. “We’re gon­na ha­ve com­pany re­al so­on.”


    




    

      Jim sto­od and wal­ked away from the smol­de­ring cre­atu­re.


    




    

      “Find anyt­hing?”


    




    

      “Nothing. Everyt­hing on him was too badly bur­ned.” Jim sig­hed. “May­be he was on that chop­per, may­be he wasn’t. He co­uld’ve got­ten too clo­se af­ter the crash and then ca­ught on fi­re in the bur­ning grass. The­re was so­met­hing in his in­ner jac­ket poc­ket that lo­oked li­ke a map or so­met­hing, but I co­uldn’t ma­ke it out. It just crumb­led in my hand. We’d bet­ter mo­ve on be­fo­re they get any clo­ser.”


    




    

      “We’ve do­ne all we can do he­re,” Matt sa­id, no­ti­cing Jim’s mo­od. “The­re’s no use in fe­eling gu­ilty.”


    




    

      “I don’t fe­el gu­ilty,” Jim sa­id. “Di­sap­po­in­ted, but not gu­ilty.”


    




    

      “Yeah, me too. It wo­uld’ve be­en ni­ce to find so­me­one al­re­ady. It wo­uld’ve sa­ved us the trip to Tan­gi­er.”


    




    

      “No, it wo­uldn’t ha­ve sa­ved us the trip to Tan­gi­er,” Jim sa­id. “Even if we had fo­und so­me­one he­re, we’d still go to Tan­gi­er. That’s whe­re the sig­nal ca­me from. But it wo­uld’ve be­en a ni­ce bo­nus to find ot­hers he­re. I’m ho­ping the­re are a lot mo­re pe­op­le out he­re than we tho­ught. In any event, it’s ti­me to go,” he sa­id, eye­ing the ap­pro­ac­hing mob.


    




    

      Jim co­uldn’t help but think that, had they ar­ri­ved so­oner, they may ha­ve be­en ab­le to sa­ve one or mo­re of the chop­per’s oc­cu­pants. He knew it wasn’t his fa­ult, but from the be­gin­ning of the pla­gue it al­ways se­emed to be too lit­tle, too la­te. He ho­ped things wo­uld chan­ge on­ce they fo­und the­ir way to Tan­gi­er Is­land.


    




    

      Matt ope­ned the map of Fre­de­ricks­burg he had ta­ken from the Mo­unt We­at­her comp­lex and tra­ced the ro­ute Jim had de­ci­ded to ta­ke. Matt ad­vi­sed him on what stre­ets to ta­ke for the sa­fest pas­sa­ge thro­ugh the city to the In­ters­ta­te.


    




    

      “Turn he­re,” he sa­id, just in ti­me for Jim to ma­ke a hard turn, ti­res scre­aming on the pa­ved stre­et.


    




    

      Another ne­ar miss when Matt yel­led, “LEFT HE­RE!”


    




    

      Jim ma­de anot­her qu­ick turn on­to a lar­ger ro­ad, and then anot­her qu­ick swer­ve to miss a lar­ge crowd of gho­uls clus­te­red to­get­her, un­se­en un­til the Hum­vee was prac­ti­cal­ly on top of them.


    




    

      Jim sped thro­ugh the crowd and dro­ve on be­fo­re fin­ding a spot to pull over to the si­de of the ro­ad. His hands grip­ped the ste­ering whe­el and his jaw musc­le twitc­hed.


    




    

      “Damn it, Matt! Will you ple­ase gi­ve me a lit­tle mo­re war­ning on whe­re to go than be­fo­re we’re in the mid­dle of the in­ter­sec­ti­on?”


    




    

      Matt held his hands up, the ligh­ter palms to­ward Jim. “Sorry, sorry! I’m do­ing my best. May­be if you slow down a bit…”


    




    

      Matt’s words tra­iled off as three ca­mo­uf­la­ge-pa­in­ted trucks with mo­un­ted mac­hi­ne guns ca­me to a halt aro­und the­ir ve­hic­le, bloc­king the­ir path. Ar­med men in fa­ti­gu­es as­su­med po­si­ti­ons aro­und the trucks and tra­ined the­ir we­apons on them.


    




    

      Jim and Matt, stun­ned at this turn of events, sat per­fectly still. One mo­ve co­uld send ra­pid-fi­re bul­lets bla­zing in­to the Hum­vee.


    




    

      A man step­ped for­ward and sto­od in front of them. He lo­oked be­yond Jim and Matt to the cre­atu­res a half mi­le or so down the ro­ad, then he fo­cu­sed his at­ten­ti­on on Jim and Matt.


    




    

      He was a strong-lo­oking man, bul­ked up in his up­per body, pro­bably mid-to la­te-thir­ti­es, with short brow­nish red ha­ir and a thin mus­tac­he that en­ded at the cor­ners of his mo­uth. For a mo­ment he simply gla­red, as tho­ugh con­temp­la­ting his next de­ci­si­on.


    




    

      “Get out,” he or­de­red. “Slowly.”


    




    

      Jim and Matt mo­ved in even steps to the front of the Hum­vee.


    




    

      “I’m Li­e­ute­nant Ro­bert Hat­ha­way. I am in char­ge of this unit of the Vir­gi­nia Fre­edom Figh­ters. Who are you?”


    




    

      Matt drew a bre­ath to spe­ak but Jim pla­ced a hand on his chest and he stop­ped.


    




    

      Hathaway wal­ked clo­ser. “I won’t was­te ti­me with you,” he sne­ered, cas­ting a qu­ick glan­ce to­ward the ad­van­cing hor­de. “Who sent you?”


    




    

      Jim and Matt re­ma­ined si­lent.


    




    

      Hathaway mo­ved in clo­ser to Matt; the­ir no­ses we­re two inc­hes apart. Hat­ha­way snif­fed, then wrink­led his no­se. “You stink, boy,” he ta­un­ted. “Didn’t yo­ur mam­ma te­ach you how to ta­ke a bath?”


    




    

      Matt felt his an­ger ri­se but he re­ma­ined si­lent, trying to ga­uge the si­tu­ati­on.


    




    

      Hathaway step­ped over to fa­ce Jim. “What are you, so­me kin­da nig­ger lo­ver? Are you with our nig­ger lo­vin’ go­vern­ment?”


    




    

      “I know who you are, mis­ter,” Jim grow­led thro­ugh clenc­hed te­eth. “I know yo­ur kind. You’re a di­se­ase, li­ke tho­se wal­king pi­les of filth back the­re. You sho­uld’ve be­en wi­ped out with the rest of the gar­ba­ge in this world.”


    




    

      Hathaway snic­ke­red. “Di­se­ase? Filth? That’s pretty go­od. That’s pretty dam­ned go­od.” He step­ped away, snap­ped his fin­ger at one of his su­bor­di­na­tes, and po­in­ted to Matt. Be­fo­re Jim co­uld re­act, the ot­her man pla­ced a well-aimed bul­let in­to Matt’s he­art. Matt slum­ped to the gro­und, a lar­ge po­ol of blo­od for­ming un­der him.


    




    

      Jim how­led and lun­ged at Hat­ha­way, who slam­med the butt of his pis­tol in­to Jim’s skull. The blow knoc­ked Jim from his fe­et and ne­arly ren­de­red him un­cons­ci­o­us. By the ti­me he re­ga­ined his wits, he was on his kne­es, held by two mi­li­tia sol­di­ers.


    




    

      “You son of a bitch,” Jim cur­sed as he fo­ught to re­ma­in awa­ke. “I’ll kill you for that.”


    




    

      Hathaway grab­bed him by the ha­ir and til­ted his fa­ce up­ward to me­et his har­de­ned ga­ze. The pa­in from the blow to his he­ad and the fact that his ha­ir was be­ing pul­led from that very spot sent him in and out of black­ness.


    




    

      “Now, you tell me whe­re you’re from,” Hat­ha­way bar­ked. “That ve­hic­le you’re dri­ving is go­vern­ment is­sue. Whe­re’s yo­ur ho­me ba­se?”


    




    

      Jim spat in Hat­ha­way’s fa­ce. The spit drip­ped from his che­ek un­til he wi­ped it away with his sle­eve.


    




    

      Again the butt of the pis­tol ca­me, and so did the black­ness.
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      When Jim ca­me to, he was bo­und with ro­pe and lying fa­ce down in the back of one of the trucks, which mo­ved swiftly and smo­othly. His mo­uth and lips we­re dry and pep­pe­red with deb­ris from the bot­tom of the truck bed. His he­ad ac­hed from the pis­tol whip­ping and his hands we­re ti­ed tightly to­get­her be­ne­ath him.


    




    

      He tri­ed to cle­ar his he­ad of pa­in­ful cob­webs be­fo­re gi­ving any out­ward in­di­ca­ti­on of re­ga­ining cons­ci­o­us­ness. The me­mory of Matt’s cold-blo­oded mur­der rep­la­yed over and over in his mind.


    




    

      Jim twis­ted his hands back and forth, tes­ting the bonds, but to no ava­il. Af­ter se­ve­ral tri­es, he sur­ren­de­red to his pre­di­ca­ment for the ti­me be­ing, then rol­led over on­to his back and sat up. He pus­hed him­self in­to a cor­ner of the truck bed with his fe­et.


    




    

      A sing­le mi­li­tia sol­di­er sat gu­ard on one of the whe­el wells. As Jim si­tu­ated him­self for a bet­ter vi­ew of his pre­di­ca­ment, the sol­di­er tra­ined his we­apon on him.


    




    

      The bar­rel of the mo­un­ted mac­hi­ne gun bol­ted to the cen­ter of the truck bed swa­yed slightly as the ve­hic­le ro­ared down the high-way. It mo­ved with the mo­ti­on of the truck, then ca­me to a stop, its muz­zle auto­ma­ti­cal­ly aiming at Jim as tho­ugh so­me un­se­en for­ce had di­rec­ted it to do so.


    




    

      The sol­di­er grin­ned.


    




    

      Given the lo­ca­ti­on of the sun, Jim fi­gu­red they we­re mo­ving so­uth, the di­rec­ti­on he wan­ted to go in, but not the way he wan­ted to get the­re. He knew his cap­tors. Not per­so­nal­ly, but he had he­ard of them.


    




    

      Six ye­ars be­fo­re, se­ve­ral black churc­hes and col­le­ges had be­en set ab­la­ze. The Vir­gi­nia Fre­edom Figh­ters we­re the pri­me sus­pects but no one was ever bro­ught to tri­al. The evi­den­ce had be­en thrown out be­ca­use of an il­le­gal se­arch and se­izu­re. The Fre­edom Figh­ters we­re lit­tle mo­re than a mi­li­ta­ri­zed Ku Klux Klan, the­ir be­li­efs fo­un­ded in whi­te sup­re­macy and an­ti-go­vern­ment rhe­to­ric.


    




    

      Believing that the U.S. go­vern­ment was be­co­ming a dic­ta­tors­hip bent on cont­rol­ling every as­pect of Ame­ri­can pe­op­le’s li­ves, this par­ti­cu­lar or­ga­ni­za­ti­on ga­ve mi­li­ti­as a bad na­me.


    




    

      Jim eyed the mac­hi­ne gun po­in­ting at him. If he co­uld bre­ak free from his bin­dings, he wo­uld ha­ve a chan­ce to es­ca­pe. Ot­her trucks li­ke the one he was held cap­ti­ve in tra­ve­led ahe­ad of them. The­re we­re no­ne be­hind. Three ot­her men ro­de in the cab, se­pa­ra­ted only by the re­ar win­dow. For the ti­me be­ing they pa­id no at­ten­ti­on to the go­ings on in the back.


    




    

      Jim wrest­led with the ro­pes on his wrist.


    




    

      “You get tho­se off and I’ll ha­ve to sho­ot ya,” the sol­di­er sa­id, watc­hing him clo­sely.


    




    

      Jim stop­ped his strug­gle. “You’re go­ing to sho­ot me any­way, aren’t you?”


    




    

      “That’s not up to me,” he snic­ke­red. “Unless you ma­ke me ha­ve to. Then I’ll put a bul­let in yo­ur bra­in. Don’t want ya get­tin’ back up now, do we?”


    




    

      Jim lo­oked at the sun aga­in. His best gu­ess put the ti­me at abo­ut two o’clock. He had be­en un­cons­ci­o­us for at le­ast two ho­urs.


    




    

      “Where are we go­ing?”


    




    

      “You’ll see when we get the­re.”


    




    

      “You af­ra­id to tell me?”


    




    

      The sol­di­er ro­ared with la­ugh­ter, then coc­ked his he­ad. “Now why the hell sho­uld I be af­ra­id of you? You so­me­one to be af­ra­id of?”


    




    

      Jim lo­we­red his ga­ze. “No­pe, I gu­ess I’m just along for the ri­de,” he sa­id, trying his best to pre­vent the hat­red he felt from sur­fa­cing in his vo­ice.


    




    

      “That’s what I tho­ught. You didn’t se­em li­ke much back the­re, you or yo­ur nig­ger fri­end.”


    




    

      Jim’s jaw twitc­hed with an­ger. He fo­ught the ur­ge to exp­lo­de on­to the man, ti­ed hands and all.


    




    

      “His na­me was Matt. He was a bet­ter man then you will ever be.” Jim sta­red thro­ugh the ha­ir han­ging over his eyes to catch the man’s re­ac­ti­on.


    




    

      “He’s a de­ad man,” the sol­di­er sa­id. “And so will you be if you don’t shut that filthy mo­uth of yo­urs.”


    




    

      Jim lo­we­red his ga­ze and pur­po­sely al­lo­wed the hard knot of hat­red to ri­se in him as he rec­li­ned in the cor­ner of the truck bed. He had felt red-hot an­ger at va­ri­o­us ti­mes in his li­fe, but ne­ver be­fo­re had he ex­pe­ri­en­ced the swell of ma­lig­nant emo­ti­on that now thre­ate­ned to over­co­me him. Use it, he tho­ught, cont­rol it.


    




    

      “You co­uld all be de­ad men re­al so­on,” he whis­pe­red. “The who­le dam­ned lot of you, and that wo­uldn’t be a bad thing.”
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      This isn’t wor­king out, Le­on tho­ught as he step­ped on­to the In­ter-sta­te. He was still a long way from ho­me, wit­ho­ut the be­ne­fit of mo­to­ri­zed trans­por­ta­ti­on. At le­ast he had left the hor­des of cre­atu­res be­hind. He was now alo­ne on a long stretch of high­way le­ading so­uth that wo­uld ta­ke se­ve­ral days to walk to the co­ast. The tho­ught of clo­sing his eyes for sle­ep ter­ri­fi­ed him. He wo­uld su­rely wa­ke to me­et his fa­te at the hands of rot­ting corp­ses.


    




    

      What we­re the odds of that hap­pe­ning? Each we­ek they to­ok the­ir li­ves in­to the­ir own unp­re­pa­red hands by get­ting in­to that chop­per and flying aro­und se­arc­hing in va­in, all the whi­le ma­king half-assed re­pa­irs and sa­fety checks. No­ne of them we­re ex­pe­ri­en­ced eno­ugh to en­su­re a sa­fe trip each and every ti­me. Hal co­uld fly the chop­per, but he knew only eno­ugh abo­ut the mec­ha­nics to fix the most ob­vi­o­us prob­lems. It was a bad idea with go­od in­ten­ti­ons. That was the tro­ub­le with go­od in­ten­ti­ons.


    




    

      This was cer­ta­inly the ro­ad to hell: two de­ad and anot­her ho­pe­les­sly stran­ded, pro­bably so­on to jo­in them.


    




    

      His bo­ot he­els clic­ked on the asp­halt as he wal­ked, even tho­ugh he tri­ed his best to walk qu­i­etly. In his mind, any no­ise was too much and the tap­ping so­und with each step se­emed to amp­lify aro­und him in ham­me­ring, mam­moth thumps. He mo­ved to the si­de of the ro­ad and wal­ked in the grass.


    




    

      Occasionally, Le­on co­uld ma­ke out bu­il­dings thro­ugh the tre­es that li­ned each si­de of the spraw­ling high­way. It wo­uld only ta­ke one of tho­se gho­uls lo­ite­ring in the dis­tan­ce to ta­ke no­ti­ce of him for all the ne­arby cre­atu­res to swarm.


    




    

      He had be­en wal­king for what se­emed li­ke ho­urs, at ti­mes catc­hing glimp­ses of cre­atu­res wan­de­ring aro­und exit ramps and un­der brid­ges. Most to­ok no no­ti­ce of him as he qu­i­etly crept by.


    




    

      Now, squ­at­ting by the ro­ad, he eyed a car in the mid­dle of the In­ters­ta­te ahe­ad. A lo­ne fi­gu­re sto­od at its si­de, sta­ring in­to the di­rec­ti­on of the eve­ning sun. Too far to de­ter­mi­ne if it was a gho­ul or li­ving per­son, Le­on to­ok no chan­ces as he watc­hed, mo­ti­on­less and low to the gro­und.


    




    

      The only we­apons Le­on had we­re his pis­tol and rif­le. Using eit­her to dest­roy the cre­atu­re, if it was one, wo­uld bring ot­hers to his lo­ca­ti­on from all aro­und. But he had to do so­met­hing be­ca­use it sto­od in his way. He co­uld simply run by it, but it wo­uld tag along and thus at­tract ot­hers. Be­si­des, he ne­eded to check out that car.


    




    

      Leon went to the ot­her si­de of the ro­ad and down the em­bank­ment bet­we­en the la­nes run­ning in the op­po­si­te di­rec­ti­on. It of­fe­red him bet­ter co­ver and at the sa­me ti­me it put him in a bet­ter po­si­ti­on to co­me up from be­hind, un­no­ti­ced.


    




    

      He mo­ved up the gully, ca­re­ful­ly gu­iding each step to pre­vent his dis­co­very. Half­way the­re, he stop­ped to con­temp­la­te his co­ur­se of ac­ti­on. He ne­eded anot­her we­apon, so­met­hing that didn’t ma­ke as much no­ise as a gun, so­met­hing so­lid for smas­hing in the cre­atu­re’s skull.


    




    

      Leon se­arc­hed the gro­und aro­und him. He pic­ked up se­ve­ral rocks, but all we­re too small to be of any use. Then he ca­ught a glim­mer of light ref­lec­ting off an obj­ect fifty fe­et in the gully ahe­ad. He craw­led to it on all fo­urs. It was an iron pi­pe, abo­ut three fe­et long and cro­oked in the mid­dle.


    




    

      Leon re­ac­hed out and pul­led it to him. Hol­ding it clo­se to his chest, he shim­mi­ed up the em­bank­ment bet­we­en the la­nes and be­hind the fi­gu­re stan­ding by the car. At the top of the em­bank­ment, he stu­di­ed it for signs of li­fe. The clot­hes we­re rag­ged and co­ve­red with filth. It le­aned awk­wardly over the ro­of of the car, its he­ad til­ted up.


    




    

      He ra­ised the pi­pe and in three run­ning steps Le­on was clo­se eno­ugh to stri­ke a fa­tal blow to its bra­in. He swung hard and the pi­pe struck ho­me. The cre­atu­re twir­led aro­und as its body col­lap­sed to the gro­und. The he­ad flew away and bo­un­ced, rat-a-tat-tat, down the ro­ad.


    




    

      Leon jum­ped away, surp­ri­sed by the ease of his at­tack and by what he now re­ali­zed was a man­ne­qu­in, a plas­tic clot­hing sto­re dummy. So­me­one had wi­red it to the ro­of of the car, for what pur­po­se, he co­uldn’t ima­gi­ne, but when he hit it, the wi­re that had be­en wrap­ped aro­und its neck bro­ke and it fell to the gro­und.


    




    

      He let lo­ose a sigh of re­li­ef, but be­wil­der­ment lin­ge­red as he sta­red down at the dummy on the gro­und. “Bi­zar­re,” he whis­pe­red.


    




    

      Leon jum­ped in­to the dri­ver’s se­at, happy to see keys in the ig­ni­ti­on. He fe­ared anot­her di­sap­po­int­ment if it didn’t start. “Co­me on, co­me on,” he co­o­ed, tur­ning the key.


    




    

      The en­gi­ne sput­te­red to li­fe. Le­on pum­ped the gas pe­dal be­ca­use the mo­tor wan­ted to qu­it. It fi­nal­ly ste­adi­ed in­to an even thrum and Le­on how­led with ex­ci­te­ment. He gle­eful­ly po­un­ded the ste­ering whe­el at this stro­ke of go­od for­tu­ne.


    




    

      He had fo­und a way ho­me.
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      The im­po­sing airc­raft car­ri­er to­we­red abo­ve every ot­her ship in the port. Over a tho­usand fe­et from bow to stern, ot­her ships pa­led in com­pa­ri­son.


    




    

      A thick ha­ze hung over the bay, cont­ras­ting the cla­rity of the ves­sels clo­se to sho­re aga­inst the mi­as­ma that sur­ro­un­ded the gi­ant car­ri­er al­most a mi­le out in the bay. It was a ves­sel of might and ab­so­lu­te po­wer yet it had be­en po­wer­less to pre­vent the to­tal col­lap­se of hu­ma­nity. A mul­ti-mil­li­on dol­lar joke left to one day rust and sink to the bot­tom.


    




    

      Jim tur­ned his fa­ce away from the gre­at ship and back to his im­me­di­ate pre­di­ca­ment.


    




    

      They mo­ved slowly now that they had en­te­red New­port News. The ever-nar­ro­wing stre­et was lit­te­red with aban­do­ned cars and ot­her deb­ris. Jim watc­hed as they pas­sed less-than-ca­pab­le gho­uls who craw­led or stag­ge­red from al­leys and do­or­ways. They we­re now mostly rot­ting pi­les of stin­king flesh due to the ele­ments and pas­sa­ge of ti­me.


    




    

      For a few mo­ments the mas­si­ve car­ri­er fell from vi­ew as the ca­ra­van of trucks wo­und its way down the for­got­ten stre­et to­ward the bay thro­ugh the old sec­ti­on of town. It ap­pe­ared aga­in a few mi­nu­tes la­ter, even mo­re imp­res­si­ve as they ne­go­ti­ated the ro­ad le­ading in­to the har­bor. Lar­ger than li­fe, it gle­amed in the eve­ning sun. Its we­ighty pre­sen­ce com­man­ded res­pect and awe from all who be­held its ma­j­esty. U.S.S. Ni­mitz, it pro­udly proc­la­imed.


    




    

      Jim fo­und his fo­oting in the mo­ving ve­hic­le and sto­od up be­hind the cab. His wrists we­re raw from the bin­dings he ye­ar­ned to rip free.


    




    

      They we­re al­most the­re. A few hund­red yards and they’d be along the sho­re. In spi­te of his si­tu­ati­on, he felt a spi­ke of ex­ci­te­ment. The ship mes­me­ri­zed him. It was such a mag­ni­fi­cent cre­ati­on that he fo­und it hard to di­vert his eyes.


    




    

      “Sit down or I’ll knock you down!” his cap­tor bel­lo­wed.


    




    

      Jim tur­ned and gla­red ang­rily but did as he was told. “What are we do­ing he­re?”


    




    

      The man mo­ved for­ward. “We’re sa­ving the world, or what’s left of it, any­way.”


    




    

      “Really?” Jim sa­id. “How’s that?”


    




    

      The man didn’t ans­wer. His at­ten­ti­on was fo­cu­sed on the har­bor.


    




    

      “By kil­ling in­no­cent pe­op­le?” Jim as­ked. “Is that how you’ll sa­ve the world? What kind of in­sa­nity are you pe­op­le li­ving out he­re?”


    




    

      The mi­li­ti­aman de­li­ve­red a vi­ci­o­us kick to Jim’s sto­mach, sen­ding him spraw­ling to the bot­tom of the truck bed. The for­ce of the blow sent the air from Jim’s lungs.


    




    

      “Insanity? You want in­sa­nity? How’s six tho­usand ye­ars of war for in­sa­nity?” He kic­ked Jim aga­in. “Pe­op­le li­ving in fe­ar every day of what’s to co­me next. How abo­ut wor­king yo­ur ass off for every lit­tle por­ti­on of shit that’s dis­hed out for you whi­le ot­hers get it han­ded to them so they can sit on the­ir lazy as­ses and col­lect wel­fa­re, then spend our hard-ear­ned mo­ney bu­ying crack and he­ro­in. How abo­ut fuc­king de­ad pe­op­le wal­king? How’s that for in­sa­nity?” Dro­ol hung from the man’s lo­wer lip. “You just lay the­re and ke­ep qu­i­et. I don’t ne­ed to exp­la­in myself to you. You just shut the fuck up!”


    




    

      Jim gul­ped oxy­gen back in­to his lungs, then set­tled back in­to his cor­ner. His de­ter­mi­na­ti­on har­de­ned and his hat­red for the­se pe­op­le grew dar­ker, to a sha­de he was not ac­cus­to­med to. It was not in his na­tu­re to fe­el so much hat­red for anyt­hing or an­yo­ne. It wo­uld be easy to lo­se cont­rol and in so do­ing, lo­se ra­ti­ona­lity. It wo­uld be his down­fall. If he was to es­ca­pe, he had to ke­ep his wits abo­ut him.


    




    

      The trucks stop­ped and mi­li­ti­amen spil­led from them, ta­king pro­tec­ti­ve po­si­ti­ons aro­und the ca­ra­van. They aimed the­ir we­apons in a way that co­ve­red a full three hund­red and sixty deg­ree swat­he.


    




    

      As Hat­ha­way bar­ked or­ders, se­ve­ral of the men bo­ar­ded a small yacht anc­ho­red clo­se to whe­re they we­re par­ked. The yacht was a Lan­gu­ard Nel­son 113, abo­ut forty fe­et long, with an aft ca­bin. The flags of both the Uni­ted Sta­tes and the Con­fe­de­racy wa­ved in the bre­eze.


    




    

      The men di­sap­pe­ared be­low deck.


    




    

      Jim watc­hed, ca­ta­lo­gu­ing his sur­ro­un­dings, un­til the gu­ard for­ced him from the back of the truck, pus­hing him to­ward the yacht and Hat­ha­way.


    




    

      Hathaway watc­hed as the men car­ri­ed out his or­ders wit­ho­ut qu­es­ti­on. His eyes gle­amed, drunk with the fix of po­wer he pos­ses­sed. And, li­ke a jun­kie, he cra­ved mo­re.


    




    

      The bo­at’s di­esel mo­tors grow­led in uni­son as the men fi­nis­hed the­ir task of prep­ping it for the trip. Jim watc­hed as, one by one, the men who had ta­ken po­si­ti­ons aro­und them mo­ved clo­se to the bo­at and on­ce aga­in to­ok up a de­fen­si­ve pos­tu­re.


    




    

      Ghouls be­gan mo­ving clo­ser from every di­rec­ti­on, but the men ref­ra­ined from fi­ring the­ir we­apons. They we­re well tra­ined. It wo­uld be a was­te of am­mo to fi­re on them un­less they we­re in im­me­di­ate dan­ger. Ot­hers wo­uld so­on rep­la­ce them.


    




    

      Hathaway pus­hed Jim to­ward the bo­at. “Get on!” he bar­ked.


    




    

      Jim clim­bed abo­ard. “Ke­ep yo­ur wits,” he mut­te­red to him­self as he sto­od on deck. Hat­ha­way was the last to co­me abo­ard, flan­ked by Jake, his se­cond in com­mand.


    




    

      A simp­le nod of Hat­ha­way’s he­ad and the bo­at be­gan to mo­ve. On­ce it was away from the sho­re, it tur­ned and he­aded in the di­rec­ti­on of the Ni­mitz. They we­re go­ing to the airc­raft car­ri­er.


    




    

      Jim lo­oked at Hat­ha­way, who re­tur­ned the lo­ok with a smug grin. He was in­de­ed in po­wer, but was he the le­ading fi­gu­re of this out­law gro­up? How many mo­re we­re wil­ling to carry out the das­tardly de­eds that the­se few we­re dis­po­sed to do?


    




    

      Jim had to find out.
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      Sharon Dar­ney mar­ve­led at the sight. For only the se­cond ti­me in two ye­ars, she had ca­ught a glimp­se of the culp­rit. Black and fe­atu­re­less, it dar­ted back and forth on the scre­en, un­su­re whe­re to go now that it was se­pa­ra­ted from its host.


    




    

      There was now­he­re for it to hi­de, now­he­re to es­ca­pe her study. Trap­ped bet­we­en the mic­ros­co­pe sli­des and ex­po­sed, it still re­ma­ined very ac­ti­ve. It was the sa­me cre­atu­re that two ye­ars be­fo­re had of­fe­red the last gift. This mic­ro­be wo­uld not es­ca­pe. She wo­uld le­arn from it this ti­me. She wo­uld find out why the de­ad ro­se.


    




    

      The tiny or­ga­nism’s host, a re­ani­ma­ted corp­se of a man in his thir­ti­es, was strap­ped to an exa­mi­na­ti­on tab­le se­pa­ra­ted from the ma­in ro­om of Sha­ron’s la­bo­ra­tory by Ple­xig­las walls. The re­ani­ma­te had be­en in her cus­tody for the full two ye­ars, ex­cept for du­ring her bri­ef stay with the ot­her sur­vi­vors at the pri­son. He was the only sur­vi­ving corp­se upon the­ir re­oc­cu­pa­ti­on of the Mo­unt We­at­her Un­derg­ro­und and he pre­sen­ted her with anot­her puz­zle to un­ra­vel.


    




    

      After war had be­en wa­ged bet­we­en the two op­po­sing fac­ti­ons, mo­re than a hund­red bo­di­es had lit­te­red the cor­ri­dors thro­ug­ho­ut the fa­ci­lity. Be­fo­re she co­uld ma­ke her es­ca­pe, tho­se bo­di­es had be­co­me un­de­ad corp­ses in se­arch of hu­man prey.


    




    

      Normally, they co­uld ha­ve ex­pec­ted lon­ge­vity of ten or mo­re ye­ars, but that had not be­en the ca­se this ti­me. Only months la­ter, the gho­uls we­re on­ce aga­in mo­ti­on­less and inac­ti­ve. It had ma­de the­ir re­turn to the comp­lex easi­er but had cre­ated anot­her perp­le­xing rid­dle to sol­ve. Why did every corp­se in the un­derg­ro­und ce­ase to func­ti­on ex­cept her ori­gi­nal spe­ci­men still strap­ped to the tab­le?


    




    

      Unlike the ot­hers, he had be­en cap­tu­red up top and bro­ught be­low for study. The ot­hers had be­en kil­led be­low gro­und and then had re­vi­ved, but the­ir exis­ten­ce had en­ded shortly the­re­af­ter. They had simply drop­ped de­ad. Now that she had anot­her pi­ece of the puz­zle trap­ped on the glass sli­de, she wo­uld find out mo­re.


    




    

      The lo­gi­cal pla­ce to be­gin wo­uld be to match the or­ga­nism to so­met­hing al­re­ady ca­ta­lo­ged. They had tri­ed this be­fo­re, with no suc­cess. If she co­uld find a clo­se si­mi­la­rity in anot­her or­ga­nism, she might ha­ve a po­int of re­fe­ren­ce, so­mew­he­re to be­gin.


    




    

      Sharon con­si­de­red the ima­ge of the tiny li­fe form on the com­pu­ter scre­en. Dark and un­re­mar­kab­le, it re­semb­led not­hing she had ever se­en. She wo­uld go thro­ugh the re­cords aga­in. The com­pu­ter banks had held in­for­ma­ti­on on every mic­ro­be, germ, and di­se­ase known to man. She wo­uld go thro­ugh them one by one un­til she had co­ve­red them all.


    




    

      


    




    ***




    

      


    




    

      Felicia sip­ped her tea at the kitc­hen tab­le. Oddly eno­ugh, the drink had fla­vor. That was odd be­ca­use Fe­li­cia knew she was dre­aming. The­re sho­uld be no sen­sa­ti­on of fla­vor in dre­ams. She co­uld al­so smell the ho­ney­suck­le that grew he­avy aga­inst the back-yard fen­ce, ent­wi­ning the pic­kets so thickly that it for­med a pri­vacy bar­ri­er bet­we­en her grand­mot­her’s ho­use and the one next do­or.


    




    

      The sight of the ho­ney­suck­le in full blo­om thro­ugh the kitc­hen win­dow bro­ught to mind me­mo­ri­es of her child­ho­od, of af­ter­no­ons run­ning abo­ut and gre­edily suc­king the nec­tar from the flo­we­ring thic­ket one tiny drop at a ti­me.


    




    

      Ever sin­ce her last night at the pri­son, her sle­ep had be­en de­vo­id of the ple­asant dre­ams that had car­ri­ed her away from a de­ad world to the com­pany of her be­lo­ved grand­mot­her. In tho­se dre­ams, her grand­mot­her had war­ned her of the im­pen­ding do­om that was to fall upon the­ir sanc­tu­ary. She had al­so war­ned her of “the wolf.”


    




    

      The wolf had ar­ri­ved in the form of a de­ran­ged pre­ac­her with tho­ughts of god­ho­od and a band of de­vo­ted fol­lo­wers in­tent upon dest­ro­ying them all.


    




    

      That had be­en the­ir last night at the pri­son. That was the night the wolf and his fol­lo­wers met the­ir fa­te at the hands of tho­usands of rot­ting corp­ses. The night that Fe­li­cia’s si­de lost half of its num­bers. Fe­li­cia was ne­arly kil­led and she had conc­lu­ded that her ne­ar-de­ath ex­pe­ri­en­ce had bro­ught abo­ut the end of her “gift.”


    




    

      That night, less than se­venty sur­vi­vors es­ca­ped the­ir pri­son strong­hold and fo­und the­ir way to the pla­ce they we­re now: a se­ven-story ho­le in the gro­und with all the con­ve­ni­en­ces of ho­me, an un­derg­ro­und mi­li­tary comp­lex const­ruc­ted in an­ti­ci­pa­ti­on of a nuc­le­ar war or ot­her na­ti­onal emer­gency.


    




    

      It of­fe­red a sa­fe ha­ven, a world wit­ho­ut sun­light or warm sum­mer bre­ezes. As sa­fe as it was, it suc­ked the li­fe from Fe­li­cia a lit­tle mo­re each day by dep­ri­ving her of the ba­rest es­sen­ti­als, li­ke re­al sun­light that war­med the fa­ce and body, and the po­wer of spi­rit that had gi­ven her.


    




    

      She was dep­res­sed. If not for Mick, she was su­re her sa­nity wo­uld’ve be­en lost long ago, but his com­pany kept her mind in check. With him by her si­de, Mo­unt We­at­her was be­arab­le.


    




    

      Felicia to­ok anot­her sip of tea and stu­di­ed her dre­am sur­ro­un­dings. Usu­al­ly her grand­mot­her was the­re to gre­et her, but to­day she was alo­ne. It was day­ti­me in her dre­am, but su­rely it was night ti­me in her re­al world.


    




    

      In her re­al world, she was nest­led clo­se to Mick, his arm wrap­ped tightly aro­und her, hol­ding her and com­for­ting her du­ring a la­te eve­ning nap. Mick’s pre­sen­ce of­fe­red a sen­se of se­cu­rity, but the nag­ging re­ality of the de­ad world abo­ve them was ever pre­sent, li­ke wa­ves cras­hing aga­inst the be­ach, ever ero­ding her grasp on sa­nity.


    




    

      Perhaps the dre­am had co­me to her aga­in to ease her pa­in, a gift from her grand­mot­her who felt her bu­il­ding an­gu­ish. It was a war­ming tho­ught and Fe­li­cia to­ok com­fort in it as she drank her tea.


    




    

      


    




    ***




    

      


    




    

      Amanda awo­ke on the flo­or of her kitc­hen whe­re she had cri­ed her­self to sle­ep with gri­ef over her de­ad hus­band and lost dre­ams. To­day was the day. She wo­uld ha­ve to ma­ke her es­ca­pe to­day be­fo­re too many of the cre­atu­res con­ver­ged on her ho­use. To­day she wo­uld still ha­ve a chan­ce.


    




    

      She gro­ped abo­ut in the se­mi-dark­ness, thro­wing es­sen­ti­als in­to her back­pack and ma­king a men­tal check­list. Be su­re to ta­ke all the shot­gun shells, and this ti­me re­mem­ber the dam­ned sa­fety. Right, right. The first thing she had to do was end his suf­fe­ring.


    




    

      Amanda slip­ped on her jac­ket and back­pack and grab­bed the gun. Her he­art was po­un­ding as she re­adi­ed her­self to do what had to be do­ne. She tur­ned the de­ad­bolt as qu­i­etly as she co­uld, he­aring the muf­fled shuf­fling on the ot­her si­de of the do­or. She tur­ned the lock on the do­ork­nob, swung the do­or in­ward, step­ped back, and ra­ised the shot­gun.


    




    

      The sun­light blin­ded her and sil­ho­u­et­ted the dark fi­gu­re of her de­ad hus­band in the do­or­way. He to­ok a stumb­ling step to­ward her and she saw the de­ad vi­sa­ge and milky eyes of Jim Work­man.


    




    

      Amanda cho­ked the ri­sing scre­am in her thro­at and the strang­ling so­und that emer­ged from her ec­ho­ed in the empty lobby as she sat bolt up­right in the easy cha­ir she had sta­ti­oned her­self in to awa­it Jim’s re­turn. She suc­ked in gulps of air and then le­aned over and vo­mi­ted in­to the was­te­bas­ket.


    




    

      


    




    ***




    

      


    




    

      Amanda pa­ced the flo­or, her arms fol­ded. She held them tightly aga­inst her­self to ke­ep away the fe­eling that she wo­uld li­te­ral­ly exp­lo­de with worry. Sin­ce Jim had left her, fe­elings of help­les­sness had re­tur­ned un­til she tho­ught she wo­uld burst at the se­ams. Sle­ep of­fe­red no res­pi­te.


    




    

      She cur­sed Jim un­der her bre­ath. It was in­con­si­de­ra­te of him to ca­use her to worry so. It was un­ca­ring of him to go off and le­ave her alo­ne li­ke this. “Unca­ring, in­con­si­de­ra­te as­sho­le!” she sa­id out lo­ud.


    




    

      She reg­ret­ted the small out­burst as so­on as it left her lips.


    




    

      What if so­met­hing had hap­pe­ned? That was an aw­ful thing to think. She swo­re to her­self then and the­re that she wo­uld ne­ver al­low it aga­in. The next ti­me, she wo­uld go whe­re he went, do what he did, and stay by his si­de. Ne­ver aga­in wo­uld she be the mind­ful lit­tle wo­man who stays be­hind to wa­it and worry.
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      Jim Work­man watc­hed as the fa­ding light of the day fil­te­red thro­ugh the bars of the ship’s brig. The so­und of me­tal tumb­lers tur­ning in the lock bro­ught his mind in­to fo­cus.


    




    

      Two men sto­od be­fo­re him. One of them was a scruffy gi­ant of six-fo­ot-eight with a cro­oked no­se and mis­sing te­eth. He grin­ned at Jim with a jack-o’-lan­tern smi­le, his we­apon tra­ined on him.


    




    

      The ot­her, smal­ler man was cle­an-cut and pre­sen­ted him­self with stan­dard mi­li­tary dis­cip­li­ne. He sto­od stra­ight, one arm at his si­de, the ot­her on the pis­tol grip in his hols­ter.


    




    

      “Lieutenant Hat­ha­way wants to see you,” the smal­ler man sa­id. “Stand up and ke­ep yo­ur arms to yo­ur si­de, sir. Walk ahe­ad of us and don’t ma­ke any qu­ick mo­ves.”


    




    

      Jim sto­od up, ca­re­ful not to start­le the un­kempt gi­ant in­to squ­e­ezing the trig­ger, and wal­ked thro­ugh the do­or in­to the cor­ri­dor ahe­ad of the two men.


    




    

      Jim kept an even pa­ce as he wal­ked down the nar­row, dar­ke­ned hal­lway. The small man wal­ked ahe­ad of him, the lar­ge oaf fol­lo­wed be­hind.


    




    

      In Jim’s mind, he en­vi­si­oned the Cap­ta­in Kirk de­cep­ti­on of ben­ding over in ma­ke-be­li­eve pa­in, tur­ning on the oaf be­hind and ta­king his we­apon, then kil­ling them both. Even if the out­lan­dish fe­at was suc­ces­sful, the­re was no pla­ce el­se to go. Es­ca­ping from the ship wo­uld be very dif­fi­cult. No, the­re was no ne­ed for such a des­pe­ra­te me­asu­re just yet. If they we­re go­ing to kill him, chan­ces are they wo­uld ha­ve do­ne so al­re­ady. Ob­vi­o­usly, they wan­ted in­for­ma­ti­on first. He con­ti­nu­ed down the cor­ri­dor trying to think ahe­ad, wa­iting for his op­por­tu­nity.


    




    

      In a few mi­nu­tes, Jim fo­und him­self stan­ding on the brid­ge of the mighty ship, a spa­ci­o­us ro­om sur­ro­un­ded by win­dows. Hat­ha­way sto­od by the one over­lo­oking the flight deck, pe­ering in­to the ne­ar night dark­ness.


    




    

      The oafish gi­ant pus­hed Jim in­to a cha­ir.


    




    

      “Funny, isn’t it?” Hat­ha­way sa­id, his at­ten­ti­on still fo­cu­sed out-si­de. “One ship li­ke this co­uld qu­ite pos­sibly con­qu­er the world right now.” He tur­ned to Jim. “You see, I do­ubt the­re’s an or­ga­ni­zed army on Earth right now in pos­ses­si­on of such a thing. We ha­ve eno­ugh airc­raft to lay to was­te an­yo­ne who op­po­ses us. We can equ­ip them with nu­kes and dest­roy en­ti­re ci­ti­es. Of co­ur­se, tho­se ci­ti­es are al­re­ady gra­ve­yards, in­fes­ted with tho­se mur­de­ro­us sons of bitc­hes, aren’t they? But my po­int’s ma­de.”


    




    

      Hathaway smi­led, and mo­ved to fa­ce Jim. “Whe­re’s yo­ur ho­me ba­se?” he as­ked ple­asantly. “What com­pany are you with?”


    




    

      “Company? I ha­ve no com­pany. I’m unemp­lo­yed, li­ke most ever­yo­ne now.” Jim tur­ned on a de­cep­ti­ve smi­le.


    




    

      “What’s yo­ur out­fit? That’s what I me­an,” Hat­ha­way sa­id. “Don’t play ga­mes with me.”


    




    

      “I’m not pla­ying, not with you. We we­re alo­ne. We we­re lo­ners. We had no ho­me ba­se, no out­fit, and no com­pany. We li­ved from day to day, hand to mo­uth. We we­re on a se­arch for fo­od when you fo­und us.”


    




    

      Hathaway mo­ved to a con­so­le ac­ross the ro­om, pic­ked so­me-thing up, and then re­tur­ned to Jim. “I know that to be a lie,” he sa­id, “be­ca­use I ha­ve this.” He sho­ok the map they had be­en using to plot the­ir way to Tan­gi­er Is­land.


    




    

      Jim swal­lo­wed hard. The map co­uld le­ad them to Mo­unt We­at­her.


    




    

      “We got this from the ve­hic­le you we­re dri­ving. It has a tra­vel ro­ute tra­ced in yel­low.” Hat­ha­way un­fol­ded the map and po­in­ted to a par­ti­cu­lar spot. “We fo­und you he­re, in Fre­de­ricks­burg. Whe­re we­re you go­ing when we fo­und you, or we­re you just out for a ri­de abo­ut town?”


    




    

      Jim sho­wed no emo­ti­on. “I’ve ne­ver se­en that map be­fo­re. Whe­re’d you say you got it aga­in?”


    




    

      Annoyance be­gan to sur­fa­ce in Hat­ha­way’s vo­ice. “We got it from the Hum­vee you two we­re dri­ving. Now I’ll re­pe­at the qu­es­ti­on: Whe­re is yo­ur ho­me ba­se?”


    




    

      Jim re­ma­ined si­lent.


    




    

      Hathaway ex­ha­led lo­udly. “The ro­ute tra­ced has two en­ding po­ints. One to the north on Ro­ute Se­ven, abo­ut twenty mi­les north of Le­es­burg, Vir­gi­nia. The ot­her po­int ends just north of he­re at the co­ast, a pla­ce cal­led Smith’s Po­int. We’ve be­en pic­king up a lit­tle air traf­fic in that area.” Hat­ha­way po­in­ted to the spot ne­ar Tan­gi­er Is­land. “Is that whe­re you’re from? Are yo­ur pe­op­le res­pon­sib­le for the ra­dar con­tacts we’ve be­en re­ce­iving?”


    




    

      “I told you, I’m not from the­re. I’ve ne­ver se­en that map be­fo­re and I ha­ve no ho­me ba­se. It must’ve be­en in the Hum­vee when we fo­und it.”


    




    

      Hathaway fol­ded the map. “You’ll tell us what we want to know and you’ll tell us now.”


    




    

      The lar­ge oaf who had be­en stan­ding clo­se by han­ded his we­apon to Hat­ha­way and rol­led up his sle­eves as he wal­ked to whe­re Jim sat. He smi­led aga­in, ex­po­sing to­oth­less gums, and back-han­ded Jim ac­ross the fa­ce.


    




    

      The blow sent Jim and the cha­ir he sat in cras­hing to the flo­or. Jim stag­ge­red to his fe­et as the gi­ant mo­ved in for anot­her stri­ke. Jim met him first with a kick to his gro­in, a kick that hardly fa­zed the gi­ant. A qu­i­et mo­an es­ca­ped with his bre­ath and then he swung.


    




    

      Jim duc­ked and he mis­sed. Anot­her blow ma­de con­tact with the si­de of Jim’s he­ad. He cras­hed to the flo­or and the gi­ant stop­ped. Jim’s he­ad throb­bed in pa­in.


    




    

      Hathaway lo­oked down at him. “Whe­re’s yo­ur ba­se?”


    




    

      Jim spat as he lay fa­ce down on the cold me­tal flo­or. His spit was red. “No ba­se.”


    




    

      The gi­ant grab­bed Jim from the back, lif­ted him to his fe­et, and swung at his fa­ce.


    




    

      Blood spe­wed from Jim’s no­se as he crump­led to­ward the flo­or aga­in, stop­ped by the gi­ant who held him up long eno­ugh to slam se­ve­ral hard punc­hes in­to his chest and si­des.


    




    

      Jim drop­ped mo­ti­on­less to the flo­or, ba­rely cons­ci­o­us of anyt­hing ex­cept the cold me­tal flo­or and the blo­od that now flo­wed in­to his eyes. The air had be­en for­ced from his lungs and he was on the ver­ge of pas­sing out.


    




    

      “Last chan­ce, he­ro.”


    




    

      Hathaway’s vo­ice se­emed far away to Jim.


    




    

      “Where’s yo­ur ba­se? Whe­re are you from? I swe­ar to God, I will kill you and every one of yo­ur fri­ends if you don’t ans­wer me. If you don’t think I can find them on my own, you are wrong. For yo­ur fri­ends’ sa­ke, you had bet­ter tell me so­met­hing now!”


    




    

      Jim was too da­zed to ans­wer even if he wan­ted to. It wo­uldn’t ha­ve ma­de any dif­fe­ren­ce be­ca­use not­hing they co­uld do to him wo­uld ma­ke him tell. The start­led lo­ok on Matt’s fa­ce as he re­ali­zed his fa­te flas­hed thro­ugh Jim’s mind. Not­hing they co­uld do to him.


    




    

      The gi­ant be­gan kic­king him as he lay on the flo­or. Kick af­ter kick ca­me un­til Jim lost cons­ci­o­us­ness. The gi­ant pic­ked Jim up aga­in and slam­med a fist in­to his fa­ce be­fo­re Hat­ha­way or­de­red him to stop.


    




    

      Hathaway put a bo­ot aga­inst Jim’s sho­ul­der and rol­led him on­to his back. Jim’s eyes we­re open and un­fo­cu­sed. His fa­ce was co­ve­red in blo­od. Hat­ha­way le­aned down and tri­ed to get a pul­se from Jim’s wrist. The­re was no­ne.


    




    

      “You’ve kil­led him! Jesus Christ, I told you not to do that,” Hath-away sa­id.


    




    

      The oaf drop­ped his he­ad in sha­me. Not for kil­ling the man, but be­ca­use he had fa­iled to fol­low Hat­ha­way’s or­der. That was pri­ority num­ber one. Ple­asing the li­e­ute­nant.


    




    

      Hathaway kic­ked Jim’s cha­ir and it skid­ded ac­ross the flo­or. “I ne­eded him for in­for­ma­ti­on. You we­re sup­po­sed to ke­ep him ali­ve un­til I had it!”


    




    

      The ra­ge left Hat­ha­way as qu­ickly as it had co­me, and he wal­ked back to the win­dow and sta­red out at the de­epe­ning twi­light. “Ta­ke him out­si­de and throw him over. The fish ha­ve to eat, too.”
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      Leon lay on the front se­at of the car he had com­man­de­ered, too af­ra­id to ra­ise his he­ad. The night was pitch black, wit­ho­ut even the mo­on to of­fer light. He was par­ked by the har­bor at Smith’s Po­int on the ma­in­land.


    




    

      Smith’s Po­int was whe­re they ca­me as­ho­re when le­aving Tan­gi­er Is­land by wa­ter. Se­ve­ral bo­ats we­re anc­ho­red the­re, and a few mo­re at Tan­gi­er, so the­re wo­uld al­ways be a way ho­me from the ma­in-land.


    




    

      Sleep did not co­me easily this night. Le­on wis­hed he had got­ten the­re be­fo­re night­fall. He co­uld’ve grab­bed one of the bo­ats and be­en on his way. But wit­ho­ut light, he co­uld not see, and wit­ho­ut sight, he was not go­ing to bud­ge. He’d simply ha­ve to stay still and wa­it out the night.


    




    

      From ti­me to ti­me he he­ard fo­ots­teps clo­se by. He held his bre­ath as they pas­sed, af­ra­id to even bre­at­he. The eerie wa­ils of the wal­king de­ad did lit­tle to com­fort him. So­me clo­se, ot­hers dis­tant; they re­min­ded him of dif­fe­rent things. The­re we­re so­me who so­un­ded li­ke crying in­fants. So­me li­ke a wha­le’s song. One so­un­ded li­ke a scre­ech owl, high and shrill. Still ot­hers so­un­ded li­ke wo­un­ded ani­mals. All we­re lo­nely so­unds, calls of des­pe­ra­ti­on and ne­ed. He lis-te­ned, mo­ti­on­less.


    




    

      At any ti­me, he ex­pec­ted a thump on one of the car’s win­dows and cla­wing hands trying to ga­in ent­ran­ce. If that hap­pe­ned, he wo­uld be for­ced to mo­ve the car to a sa­fer lo­ca­ti­on. When he had ar­ri­ved at the har­bor, the­re had be­en no gho­uls in sight. It se­emed sa­fe at the ti­me, but sin­ce then se­ve­ral gho­uls had shown up. They al­ways did. It didn’t mat­ter whe­re you went; they even­tu­al­ly fo­und you.


    




    

      Many be­li­eved the gho­uls pos­ses­sed so­me kind of sixth sen­se, a kind of ra­dar. That cer­ta­inly se­emed to be the ca­se to­night. They pas­sed clo­se to him with inc­re­ased fre­qu­ency, but so far no­ne had spot­ted him.


    




    

      “Dumb bas­tards,” he whis­pe­red. If that was true and they had that psychic abi­lity, they we­re pro­bably too stu­pid to re­ali­ze what they we­re lo­oking for un­less they ac­tu­al­ly spot­ted you. Stu­pid was a go­od thing. Stu­pid was gre­at. They can ke­ep on be­ing stu­pid, he tho­ught.


    




    

      Leon’s eyes grew he­avy. They clo­sed se­ve­ral ti­mes wit­ho­ut his per­mis­si­on, but he qu­ickly ope­ned them aga­in. Lying on the se­at was too com­for­tab­le. He was physi­cal­ly dra­ined from the day’s events. He had sur­vi­ved a he­li­cop­ter crash, be­en cha­sed by zom­bi­es, and had wal­ked for mi­les be­fo­re fi­nal­ly fin­ding this car. He had lost two clo­se fri­ends. He wan­ted to sle­ep. He wan­ted to clo­se his eyes and dre­am go­od dre­ams.


    




    

      But that wo­uld be a mis­ta­ke, pos­sibly a fa­tal one. Tur­ning over in his sle­ep co­uld ma­ke the car mo­ve ever so slightly. The sligh­test mo­ve­ment wo­uld be eno­ugh to re­ve­al his po­si­ti­on.


    




    

      He was al­so known to sno­re-to be a win­dow rat­tler, ac­tu­al­ly. Gho­uls wo­uld swarm to the car from all aro­und. They wo­uld bre­ak thro­ugh the win­dows be­fo­re he had a chan­ce to es­ca­pe.


    




    

      To top it off, he was hungry. His sto­mach grow­led at the me­re tho­ught of fo­od. He held his hands over his belly in an at­tempt to qu­i­et it. He won­de­red if they co­uld he­ar it. Who knew? May­be they had the he­aring of cats and the eyes of eag­les.


    




    

      Leon was af­ra­id, but he was very ti­red. His eyes clo­sed aga­in, but only for a se­cond.
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      The sud­den im­pact of Jim’s body hit­ting the wa­ter bro­ught the li­fe back in­to his body and his eyes ope­ned wi­de. In the few se­conds be­fo­re he sank too far be­ne­ath the sur­fa­ce of the cold wa­ter, he was ab­le to ga­in his sen­ses eno­ugh to re­ali­ze whe­re he was and what had hap­pe­ned. He was still di­so­ri­en­ted eno­ugh so that it to­ok him a mo­ment to fi­gu­re out which way was up.


    




    

      His he­ad and sho­ul­ders bro­ke the sur­fa­ce and Jim suc­ked the air. Tre­ading wa­ter ca­used in­ten­se pa­in in his ext­re­mi­ti­es; he’d li­te­ral­ly be­en be­aten ne­ar de­ath. It wo­uld be dif­fi­cult to stay af­lo­at and al­most im­pos­sib­le to swim to sho­re, which was not vi­sib­le in the mo­on­less night.


    




    

      He co­uld gu­ess which di­rec­ti­on the sho­re was in and start swim­ming, but if he swam the wrong way, out to sea, he wo­uldn’t sur­vi­ve, not in his con­di­ti­on. He ne­eded to be cer­ta­in.


    




    

      Jim se­arc­hed for a clue re­gar­ding which way to go. Only the out-li­ne of the car­ri­er and the light from the deck and win­dows sto­od out aga­inst the dark backg­ro­und. The­re we­re no city lights, no sho­re­li­ne to see, but he co­uld see the car­ri­er. He co­uld even see which way it fa­ced. Jim se­arc­hed his me­mory to re­mem­ber how it was fa­ced from sho­re when they had ar­ri­ved. Aft fa­ced the sho­re. He was su­re of it.


    




    

      He be­gan to swim.


    




    

      He stop­ped many ti­mes sin­ce the pa­in was so in­ten­se, but he ma­de prog­ress. He co­uld ba­rely ma­ke out the sho­re­li­ne, but it was the­re-and it was get­ting clo­ser.


    




    

      Jim strug­gled un­til he was fi­nal­ly wa­ding in the bay surf. On­ce he cle­ared the wa­ter, he col­lap­sed on­to the sandy sho­re. His arms and legs felt li­ke throb­bing rub­ber and the salt wa­ter stung the open wo­unds on his fa­ce.


    




    

      A light ra­in splas­hed his fa­ce and Jim ope­ned his mo­uth to let the cle­an drop­lets qu­ench his parc­hed thro­at. The so­ot­hing so­und of the ra­in mel­ted so­me of the pa­in he was ex­pe­ri­en­cing.


    




    

      Then his me­mory re­tur­ned. He had for­got­ten abo­ut the pla­gue and the dan­ger he fa­ced on the sho­re, away from the mi­li­tia on the ship. He was wit­ho­ut a we­apon and inj­ured. He wo­uld su­rely ha­ve un­wel­co­me com­pany so­on.


    




    

      Jim lurc­hed to his fe­et and the pa­in ra­ced thro­ugh his body, thre­ate­ning to send him back down to the sand. He bra­ced him­self with his hands on his kne­es un­til he ga­ined eno­ugh strength to con­ti­nue. The cold wa­ter of the bay had at le­ast sta­unc­hed the ble­eding cuts and gas­hes. For all he knew, he co­uld be ble­eding in­ter­nal­ly. Every step he to­ok was a la­bor.


    




    

      The ra­in con­ti­nu­ed, har­der now, and he wi­ped it from his eyes and lim­ped his way to whe­re the trucks we­re par­ked. The ra­in was go­od. It co­ve­red the no­ise he ma­de. Ho­pe­ful­ly, the cre­atu­res, if aro­und, wo­uldn’t no­ti­ce him. He was cer­ta­in that so­me we­re aro­und, but in the dark­ness it was im­pos­sib­le to see them.


    




    

      The sil­ho­u­et­tes of the trucks we­re just ahe­ad. He’d be­en lucky so far; he’d go­ne un­no­ti­ced. Just a few mo­re fe­et and he’d be sa­fe. He tho­ught of Aman­da. She wo­uld be wor­rying her­self sick by now. It sad­de­ned him to think abo­ut it. If his sus­pi­ci­ons abo­ut Tan­gi­er we­re wrong, he wo­uld not put her thro­ugh it aga­in. If the­re had be­en no prob­lems, he wo­uld’ve re­tur­ned to Mo­unt We­at­her to­night.


    




    

      Jim re­ac­hed the first truck and fumb­led in the dark to find the dri­ver’s do­or hand­le. The do­or ope­ned and the in­te­ri­or light flas­hed on, blin­ding him. His eyes we­re unac­cus­to­med to light.


    




    

      His sight fo­cu­sed and he saw his.44 lying on the se­at whe­re his cap­tors had left it when they had ta­ken it from him ear­li­er that day. As he re­ac­hed for it, mo­ve­ment to his left ca­ught his at­ten­ti­on. He tur­ned.


    




    

      A fo­ot away, a de­ca­ying spec­ter of hu­ma­nity lun­ged. The cre­atu­re’s fa­ce sho­wed subs­tan­ti­al de­com­po­si­ti­on. It ope­ned its mo­uth and mo­aned pi­ti­ful­ly, then grab­bed Jim by the thro­at.


    




    

      Jim re­ac­ted with a fist to the thing’s he­ad and it fell awk­wardly back­ward. Jim ma­de a mo­ve to­ward the fal­len gho­ul to fi­nish it off, then tho­ught bet­ter of it. He was too badly inj­ured to do bat­tle. He jum­ped in­to the truck and loc­ked the do­ors.


    




    

      The truck light tur­ned off on­ce the do­or was shut and on­ce aga­in Jim fumb­led in the dark for the keys. If the­re we­re no­ne, it was qu­ite pos­sib­le that he was fi­nis­hed. In his con­di­ti­on he wo­uld not be ab­le to re­sist an all-out at­tack from mo­re than just a few of the cre­atu­res.


    




    

      The cre­atu­re he had knoc­ked to the gro­und was on his fe­et aga­in, pa­wing at the truck win­dow. Jim’s hand swi­ped the si­de of the ste­ering co­lumn and the keys jing­led in the ig­ni­ti­on.


    




    

      The ten­si­on in his chest les­se­ned and he smi­led.
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      An ho­ur la­ter, Jim Work­man had cle­ared the city li­mits and was well on his way up Ro­ute 64, mo­ving north. The mi­li­tia com­man­der had wan­ted to know his star­ting po­int on the map Jim had used to tra­ce his jo­ur­ney to Tan­gi­er Is­land. That me­ant that the mi­li­tia was not sta­ti­oned on Tan­gi­er or Hat­ha­way wo­uld ha­ve known which star­ting po­int was the cor­rect one. That tid­bit of in­for­ma­ti­on eased his mind a bit.


    




    

      The Is­land was still Jim’s des­ti­na­ti­on, but wit­ho­ut a map to po­int the way he wo­uld be­co­me lost so­on. Anot­her map was ne­eded to ke­ep him on the right path.


    




    

      He pas­sed a ro­ad sign that sa­id “Wil­li­ams­burg 12 mi­les.” He wo­uld stop the­re to find a map.


    




    

      


    




    ***




    

      


    




    

      It was af­ter mid­night when Jim to­ok the Wil­li­ams­burg exit that lo­oped aro­und and up on­to anot­her ro­ad. The night was still ex­cept for two de­er that gra­zed by the ro­ad’s ed­ge, then dar­ted in­to the wo­ods when the truck’s he­ad­lights un­set­tled them. At le­ast the pla­gue had not in­fec­ted anyt­hing but man. It was not the end of everyt­hing, just of ci­vi­li­za­ti­on.


    




    

      Jim bro­ught the truck to a stop and chec­ked his sur­ro­un­dings. He had dri­ven in­to the par­king lot of Busch Gar­dens amu­se­ment park. The sil­ho­u­et­te of one of the rol­ler co­as­ters was di­rectly ahe­ad, its arc­hing tracks blen­ding in­to the dark sky. The park was dim and unin­vi­ting, a si­nis­ter lo­oking thing, un­der the cir­cums­tan­ces.


    




    

      Who knew what evil dwel­led the­re, hid­den in the sha­dows? Pos­sibly the­re we­re crowds of gho­ulish child­ren at­trac­ted by past me­mo­ri­es of ple­asu­re, bec­ko­ned by the pro­mi­se of com­fort, may­be even an in­ter­lu­de from the­ir frac­tu­red, stran­ge new exis­ten­ce. That was so­met­hing tho­se things did. They clung to things fa­mi­li­ar or pla­ces that had gi­ven them hap­pi­ness. Tho­se we­re the pla­ces to avo­id.


    




    

      At the far end of the par­king lot, a con­ve­ni­en­ce sto­re was po­si­ti­oned so de­par­ting park gu­ests co­uld spend the­ir unu­sed va­ca­ti­on cash on the way out.


    




    

      He dro­ve to­ward it.


    




    

      


    




    

      Jim sto­od by the truck, an ear to the wind, and lis­te­ned. The ra­in had stop­ped and he wan­ted to ma­ke su­re it was sa­fe be­fo­re con­ti­nu­ing in­to the bu­il­ding.


    




    

      The wind was de­vo­id of the vo­ices of the de­ad; no mo­ans or cri­es from tor­tu­red so­uls, just a gent­le bre­eze.


    




    

      Jim grab­bed his we­apon from the se­at and wal­ked to the sto­re, the he­ad­lights sho­wing him the way.


    




    

      The sto­re was un­to­uc­hed. Most pla­ces had be­en lo­oted and van­da­li­zed du­ring the pla­gue’s early outb­re­ak, but this one had be­en spa­red such tur­mo­il. Jim pul­led at the do­or but it was loc­ked.


    




    

      Next to the do­or was a smo­ker’s out­post, a re­cep­tac­le that sto­od abo­ut three fe­et high and was sha­ped li­ke a ge­nie bot­tle. The long slen­der neck was go­od for grip­ping and the ro­und we­igh­ted bot­tom was per­fect for smas­hing. Jim swung it at the do­or and shat-te­red the glass, then tos­sed it asi­de. His body ac­hed as he scan­ned the area for tro­ub­le.


    




    

      The sto­re was dark ex­cept for the area in front lit by the he­ad-lights. Jim fo­und a flash­light by the re­gis­ter and to­re it from its pac­ka­ge, then did the sa­me with a pack of bat­te­ri­es. He scan­ned the shel­ves for maps to help him on his jo­ur­ney.


    




    

      He stop­ped at a rack by the front win­dow. He fo­und a sta­te map and a Rand McNally Ro­ad At­las. He grab­bed both, and then he­si­ta­ted as the light cros­sed a stack of yel­lo­wed news­pa­pers with the he­ad­li­ne, “De­ad Con­ti­nue to Ri­se and Mul­tiply.” The da­te was Sep­tem­ber 10, two ye­ars pri­or. The co­ver pho­to sho­wed bur­ning bo­di­es pi­led high as ar­med tro­ops sto­od watch.


    




    

      


    




    

      On the ro­ad aga­in, Jim ro­ared north, cer­ta­in that the mi­li­tia wo­uld at­tempt to find his “ho­me ba­se.” They’d pro­bably start at Tan­gi­er, then mo­ve north from the­re. They might even find the com­po­und at Mo­unt We­at­her. Tho­ugh it was se­cu­re from the gho­uls, an or­ga­ni­zed army wo­uld ha­ve no prob­lem bre­aking in.


    




    

      From what he’d wit­nes­sed, no per­son of co­lor wo­uld ha­ve a chan­ce with the­se men. They we­re not an or­di­nary mi­li­tia, but a splin­ter gro­up with dep­ra­ved plans and no cons­ci­en­ce. At le­ast the few he had se­en so far. He co­uld only ho­pe the­re we­re no mo­re li­ke them. He co­uld ta­ke no chan­ces. He wo­uld warn both the is­land (assu­ming the­re we­re sur­vi­vors the­re), and his own pe­op­le.


    




    

      Jim dro­ve fas­ter.


    




    

      


    




    ***




    

      


    




    

      Leon ope­ned his eyes. The sun was not up yet but a fa­int glow fil­led the eas­tern sky. He had fal­len as­le­ep, so­met­hing he’d pro­mi­sed him­self not to do. The mis­ta­ke had do­ne him no harm. He was un­mo­les­ted and he had ga­ined so­me much-ne­eded rest. A few mi­nu­tes and it wo­uld be light eno­ugh to ma­ke a mo­ve for the bo­at.


    




    

      Leon mo­ved to the front se­at for a bet­ter lo­ok and to gat­her his we­apons. The area was cle­ar of cre­atu­res. The ones who mo­ved by him thro­ugh the night had wan­de­red off, una­wa­re of his pre­sen­ce.


    




    

      The sky grew ligh­ter, blen­ding from a pa­le oran­ge in the east to a sha­de of purp­le in the west. It was eno­ugh to il­lu­mi­na­te Le­on’s sur­ro­un­dings. Gulls squ­aw­ked over­he­ad as they flo­ated on air out to sea.


    




    

      Leon step­ped out of the car and stretc­hed. He was both surp­ri­sed and ple­ased that his inj­uri­es in the chop­per crash we­re not as pa­in­ful as he had ex­pec­ted. He bre­at­hed in the salt air of the bay and wal­ked to­ward the bo­at.


    




    

      He stop­ped be­fo­re get­ting the­re and tur­ned as a gre­en army per­son­nel truck dro­ve in­to the har­bor and stop­ped by his car. A tall, bat­te­red man with dark ha­ir step­ped out.


    




    

      As the two men si­zed each ot­her up, the sa­me tho­ught pas­sed thro­ugh each man’s mind: Is this go­ing to be tro­ub­le?
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      Amanda pic­ked at her fo­od with fa­ding in­te­rest as Fe­li­cia and Mick watc­hed. Worry had qu­el­led her ap­pe­ti­te and she was no lon­ger in­te­res­ted in what was on her pla­te.


    




    

      Izzy pi­led her grits in­to a pi­le in the cen­ter of her pla­te, and then po­ured syrup aro­und it. She fur­ro­wed her brow, un­hap­py with its ap­pe­aran­ce. Dis­con­tent pa­in­ted her small fa­ce.


    




    

      Felicia watc­hed as Aman­da con­ti­nu­ed to pick at her fo­od. “You’re go­ing to worry yo­ur­self to de­ath,” she scol­ded. “He’ll be back.”


    




    

      Izzy pla­ced a half-fi­nis­hed string of be­ads on the tab­le be­si­de her pla­te, then fis­hed a small bag of M&Ms from her poc­ket. She po­ured them in­to her hand and se­pa­ra­ted them by co­lor.


    




    

      With a huff, Aman­da drop­ped her fork and lo­oked at Fe­li­cia. “They sho­uld’ve be­en back last night,” she sa­id.


    




    

      “That only me­ans that they’re la­te, not de­ad. If they fo­und so­me-one the­re, they pro­bably sta­yed an ext­ra day to get so­me rest be­fo­re the re­turn trip.”


    




    

      Izzy to­ok one of her pi­les of candy and pla­ced the pi­eces on her grits, ta­king spe­ci­al ca­re in the­ir pla­ce­ment.


    




    

      “He wo­uldn’t do that,” Aman­da sa­id. “He knows how much I worry.”


    




    

      Izzy fi­nis­hed her work of art and sho­wed her ple­asu­re in the fi­nis­hed pro­j­ect by clap­ping her hands.


    




    

      “What’s that, Izzy?” Fe­li­cia as­ked, her at­ten­ti­on drawn away from Aman­da by the child’s out­burst. “Are you pla­ying with yo­ur fo­od?”


    




    

      Izzy nod­ded and smi­led. “It’s an is­land,” she sa­id in a child’s ca­ref­ree vo­ice.


    




    

      Amanda tur­ned her at­ten­ti­on to Izzy’s cre­ati­on.


    




    

      “Why are all the gre­en can­di­es on top?” Fe­li­cia as­ked.


    




    

      “All the pe­op­le,” she sa­id, po­in­ting.


    




    

      She now had ever­yo­ne’s at­ten­ti­on.


    




    

      Felicia no­ti­ced that one of the pi­eces of candy was red. It was pla­ced in the cen­ter of the ot­hers. “How abo­ut that red one? What’s that?”


    




    

      Izzy’s smi­le wi­de­ned. “That’s Jim. He’s go­ing to help the ot­hers.”


    




    

      “Oh, I see,” Fe­li­cia sa­id. “Whe­re’s Matt? I don’t see him.”


    




    

      Izzy’s smi­le fa­ded. She fell si­lent as she re­mo­ved the pi­eces of candy from the pla­te and poc­ke­ted the string of be­ads. “Not the­re.”


    




    

      “Where is he, Izzy?” Fe­li­cia as­ked, coc­king her he­ad at Izzy’s tro­ub­led exp­res­si­on.


    




    

      Izzy put the candy on the tab­le and drop­ped her he­ad and mo­aned. “Tummy fe­els funny now. Can I go rest?”


    




    

      Felicia nod­ded and Izzy left the tab­le, pa­le and drawn.


    




    

      A por­tent of do­om hung in Izzy’s wa­ke. A sen­se of dre­ad was sud­denly pal­pab­le.


    




    

      For the re­ma­in­der of the me­al, the three adults we­re qu­i­et.


    




    

      


    




    ***




    

      


    




    

      Sharon Dar­ney pre­pa­red the sli­de for the ad­di­ti­on of blo­od cells to the or­ga­nism con­ta­ined the­re. If what she sus­pec­ted we­re true, she wo­uld qu­ickly see the re­sults. If her cal­cu­la­ti­ons we­re cor­rect, it wo­uld ta­ke no mo­re than thirty mi­nu­tes for the chan­ges to ta­ke pla­ce.


    




    

      The spe­ci­men on the sli­de was ra­re, in­de­ed. A vi­rus of sorts, it co­uld sur­vi­ve on its own wit­ho­ut the aid of a hu­man host. What puz­zled her most was that only a frac­ti­on of the vi­rus ne­eded to inf­lict the da­ma­ge ne­ces­sary to ca­use de­ath had be­en fo­und. That exp­la­ined why no one had fo­und it be­fo­re the world fell apart. They simply didn’t ha­ve the ti­me.


    




    

      Sharon do­ub­ted that mo­re than one mil­li­on in­di­vi­du­al or­gan-isms exis­ted in a body, li­ving or de­ad. That me­ant the­re we­re ten or­ga­nisms per mil­li­on hu­man cells. It was un­li­kely that the or­ga­nism it­self co­uld be res­pon­sib­le. Mo­re li­kely, it was a car­ri­er of so­me kind or, mo­re ac­cu­ra­tely, a small fac­tory li­ving in the body un­no­ti­ced un­til de­ath. Only then did it be­co­me ac­ti­ve.


    




    

      But that left anot­her puz­zle. Why did a sing­le bi­te in­fect a li­ving per­son and ca­use de­ath? Even in re­ani­ma­ted su­bj­ects, the num­bers re­ma­ined the sa­me. The­ir num­bers we­re too low to ca­use de­ath. It al­so didn’t exp­la­in the re­ani­ma­ti­on of the body af­ter de­ath, or the de­si­re to con­su­me hu­man flesh.


    




    

      Sharon to­ok the blo­od and ad­ded it to the sli­de con­ta­ining the mic­ro­be, then pla­ced the sli­de in­to the elect­ron mic­ros­co­pe for vi­ewing. At first she saw no chan­ges. The black or­ga­nism fa­iled to at­tack the blo­od she had ad­ded. It was ali­ve, the­re was no do­ub­ting that. It sho­ok and qu­ive­red on the sli­de but not­hing mo­re. She was be­gin­ning to think that her hypot­he­sis was wrong.


    




    

      Then it hap­pe­ned. As the li­ving blo­od cells be­gan to die, the black cell sprang in­to ac­ti­on. The cells that had di­ed first we­re the first ones to be as­sa­ul­ted.


    




    

      The black cell be­gan to pro­du­ce smal­ler or­ga­nisms re­semb­ling mi­toc­hond­ri­as and lyso­so­mes that pe­net­ra­ted the cell walls, rep­la­cing the­ir co­un­ter­parts that in­ha­bi­ted the de­ad cells.


    




    

      Then so­met­hing even stran­ger hap­pe­ned. The de­ad cells be­gan to show signs of ac­ti­vity. With light­ning spe­ed, they each pro­du­ced one sing­le or­ga­nism. It was dif­fe­rent than the mi­toc­hond­ri­as and lyso­so­mes cre­ated by the black vi­rus-li­ke or­ga­nism. To her ama­ze­ment they lo­oked li­ke chlo­rop­lasts, that part of a plant cell res­pon­sib­le for pho­tosynt­he­sis, of cre­ating energy from sun­light. They in turn at­tac­ked the li­ving cells.


    




    

      The chlo­rop­lasts pe­net­ra­ted the li­ving cell memb­ra­nes with ease when the cells sho­uld ha­ve re­j­ec­ted the­ir ad­van­ces. It me­ant that the cells we­re fo­oled in­to thin­king they we­re sup­po­sed to be the­re.


    




    

      The pre­vi­o­usly li­ving cells be­gan to die on­ce the chlo­rop­last-li­ke or­ga­nism be­ca­me part of them. They in turn cre­ated an or­ga­nism of the­ir own to in­fect ot­her li­ving cells. A cha­in re­ac­ti­on had oc­cur­red. Rep­ro­duc­ti­on was swift and pre­ci­se. In only se­conds, every blo­od cell had be­en at­tac­ked, chan­ged, di­ed, and re­ani­ma­ted.


    




    

      Sharon had wit­nes­sed so­met­hing that pos­sibly no ot­her re­se­arc­her had ever dis­co­ve­red. The ans­wers we­re the­re all along. They had simply not lo­oked long eno­ugh to find them.
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      Jim was the first to ma­ke a mo­ve. This man was not part of the mi­li­tia. He was black and that was a de­ath sen­ten­ce with the bunch he and Matt had en­co­un­te­red.


    




    

      The man’s pos­tu­re was not thre­ate­ning. He simply sto­od by one of the bo­ats, lo­oking ab­so­lu­tely shoc­ked to see anot­her warm-blo­oded li­ving so­ul.


    




    

      Jim ap­pro­ac­hed the man ca­uti­o­usly, his hands away from his body as he went, palms up in a non-aggres­si­ve pos­tu­re. The man lo­oked sha­ken and the last thing Jim wan­ted to do was pro­vo­ke a de­fen­si­ve ac­ti­on that co­uld le­ad to an un­wan­ted bat­tle. In his pre­sent bat­te­red sta­te it wo­uld cer­ta­inly be a short one.


    




    

      Jim stop­ped se­ve­ral fe­et in front of him. Ex­ten­ding his hand and nod­ding in an easy, fri­endly drawl he sa­id, “Jim Work­man. Su­re is go­od to see a fri­endly fa­ce out he­re.”


    




    

      Leon did not ma­ke a mo­ve to ac­cept the prof­fe­red hand. He to­ok a mo­ment to si­ze up this stran­ger who was slightly tal­ler than him-self and mo­re mus­cu­lar and well fed. He was not a drif­ter. His fa­ce was strong, but jud­ging from the myri­ad of cuts and bru­ises, a re­cent en­co­un­ter had not be­en a fri­endly one.


    




    

      Leon re­cog­ni­zed the ha­un­ted, an­gu­is­hed eyes many pla­gue sur­vi­vors had. He re­la­xed so­mew­hat, but a frag­ment of sus­pi­ci­on lin­ge­red.


    




    

      “I’m Le­on.”


    




    

      “I’m trying to get to Tan­gi­er Is­land,” Jim sa­id, po­in­ting to the bay.


    




    

      Leon didn’t re­call se­e­ing this man be­fo­re, but then the­re we­re a lot of pe­op­le on the is­lands. May­be he was from one of the ot­hers. He had met most of them, but not all. But this man wo­uld ha­ve stuck out in his me­mory.


    




    

      “Are you? What is­land are you from?”


    




    

      “I’m not,” Jim sa­id. “I’m from in­land.”


    




    

      Leon im­me­di­ately be­ca­me wary. He was ob­vi­o­usly lying. The­re we­re no sur­vi­vors in­land; the­re we­re too many cre­atu­res the­re. He’d se­en with his own eyes, on co­unt­less oc­ca­si­ons, the de­so­la­ti­on of the ma­in­land.


    




    

      “We’ve se­arc­hed the­re many ti­mes and fo­und no one,” Le­on sa­id. “How is it that you ma­na­ged to sur­vi­ve this thing for so long and what brings you he­re now?”


    




    

      The fact that Le­on had sa­id we se­arc­hed the ma­in­land, and not I se­arc­hed the ma­in­land did not es­ca­pe Jim’s no­ti­ce. This man was not alo­ne and Jim was not abo­ut to re­ve­al anyt­hing abo­ut the mo­un­ta­in or the ot­her sur­vi­vors un­til he knew mo­re. He had to be su­re it was sa­fe first.


    




    

      “I had a go­od hi­ding pla­ce,” Jim sa­id. “Abo­ut a ye­ar ago I re­ce­ived a ra­dio sig­nal from Tan­gi­er. I wasn’t ab­le to res­pond to it, but even­tu­al­ly I knew I wo­uld ha­ve to co­me he­re to see for myself. To tell you the truth, I didn’t think I’d find an­yo­ne still aro­und.”


    




    

      Leon smi­led, his dist­rust fa­ding. “Well, you fo­und us,” he sa­id, and fi­nal­ly ex­ten­ded his hand for Jim to sha­ke. “The­re are a lot of us on the is­lands. We mo­ved the­re when this shit first star­ted. It’s sa­fe and abo­ut as nor­mal as things can be right now, I gu­ess. You’re wel­co­me to tag along with me if you li­ke.”


    




    

      Jim nod­ded and fol­lo­wed Le­on to one of the bo­ats anc­ho­red ne­arby.


    




    

      Leon pla­ced a wo­oden plank bet­we­en the bo­at and the dock and they bo­ar­ded the small craft. The deck was dar­ke­ned with mil­dew and mold grew aro­und the ca­bin’s do­or­way and in every vi­sib­le crack and cre­vi­ce. It was ob­vi­o­us that it had not be­en used or ma­in­ta­ined much over the last co­up­le of ye­ars.


    




    

      Jim lo­oked for any sign of tro­ub­le. He was surp­ri­sed that they had be­en ab­le to stand out in the open, un­mo­les­ted, for this long. He was not an­xi­o­us to tempt fa­te.


    




    

      A lo­ne gho­ul lurc­hed abo­ut on the deck of a sa­il­bo­at fifty yards to the north. The bo­om, sa­ils, and rig­ging had be­en shred­ded by past storms, and the cre­atu­re awk­wardly ma­ne­uve­red bet­we­en the tang­led cab­les. Af­ter a mo­ment the thing squ­at­ted on the deck, whe­re it re­ma­ined mo­ti­on­less, con­tent for the ti­me be­ing.


    




    

      Leon wor­ked hur­ri­edly. He chec­ked be­low deck for le­aka­ge be­fo­re re­mo­ving the co­vers to the en­gi­ne com­part­ment to check for de­te­ri­ora­ted wi­ring and fu­el li­nes. When he was sa­tis­fi­ed that everyt­hing was as it sho­uld be, he pri­med the mo­tor with fu­el and to­ok the se­at at the cont­rols.


    




    

      Jim con­ti­nu­ed to ke­ep a vi­gi­lant eye on the­ir sur­ro­un­dings.


    




    

      The mo­tor mo­aned as Le­on tes­ted the wort­hi­ness of the bat­te­ri­es. Over and over it tur­ned, first slowly, then fas­ter, then slow, with la­bo­red gasps aga­in. The cre­atu­re on the ot­her bo­at sto­od and to­ok no­ti­ce of them. It be­gan to howl in what co­uld only be desc­ri­bed as a call to arms.


    




    

      The mo­tor con­ti­nu­ed to crank but stra­ined to start. From the mor­ning sha­dows trud­ged mo­re of the fo­ul de­mons, awa­re of the­ir prey by the sud­den no­ise and the sa­ilor zom­bie’s calls.


    




    

      Ghouls in va­ri­o­us sta­ges of de­cay po­ured thro­ugh the ga­tes just up the hill from the har­bor, the­ir bo­di­es hi­de­o­usly mang­led, dri­ven by a com­mon de­si­re. Wit­hin se­conds they we­re con­ver­ging on the two des­pe­ra­te sur­vi­vors.


    




    

      Jim re­mo­ved the ste­el cab­le lo­oped aro­und a cle­at in the dock. He kic­ked the wo­oden plank away and it drop­ped in­to the wa­ter. Only a few fe­et from the dock, they ne­eded to get furt­her away be­fo­re the de­ad got clo­se eno­ugh to bo­ard.


    




    

      Jim grip­ped the ra­il that rim­med the ed­ge of the bo­at and then kic­ked at the dock, nud­ging the bo­at anot­her fo­ot away, but the aft bum­ped the bow of a sa­il­bo­at anc­ho­red be­si­de them.


    




    

      Jim jum­ped on­to the deck of the sa­il­bo­at, which ro­de lo­wer in the wa­ter than the big cru­iser, skid­ding ac­ross the deck as he lan­ded.


    




    

      The masts we­re split and the rig­ging was torn and strewn ac­ross the deck of the small ves­sel. With a few hard jerks, Jim bro­ke off two pi­eces of the splin­te­red masts and threw them on­to the deck of the cru­iser. He pul­led him­self back on­to the cru­iser’s deck, pan­ting and flus­hed from the stra­in on his bru­ised and bat­te­red body.


    




    

      “First things first!” he sho­uted at Le­on. “Help me out he­re!” He han­ded Le­on one of the bro­ken masts as he mo­ved past him.


    




    

      Leon sprang from his se­at and fol­lo­wed Jim’s le­ad, using the bro-ken mast as le­ve­ra­ge to sho­ve away from the dock. The men he­aved and pus­hed the bo­at mo­re than twel­ve fe­et from sho­re, out of the re­ach of the cre­atu­res, so­me of which te­ete­red pre­ca­ri­o­usly on the ed­ge of the dock. They lurc­hed and wob­bled li­ke gi­ant, de­ca­ying, puss-co­ve­red We­eb­les.


    




    

      “Drop the anc­hor be­fo­re the ti­de drags us right back to them!” Jim sho­uted.


    




    

      Leon ran to the winch and re­le­ased it, let­ting the ste­el cab­le with the at­tac­hed anc­hor drop in­to the wa­ter. Jim pul­led his po­le in just as the first big wa­ve of cre­atu­res re­ac­hed the ed­ge of the dock.


    




    

      He watc­hed as they re­ac­hed out to­ward him, ho­ve­ring at the dock’s ed­ge. In its ze­al to re­ach the­ir qu­ar­ry, the mob sur­ged for-ward. A mang­led cre­atu­re in mol­de­ring kha­kis and a shred­ded navy bla­zer, the en­ti­re right si­de of his fa­ce rip­ped away, top­pled off the ed­ge of the dock and di­sap­pe­ared in­to the murky wa­ter.


    




    

      The mob drew back in uni­son, wary of the wa­ter. “They can’t get over he­re,” Jim sa­id. “They can’t swim. I think they’re af­ra­id of the wa­ter.”


    




    

      “Yeah, I know, but what do we do now?”


    




    

      “Do you ha­ve any si­de cut­ters or anyt­hing that will cut a bat­tery cab­le?”


    




    

      “There’s a to­ol­box over the­re. I’ll lo­ok.”


    




    

      Leon re­mo­ved the top tray from the to­ol­box and fo­und what Jim wan­ted un­der­ne­ath. They lo­oked li­ke he­avy-duty pli­ers with a cut-ting ed­ge on one si­de of the jaws. They we­re rusty but use­ab­le. Le­on tos­sed them to Jim, who pla­ced them in his poc­ket.


    




    

      “Stay he­re,” he sho­uted, and do­ve in­to the wa­ter. His bat­te­red body ac­hed as he pad­dled.


    




    

      Leon watc­hed as Jim swam to a po­wer­bo­at anc­ho­red se­ve­ral pi­ers over. The cre­atu­res al­so watc­hed. So­me stumb­led down the dock to­ward the bo­at Jim had bo­ar­ded.


    




    

      Jim wor­ked fast to cut the bat­te­ri­es free, le­aving as much of the cab­les in­tact as pos­sib­le by lo­ose­ning the wing nuts that held them in pla­ce. In less than a mi­nu­te he had the two bat­te­ri­es from the ot­her bo­at res­ting on the deck.


    




    

      He fo­und a flo­ating li­fe ring and rip­ped the lid from a bro­ken co­oler. He pla­ced the ring in the wa­ter, put the co­oler lid on top of it, and ca­re­ful­ly pla­ced the bat­te­ri­es on the plas­tic lid. Jim eased in­to the wa­ter be­si­de the ma­kes­hift raft and pul­led it with him as he swam.


    




    

      When Jim re­ac­hed the bo­at, Le­on pul­led the bat­te­ri­es abo­ard first, and then re­ac­hed down to help Jim climb over the ed­ge. As Le­on grip­ped Jim’s slip­pery hand to pull him up, he felt a sud­den hard jerk and ne­arly lost his te­nu­o­us hold on him.


    




    

      “What the-” Jim’s exp­res­si­on re­gis­te­red shock. “Shit! Pull, man! Pull!”


    




    

      Jim strug­gled to help Le­on ho­ist his we­ight over the si­de of the bo­at. As he clung to the ra­iling to ke­ep from be­ing pul­led back in­to the wa­ter, Le­on le­aned over the si­de of the bo­at and grab­bed the back of Jim’s je­ans to pull his body out of the wa­ter and on­to the deck.


    




    

      Jim felt the drag of the ext­ra we­ight on his legs. “What is it? Get it off!”


    




    

      The pa­nic in Jim’s vo­ice pus­hed Le­on in­to an ad­re­nal burst of energy. He pul­led Jim over the si­de, along with the hi­de­o­us blue-co­ated zom­bie who had fal­len off the dock. It clung to Jim’s leg, gurg­ling bay wa­ter and gnas­hing its te­eth.


    




    

      Leon grab­bed the bro­ken mast po­le and bro­ught it down squ­arely on the top of the cre­atu­re’s he­ad. The gho­ul lost its grip on Jim and slid back over the si­de of the bo­at and di­sap­pe­ared in­to the bay.


    




    

      Jim, bre­at­hing he­avily and trying to re­ga­in his sen­ses, lay in a wet he­ap on the deck.


    




    

      “You okay, man?” Le­on as­ked, of­fe­ring his hand to help Jim up.


    




    

      “Yeah. We’ll chalk that up to a le­ar­ning ex­pe­ri­en­ce. They can’t swim but they don’t drown eit­her. Thanks, man. I wasn’t re­ady for that one.”


    




    

      “No prob­lem. The­re aren’t many of us left. We got­ta stick to­get­her, right?”


    




    

      “Right,” Jim rep­li­ed, but his eyes ref­lec­ted the de­eper and mo­re tro­ub­ling know­led­ge that not all sur­vi­vors we­re go­ing to stick to­get­her. So­me had the­ir own agen­das.


    




    

      Jim went to work, cut­ting away so­me of the co­ating to ex­po­se the ba­re wi­re on the cab­les at­tac­hed to the bat­te­ri­es. He lo­ose­ned the con­nec­ters to the bo­at’s bat­te­ri­es eno­ugh to for­ce the newly-expo­sed wi­re in­to them, then tigh­te­ned the ter­mi­nals. He now had the po­wer of fo­ur bat­te­ri­es con­nec­ted to the bo­at.


    




    

      “If the­se ha­ve any char­ge left in them, it sho­uld be eno­ugh to start now,” Jim sa­id.


    




    

      “And if it do­esn’t?”


    




    

      “Then we ha­ve a long swim ahe­ad of us, and we’ve just se­en that that might of­fer mo­re prob­lems than we can de­al with.”


    




    

      Leon slid back in­to the se­at. He’d be­en thro­ugh this in his se­arch for trans­por­ta­ti­on af­ter the chop­per cras­hed. If the mo­tor didn’t start this ti­me, they we­re in tro­ub­le. They we­re cor­ne­red by the mons­ters.


    




    

      Leon tur­ned the key and pres­sed his thumb on the black star­ter but­ton. The mo­tor tur­ned aga­in, this ti­me with much mo­re for­ce. It pop­ped and sput­te­red, te­asing them with bursts of ig­ni­ti­on be­fo­re fi­nal­ly ro­aring to li­fe.


    




    

      “Yeah!” Le­on who­oped. He fi­red the en­gi­ne’s RPMs as Jim winc­hed the anc­hor on­to the deck.


    




    

      One of the cre­atu­res on the dock ma­de a des­pe­ra­te at­tempt to re­ach them and fell in­to the wa­ter, sin­king to the bot­tom as the bo­at ra­ced away.
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      Sharon Dar­ney left the ele­va­tor and bro­ke the tho­ught­ful si­len­ce Aman­da was enj­oying. She sat up from her rec­li­ned po­si­ti­on in the pad­ded cha­ir by the win­dow and for­ced a smi­le.


    




    

      Amanda had ba­rely left her sta­ti­on in the lobby sin­ce Jim’s de­par­tu­re. They we­re in the gro­und le­vel ro­om of­ten vi­si­ted by Fe­li­cia when she be­ca­me dep­res­sed from the lack of sun­light in the un­derg­ro­und.


    




    

      The ro­om was lar­ge, with flo­or-to-ce­iling win­dows on one of its walls that bro­ught in the be­a­uty of ma­ni­cu­red lawns and flo­wer-beds now overg­rown and thick with we­eds from ye­ars of neg­lect. Still, it was a ref­res­hing chan­ge sin­ce it al­lo­wed the sun­light to po­ur in and brigh­ten one’s mo­od. It was simply cal­led The Sun­ro­om by the in­ha­bi­tants of Mo­unt We­at­her.


    




    

      Sharon wal­ked to the win­dows, her whi­te lab co­at tra­iling be­hind her as went. At the win­dows she tur­ned her fa­ce up­ward and let the he­at of the sun warm it be­fo­re tur­ning to fa­ce Aman­da.


    




    

      Amanda’s eyes we­re blo­ods­hot and li­ned with dark circ­les from lack of sle­ep. Her slight smi­le was now go­ne. She fell back in­to the cha­ir aga­in and re­su­med her dis­he­ar­te­ned pos­tu­re.


    




    

      Concerned, Sha­ron sa­id, “You’re not sup­po­sed to be up he­re alo­ne, you know. What if so­met­hing hap­pe­ned?”


    




    

      “I don’t ca­re.”


    




    

      “Mick wo­uld be mad if he knew.”


    




    

      Amanda wal­ked to the win­dow and sta­red out at not­hing in par­ti­cu­lar. “Mick can kiss my ass. I’m a big girl. I can ta­ke ca­re of myself. If I wan­ted to be aro­und ot­her pe­op­le right now, I wo­uld’ve in­vi­ted so­me­one up he­re with me.”


    




    

      Amanda’s ga­ze set­tled on the wa­ist-high we­eds as they gently bent be­ne­ath the la­te mor­ning bre­eze. She ima­gi­ned what the bre­eze might fe­el li­ke if it we­re blo­wing thro­ugh her ha­ir and in­ha­led de­eply, ex­pec­ting to smell the sum­mer frag­ran­ces that we­re so clo­se, but only dry, re-cir­cu­la­ted air fil­led her lungs.


    




    

      “You’re wor­ri­ed abo­ut Jim. We all know that, but that’s no re­ason to turn away from the rest of us. We’re wor­ri­ed, too.”


    




    

      Amanda sof­te­ned her mo­od. She had drawn in­ward, even from Fe­li­cia. She was mad at Jim; she hadn’t wan­ted him to go on this mis­si­on. It was far too dan­ge­ro­us and he had be­en in­sen­si­ti­ve to go in spi­te of her obj­ec­ti­ons.


    




    

      “He’ll be back, Aman­da,” Sha­ron sa­id. “Jim’s a smart guy. He knows not to ta­ke chan­ces.”


    




    

      “He to­ok an un­mi­ti­ga­ted chan­ce by go­ing out the­re, so don’t tell me he won’t ta­ke chan­ces. So­me­ti­mes I won­der how smart he re­al­ly is, ta­king the­se fo­ol­hardy chan­ces.”


    




    

      Sharon’s lips par­ted to res­pond with mo­re words of as­su­ran­ce, but her exp­res­si­on sud­denly chan­ged to one of alarm. Upon re­gis-te­ring Sha­ron’s ind­rawn gasp, Aman­da fol­lo­wed her ga­ze, tur­ning to­ward the win­dow as a gray-fa­ced gho­ul smas­hed aga­inst it. Shoc­ked, she stumb­led away to a sa­fer dis­tan­ce.


    




    

      The gho­ul pat­ted the win­dow with its cre­ased hands and pul­led its fa­ce along the glass. The ac­ti­on left a slimy tra­il ac­ross the win-dow as flu­id oozed from its open maw.


    




    

      Sharon mo­ved clo­ser to study the cre­atu­re. “Go get Mick, and tell him to bring so­me help.”


    




    

      Amanda bro­ke free of her stu­por and ra­ced to the ele­va­tor, di­sap­pe­aring in­to the un­derg­ro­und.


    




    

      


    




    ***




    

      


    




    

      A few mo­ments la­ter, Mick char­ged from the ele­va­tor with a sawn-off shot­gun, Griz and Fe­li­cia hot on his he­els. Griz was a burly man with an un­kempt be­ard and a.357 hols­te­red aro­und his lar­ge wa­ist. He fol­lo­wed Mick clo­sely, mo­re for the sa­fety in num­bers than any de­si­re for a fight. In spi­te of his ro­ugh-and-tumb­le ap­pe­aran­ce, Griz was a gent­le so­ul. He wo­uld fight if he had to, but it was not in his na­tu­re. But sho­uld the ne­ed ari­se, he was in for a penny or a po­und.


    




    

      Amanda and Fe­li­cia ca­uti­o­usly eased in be­hind them but stop­ped short of ap­pro­ac­hing the win­dows.


    




    

      Mick ad­van­ced to whe­re Sha­ron was watc­hing the cre­atu­re.


    




    

      Sharon sig­hed. “Well, I gu­ess the qu­es­ti­on’s be­en ans­we­red as to whet­her the­re are still re­ani­ma­tes out the­re.”


    




    

      Mick nod­ded, his eyes stud­ying the dan­ger out­si­de. “We pretty much fi­gu­red they we­re.”


    




    

      “Shoot it, Mick!” Fe­li­cia cri­ed, her eyes wi­de with ter­ror. “Sho­ot it be­fo­re he bre­aks in he­re! Sho­ot it in the he­ad!”


    




    

      “Don’t worry, he can’t get in he­re. That glass is two inc­hes thick. It wo­uld ta­ke mo­re than one of tho­se things to get thro­ugh it.”


    




    

      Sharon to­uc­hed Mick’s sho­ul­der. “No, don’t sho­ot it,” she whis­pe­red. “Cap­tu­re it.”


    




    

      Mick jer­ked away from her to­uch. “Cap­tu­re it? What in God’s na­me for? You ha­ve a spe­ci­men downs­ta­irs al­re­ady and I’ve got to tell you, the­re are a lot of pe­op­le who wo­uld just as so­on that one was shot, too, inc­lu­ding me. I’m not crazy abo­ut ha­ving any of tho­se things down the­re with us.”


    




    

      “That one is cut up. I’ve dis­sec­ted it. And, be­si­des, I ne­ed a fresh one.”


    




    

      Amanda wrink­led her no­se. “It do­esn’t lo­ok too fresh to me. I ag­ree; sho­ot the ugly bas­tard.”


    




    

      “No. I ne­ed one I can work with and to com­pa­re with the ot­her one. I ne­ed mo­re than one spe­ci­men.”


    




    

      Mick’s fa­ce tigh­te­ned. “No!”


    




    

      “Damn it, Mick, if I don’t ha­ve what I ne­ed to con­duct my ex­pe­ri­ments, I can’t gu­aran­tee I’ll ever find ans­wers.”


    




    

      “Answers? How the hell will fin­ding ans­wers help us now? The world has go­ne to shit. The­re’s no one left to help out the­re and now you want to risk our he­alth and li­ves to catch that thing so you can ke­ep busy?”


    




    

      Sharon wal­ked to the win­dow. “Do you ever want to go back out the­re?” She po­in­ted out­si­de. “How abo­ut fu­tu­re ge­ne­ra­ti­ons? If we can’t find a so­lu­ti­on, the­re won’t be any fu­tu­re ge­ne­ra­ti­ons. If we ma­na­ge to get thro­ugh this wit­ho­ut hu­ma­nity get­ting comp­le­tely wi­ped out, we ne­ed to know what to do if it ever hap­pens aga­in. We ne­ed to know so we can pre­vent it. We ne­ed to know be­ca­use the next ti­me…Well, let’s ho­pe the­re is no next ti­me.”


    




    

      Sharon sig­hed he­avily. “I ne­ed that one to en­su­re that it do­esn’t hap­pen aga­in.”


    




    

      Mick tur­ned to Griz. “You up for it?” he as­ked aga­inst his bet­ter judg­ment.


    




    

      Griz shrug­ged. “Ye­ah, I’ll help ya, but I ain’t gon­na get bit. If the­re’s a chan­ce that’s gon­na hap­pen, I’ll sho­ot it,” he gro­used, his he­avy vo­ice bo­oming lo­uder than he’d in­ten­ded.


    




    

      “Fair eno­ugh. He­ard that, didn’t you, Sha­ron? If things don’t go right, we dest­roy the thing and send it on to hell whe­re it be­longs.”


    




    

      Sharon nod­ded. “Fa­ir eno­ugh.”


    




    

      Mick pa­ced the flo­or, trying to form a plan. He un­ders­to­od that Sha­ron’s mo­ti­ves we­re ge­nu­ine; he just didn’t see the po­int. This wo­uld be the last ti­me he to­ok such a risk for the sa­ke of sci­en­ce.


    




    

      Unable to for­mu­la­te a fo­olp­ro­of plan, he tur­ned to Griz. “Go downs­ta­irs and get a roll of duct ta­pe from the ma­in­te­nan­ce ro­om. Do it qu­ickly.”


    




    

      He won­de­red if the­re we­re mo­re of them out­si­de and how this one had got­ten in­si­de the fen­ced-in comp­lex. If they we­re for­tu­na­te, it was a lo­ner.


    




    

      


    




    

      Griz re­tur­ned mi­nu­tes la­ter with the ta­pe. An­xi­ety mo­un­ting, he clenc­hed his jaw un­til his te­eth gro­und to­get­her. He ha­ted tho­se things. He ha­ted the lo­oks of them. He ha­ted how they smel­led and the so­unds they ma­de. He swal­lo­wed hard and fo­ught back his ap­pre­hen­si­on of the task at hand.


    




    

      Griz of­fe­red the ta­pe to Mick, who wa­ved his hand in such a way that Griz un­ders­to­od he was to ke­ep it. Mick’s plan be­gan to form in his mind. They wo­uld use it to rest­ra­in the cre­atu­re. It was a simp­le plan, but an ef­fec­ti­ve one. He had al­ways be­li­eved that duct ta­pe co­uld be used to re­medy any si­tu­ati­on. He had first le­ar­ned that lit­tle tid­bit mo­re than fif­te­en ye­ars be­fo­re, whi­le wor­king sta­ge crew for a rock band. They had used rolls of the stuff every we­ek-end to ta­pe everyt­hing from wi­res to mid­ran­ge spe­aker ca­bi­nets to pre­vent them from vib­ra­ting off the bass bins when the mu­sic got so lo­ud that the thump-thump-thump of the bass drum po­un­ded in yo­ur chest with a for­ce strong eno­ugh to al­most ta­ke you off yo­ur fe­et. Duct ta­pe was worth its we­ight in gold to the long­ha­irs.


    




    

      Mick eyed Sha­ron. “Once we go thro­ugh that do­or, you clo­se it and lock it be­hind us, un­ders­to­od?”


    




    

      Sharon nod­ded.


    




    

      Mick and Griz wal­ked to the do­or at the far end of the ro­om, just left of the win­dows. “Watch us thro­ugh the glass and don’t open it aga­in un­til I gi­ve you the sig­nal, okay?”


    




    

      Sharon nod­ded.


    




    

      Felicia gna­wed at her fin­ger­na­ils. “Be ca­re­ful, Mick. Don’t let it get you,” she war­ned bet­we­en wa­ves of pa­nic.


    




    

      Mick for­ced a smi­le and ga­ve her a light­he­ar­ted wink.


    




    

      Sharon typed the co­de in­to the key­pad to un­lock the he­avy ste­el do­or and clo­sed it aga­in af­ter the men went thro­ugh. She mo­ved to the win­dow with Aman­da and Fe­li­cia to watch the sce­ne un­fold.


    




    

      Mick ran to­ward the cre­atu­re and de­li­ve­red a so­und kick to its mid­sec­ti­on. The for­ce pro­pel­led it back­ward and off its fe­et. Mick slam­med it over on­to its sto­mach and plan­ted a knee in the mid­dle of its back, pin­ning it firmly to the gro­und.


    




    

      Griz to­ok the ta­pe and wrap­ped it se­ve­ral ti­mes aro­und the cre­atu­re’s ank­les, bin­ding its legs tightly to­get­her. He did the sa­me with the wrists, ca­re­ful to pull the sle­eves of its jump­su­it down over the de­com­po­sing skin be­fo­re wrap­ping the ta­pe tightly aro­und them. Mick held the cre­atu­re’s arms be­hind its back.


    




    

      Keeping the gho­ul pin­ned, Mick re­ac­hed in­to his back poc­ket, ret­ri­eving a ne­atly-fol­ded ban­da­na. He han­ded it to Griz.


    




    

      “Wrap this aro­und its fa­ce and then use the ta­pe,” he sa­id. Mick then ro­se from his po­si­ti­on and grab­bed a hand­ful of the cre­atu­re’s mangy ha­ir.


    




    

      The cre­atu­re mo­aned pi­ti­ful­ly as Mick plan­ted one fo­ot on its up­per back and jer­ked its he­ad back­ward to gi­ve Griz the ne­eded ro­om to wrap the cloth and ta­pe aro­und its he­ad and mo­uth.


    




    

      When that was do­ne, the two men step­ped away and watc­hed as the cre­atu­re squ­ir­med on the gro­und, unab­le to bre­ak free from the bin­dings. Mick scan­ned the gro­unds for mo­re cre­atu­res be­fo­re sig­na­ling Sha­ron to open the do­or.


    




    

      With Griz’s help, he car­ri­ed the gho­ul in­si­de and pla­ced it on the flo­or in the mid­dle of the ro­om. Fe­li­cia and Aman­da bac­ked away but Sha­ron sto­oped to exa­mi­ne it mo­re clo­sely.


    




    

      “All right,” she sa­id, ri­sing. “Ta­ke it to my lab.”


    




    

      “You got a tab­le or so­met­hing to strap this thing to?” Mick as­ked. “It has to be con­fi­ned, you know.”


    




    

      “Of co­ur­se I do! You don’t think I’m go­ing to let it just run free, do you?”
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      Tangier Is­land ca­me in­to vi­ew and Jim stra­ined his eyes to ma­ke out the de­ta­ils as best he co­uld. He had wa­ited qu­ite a whi­le for this mo­ment and his ex­ci­te­ment mo­un­ted.


    




    

      They we­re mo­ving in on the west si­de of the is­land. As the bo­at mo­ved clo­ser, pi­ers and stil­ted bu­il­dings ap­pe­ared thro­ugh the mor­ning ha­ze. Small bo­ats roc­ked gently as the ti­de lic­ked the sho­re­li­ne. A man to­ok a mo­ment to wa­ve to them as he pre­pa­red for his da­ily fis­hing trip in­to the bay. Anot­her man kis­sed a wo­man who held a baby, then step­ped in­to his bo­at.


    




    

      Jim smi­led, re­ve­ling in the il­lu­si­on of a nor­mal li­fe wit­ho­ut the wal­king-de­ad hor­ror of the ma­in­land. The smi­le re­ma­ined, tug­ging at the cor­ners of his mo­uth be­fo­re his tho­ughts sud­denly re­tur­ned to Aman­da, Matt, and the mi­li­tia.


    




    

      Leon tur­ned the whe­el and the bo­at fol­lo­wed the sho­re­li­ne. Pe­op­le we­re at­ten­ding to the­ir mor­ning bu­si­ness. So­me ro­de bicyc­les, ot­hers car­ri­ed buc­kets of wa­ter. The is­land was ali­ve and li­fe went on. The sight ga­ve Jim an overw­hel­ming de­si­re to get back to the Mo­unt We­at­her Un­derg­ro­und as fast as he co­uld and bring Aman­da and the ot­hers he­re to enj­oy it with him.


    




    

      But the­re was too much to do. He co­uldn’t let the ur­gency of the mo­ment get was­hed away by what he was se­e­ing. Dan­ger still exis­ted for his pe­op­le, and for the­se pe­op­le.


    




    

      As they ap­pro­ac­hed the pi­er, Le­on throt­tled back and slo­wed to a co­ast, let­ting the wa­ves carry them up aga­inst the wo­oden posts un­til they we­re in po­si­ti­on to se­cu­re the bo­at. Jim step­ped up on­to the pi­er’s plan­ked walk­way.


    




    

      For the first ti­me in two ye­ars, he was not lo­oking over his sho­ul­der for an at­tack from be­hind. The­re we­re no wal­king pi­les of rot on the is­land, just li­ving, bre­at­hing pe­op­le go­ing abo­ut the­ir li­ves. The mor­ning sun felt go­od on his fa­ce, not ali­en, not fo­re­bo­ding, just go­od in a nor­mal kind of way. At this mo­ment, Jim was on va­ca­ti­on from the de­ad world.


    




    

      Leon fi­nis­hed tying the bo­at and Jim of­fe­red a hand to help him up on­to the walk­way be­si­de him.


    




    

      Leon sig­hed he­avily. His two fri­ends we­re de­ad and now he had to exp­la­in that to the ot­hers. He glan­ced at Jim, who sta­red stra­ight ahe­ad, a smi­le gra­cing his fa­ce. He had the lo­ok of a pri­so­ner just han­ded his fre­edom af­ter many ye­ars of con­fi­ne­ment.


    




    

      “You’ve be­en out in that shit for a long ti­me, ha­ven’t you?” Le­on as­ked. “Ni­ce to ha­ve so­me fre­edom back, isn’t it?”


    




    

      Jim nod­ded. “I’ve se­en a lot of pe­op­le die. Go­od pe­op­le. Fri­ends.”


    




    

      “We all ha­ve,” Le­on sa­id, thin­king of his lost com­ra­des. He wal­ked to­ward the set­tle­ment with Jim. “But the­re’s no­ne of that he­re. When pe­op­le die he­re, it’s from na­tu­ral ca­uses and we’re re­ady for it.”


    




    

      Jim al­lo­wed him­self the lu­xury of fe­eling se­cu­re for the mo­ment, tho­ugh he felt gu­ilty be­ca­use he knew that Aman­da was wor­rying her­self sick by now.


    




    

      He no­ti­ced a sing­le lan­ding strip abo­ut two hund­red yards away. A small air­port with one han­gar ma­de him stop. Ho­pe of an easy way ho­me flo­oded him. “Is the­re any flyab­le airc­raft in that han­gar?”


    




    

      Leon eyed it with a he­avy he­art for his lost fri­ends. “Yes, the­re’s a pla­ne in the han­gar. We ne­ver used it. The chop­per was best su­ited for our pur­po­ses.”


    




    

      “You ha­ve a he­li­cop­ter?”


    




    

      Leon di­ver­ted his eyes away from the air­port. “Not any­mo­re. We cras­hed yes­ter­day. I was the only sur­vi­vor.”


    




    

      “Was that yo­ur bird bur­ning in Fre­de­ricks­burg yes­ter­day?”


    




    

      Leon nod­ded.


    




    

      “What hap­pe­ned?”


    




    

      “We lost oil pres­su­re and went down. My two fri­ends we­re kil­led on im­pact. I clim­bed out and fo­und my way back to the spot whe­re I met you.”


    




    

      “I’m sorry abo­ut yo­ur fri­ends.”


    




    

      Leon gri­ma­ced. “Ye­ah, me too. They we­re go­od pe­op­le.”


    




    

      “I un­ders­tand. It’s hard lo­sing pe­op­le you ca­re for.” He pat­ted Le­on on the back. “Can I ta­ke a lo­ok at that pla­ne?”


    




    

      “Sure. You fly?”


    




    

      “I did back in my mi­li­tary days, but I ha­ven’t do­ne much la­tely.”


    




    

      “Yeah, I fi­gu­red you for mi­li­tary. Air For­ce?”


    




    

      “Navy Se­als.”


    




    

      Leon ra­ised an eyeb­row, imp­res­sed. “Yep, I sho­uld ha­ve gu­es­sed. You lo­ok the type,” he sa­id, wal­king to­ward the han­gar. “I didn’t know Se­als flew.”


    




    

      “I didn’t say I flew in the Se­als, alt­ho­ugh the Navy has gre­at pi­lots. I just sa­id I ha­ven’t flown sin­ce my mi­li­tary days.”


    




    

      Leon nod­ded. This guy gu­ar­ded every word he sa­id. Le­on won­de­red what he wasn’t sa­ying.


    




    

      Leon slid open the he­avy han­gar do­or and day­light flo­oded in­si­de. Jim wal­ked to the small sing­le en­gi­ne pla­ne par­ked in the cen­ter of the han­gar and ran a hand down the fu­se­la­ge, as tho­ugh ca­res­sing a wo­man’s leg. “Ces­sna 150M. 1970s. Pro­bably 1975.”


    




    

      Jim mo­ved to the wing­tips. “It has a bit of han­gar rash he­re on the tips. No big de­al. It al­so lo­oks li­ke the tips ha­ve had so­me re­pa­irs do­ne to them. Has an­yo­ne be­en flying this thing sin­ce the pla­gue?”


    




    

      Leon wal­ked clo­ser. “Ye­ah, one of the men kil­led in the crash. Hal wo­uld ta­ke it up from ti­me to ti­me just to ke­ep it lo­ose. He sa­id it wo­uld fre­eze up if he didn’t. I fi­gu­red he just wan­ted to do it for the fun of it.”


    




    

      “Probably a lit­tle bit of both, I ima­gi­ne,” Jim sa­id. “I’d li­ke to ta­ke it up for a qu­ick spin myself be­fo­re I le­ave, just to check it out.”


    




    

      “Leave? What do you me­an, le­ave? Whe­re wo­uld you go?”


    




    

      Jim tur­ned. “I’m af­ra­id I ha­ven’t be­en to­tal­ly truth­ful with you. You see, I lost a go­od fri­end myself yes­ter­day.”


    




    

      Leon’s in­te­rest pe­aked. “Go on.”


    




    

      “I’ve tra­ve­led from nort­hern Vir­gi­nia. Be­si­des myself, the­re are abo­ut sixty ot­her sur­vi­vors lo­ca­ted in an un­derg­ro­und mi­li­tary comp­lex.”


    




    

      “Military?”


    




    

      “No. Li­ke everyt­hing el­se, the pla­ce fell apart be­fo­re we ar­ri­ved. The per­son­nel sta­ti­oned the­re tur­ned on each ot­her and dest­ro­yed them­sel­ves. I li­ke to think that we had a lit­tle di­vi­ne in­ter­ven­ti­on in fin­ding our way the­re.” A vi­si­on of Izzy’s an­ge­lic fa­ce flas­hed thro­ugh his mind. “We’ve be­en the­re over a ye­ar now. Li­ke I told you, I re­ce­ived a ra­dio sig­nal from Tan­gi­er abo­ut a ye­ar ago. That part is true. I was on my way he­re when I met up with you, but my trip was in­ter­rup­ted be­fo­re that and my fri­end was kil­led.”


    




    

      “By tho­se gho­uli­es?”


    




    

      “No. We we­re met in Fre­de­ricks­burg by a mi­li­tia, a par­ti­cu­larly nasty one at that. They kil­led him.”


    




    

      “They kil­led him? Why?”


    




    

      Jim lo­oked evenly at Le­on. “Be­ca­use of the co­lor of his skin.”


    




    

      “Jesus! Whe­re are they now?”


    




    

      “They to­ok me to an airc­raft car­ri­er down at the port in Nor­folk. They ha­ve at the­ir dis­po­sal a lot of fi­re­po­wer, inc­lu­ding jet pla­nes ar­med with nu­kes. They tho­ught they kil­led me but I es­ca­ped. Now I’m wor­ri­ed they’ll find my pe­op­le-and yo­urs. They fo­und a map I had used to lay out my ro­ute. If they fol­low it, it will le­ad them right to this is­land, or to the Mo­unt We­at­her Un­derg­ro­und. Eit­her way, it’s bad news.”


    




    

      Leon scratc­hed the top of his he­ad. “Son of a-! We ha­ve to do so­met­hing! Do you think the­re’s a chan­ce they’ll use tho­se jets to nu­ke us?”


    




    

      Jim con­si­de­red it. “I do­ubt it. I think they’ll be mo­re in­te­res­ted in for­cing the­ir way of thin­king on you, sub­du­ing you mo­re than dest­ro­ying you. Yo­ur pe­op­le, I me­an. You’re a black man. The­re’s no pla­ce in the­ir world for you. You, they’ll kill.”


    




    

      Leon swal­lo­wed hard. “You’d think that way of thin­king wo­uld be go­ne now, wo­uldn’t you?” He sho­ok his he­ad ru­eful­ly.


    




    

      “Not as long as men li­ke that sur­vi­ve. As long as they exist, so will the­ir way of thin­king.”
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      Hathaway stu­di­ed Jim’s map whi­le he drank his mor­ning cof­fee. He sat at a small tab­le at­tac­hed to the flo­or by a sing­le po­le scre­wed in­to the me­tal flo­or of the brid­ge. It over­lo­oked the flight deck and he glan­ced up from the map from ti­me to ti­me to watch as se­ve­ral men tri­ed to ma­ke two of the A6 bom­bers flight re­ady.


    




    

      The men scur­ri­ed abo­ut rep­la­cing fu­el, chec­king li­nes for we­ar, and re­set­ting the on­bo­ard com­pu­ters. Two ye­ars of be­ing id­le had ca­used many of the airc­raft com­pu­ters to shut­down.


    




    

      Many of the mi­li­tia’s mem­bers had ser­ved in the re­gu­lar mi­li­tary, so­me of them in the Navy. They we­re ac­cus­to­med to this type of work; it was se­cond na­tu­re to them. But very few of them knew how to pi­lot a jet airc­raft.


    




    

      Hathaway tra­ced his fin­ger along the yel­low li­ne, stud­ying every inch for a clue as to whe­re the man they had cap­tu­red and kil­led had be­en from or whe­re he had be­en go­ing. He tra­ced the li­ne to its so­ut­hern­most po­int, which en­ded at a pla­ce cal­led Smith’s Po­int. The area was too clo­se to Was­hing­ton, D.C., and its su­burbs to be sa­fe for hu­man ha­bi­ta­ti­on. The gho­ul po­pu­la­ti­on wo­uld be thick the­re.


    




    

      More than li­kely he was from the nort­hern po­int. He be­gan his jo­ur­ney from so­mew­he­re at the north end of the li­ne, but whe­re? It co­uld be anyw­he­re.


    




    

      Hathaway rec­li­ned in his se­at and to­ok anot­her sip of cof­fee. He wrest­led with that tho­ught un­til Jake step­ped on­to the brid­ge and bro­ke his con­cent­ra­ti­on. Hat­ha­way fol­ded the map and stuf­fed it in­to his poc­ket.


    




    

      Jake hadn’t co­me to the brid­ge for any re­ason in par­ti­cu­lar. The man­ner in which he wan­de­red aro­und the ro­om, then fi­nal­ly set­tled in front of the win­dows, ga­ve the imp­res­si­on that he was simply bo­red.


    




    

      Hathaway left his se­at and sto­od next to Jake, watc­hing the men work be­low. Jake sta­red down, his jaw fle­xing aro­und a wad of to­bac­co. Hat­ha­way wa­ited for Jake to spe­ak first. When he didn’t, he sa­id, “We’ll be he­ading back so­on. To­mor­row, may­be.”


    




    

      What he re­al­ly wan­ted to tell Jake was of his cle­ver plan and abo­ut the bomb. He wan­ted to tell him that so­on he wo­uld be in comp­le­te char­ge, but he co­uldn’t just qu­ite yet.


    




    

      “There’s not much el­se we can do he­re,” Hat­ha­way sa­id. “This ship is a flo­ating pi­le of junk. We’ll ne­ver get tho­se en­gi­nes back on­li­ne. Abo­ut all it’s go­od for is its ra­dar ca­pa­bi­li­ti­es.”


    




    

      Hathaway fell si­lent and tur­ned his at­ten­ti­on back to the men on the flight deck. “And they think they are re­al­ly do­ing so­met­hing down the­re. All they re­al­ly are is a bunch of squ­ids! Not­hing mo­re than deck grunts. The­re’s not a sing­le man in the bunch who can fly one of tho­se A6 bom­bers. It’ll ta­ke months to get to the po­int whe­re any of them will be of re­al use to me.”


    




    

      Hathaway tur­ned away from the win­dow. “No wor­ri­es, tho­ugh. I’ve got ot­her things to ta­ke ca­re of first.”


    




    

      Jake stop­ped che­wing and tur­ned. A brown smud­ge of to­bac­co hung from the right cor­ner of his lip. “What do you me­an? I tho­ught we had de­ci­ded not to find out who’s be­en flying aro­und down he­re.”


    




    

      Hathaway pic­ked up his cof­fee cup and dow­ned the last of it. He had anot­her plan, one that wo­uld re­ve­al the ori­gin of the man, but he wo­uld not di­vul­ge that in­for­ma­ti­on just yet. It was bet­ter to ke­ep it to him­self. “Not­hing to con­cern yo­ur­self with.”


    




    

      “You wo­uldn’t be trying to cut me out of any go­od ac­ti­on now, wo­uld you?” Jake as­ked.


    




    

      Hathaway smi­led and wal­ked away, le­aving Jake alo­ne by the win­dow.


    




    

      Of all the men cho­sen for this trip, Ro­bert Hat­ha­way trus­ted Jake most. Jake wasn’t the shar­pest kni­fe in the dra­wer, but right now that’s what Hat­ha­way ne­eded. Jake co­uld not be used in his plan to find the ori­gin of the man. It was im­por­tant to know whe­re he had co­me from. He was smart and dis­cip­li­ned. He held his sec­ret, even to his de­ath. He was well tra­ined, a sol­di­er.


    




    

      There was no do­ubt that he was a sol­di­er, one with a big sec­ret. That ma­de him dan­ge­ro­us. The­re was mo­re than just the one man, Hat­ha­way was su­re of it. He was pro­tec­ting ot­hers. How many, he didn’t know. If the car­ri­er was in wor­king or­der his wor­ri­es wo­uld be neg­li­gib­le, but that wo­uld not hap­pen any­ti­me so­on. May­be ne­ver.


    




    

      The Ni­mitz was nuc­le­ar po­we­red but the re­ac­tors we­re in a sta­te of dis­re­pa­ir. If he we­re to com­mand an in­va­si­on, he wo­uld ha­ve to de­pend on old-fas­hi­oned man­po­wer in or­der to be suc­ces­sful.


    




    

      Hathaway tho­ught of using Marty Gib­son for his sec­ret mis­si­on. Marty was smart but so­me­ti­mes he went off half-coc­ked. He had used Marty to gu­ard the man un­til they got to the car­ri­er. Marty wo­uld su­rely slip up. No, it had to be so­me­one smart and dis­cip­li­ned.


    




    

      Christopher Smith wo­uld pos­sibly do the job to sa­tis­fac­ti­on. He was a lit­tle yo­ung but he was a fi­ne sol­di­er. Hat­ha­way had only known him for the two ye­ars of the pla­gue and that left a lit­tle to be de­si­red when it ca­me to trus­ting him or kno­wing his li­mits, but he was the best ava­ilab­le cho­ice. He wo­uld ha­ve a me­eting with him first, tell him what he ne­eded to know, and equ­ip him with ne­ces­si­ti­es for his mis­si­on.


    




    

      Comfortable with his cho­ice, Hat­ha­way wal­ked to the flight deck to over­see the work he had or­de­red the men to carry out. He pa­used to con­si­der how his plan back at the ba­se was un­fol­ding. He had not re­ce­ived any sig­nals yet and he won­de­red if so­met­hing had go­ne wrong. He sho­uld’ve he­ard so­met­hing by now. His ra­dio wor­ked. It wo­uld pick up the sig­nal from camp, even at this dis­tan­ce.


    




    

      He brus­hed the tro­ub­led tho­ughts away and went abo­ut his tasks. Chris Smith was first on the list.


    




    

      Hathaway fo­und Chris in a li­fe­bo­at just over the port si­de with a lar­ger-than-usu­al fis­hing rod swin­ging from his grip. He tos­sed it out in­to the bay and wa­ited for a bi­te, una­wa­re that he was be­ing watc­hed.


    




    

      Hathaway grab­bed one of the li­nes at­tac­hed to the bo­at and swung a ro­pe lad­der clo­se eno­ugh for a go­od grab. He was over half­way down the se­venty-fo­ot drop to the bo­at be­fo­re Chris re­ali­zed he had com­pany. He re­eled in the fis­hing li­ne and cast it out in a dif­fe­rent di­rec­ti­on as Hat­ha­way fi­nis­hed his des­cent.


    




    

      “You know what the best thing is abo­ut get­ting stuck with the job of watc­hing over this ship?” A smi­le ligh­te­ned Chris’s fa­ce as he spo­ke.


    




    

      Hathaway tho­ught for a se­cond, then sho­ok his he­ad.


    




    

      “Well, I’ll tell ya,” Chris sa­id. “Fresh se­afo­od, that’s what. Crabs, blu­es, all he­re for the ta­king. Just cast a li­ne or a net.”


    




    

      Hathaway smi­led. “I’m glad you enj­oyed yo­ur stay.”


    




    

      Chris stop­ped in the mid­dle of cas­ting his li­ne. “Enj­oyed? You ma­ke it so­und li­ke I’m go­ing so­mew­he­re.”


    




    

      “You are. I’ve got so­met­hing I ne­ed you to do. So­met­hing you ne­ed to ke­ep to yo­ur­self.”
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      “The men who we­re with you when the chop­per cras­hed, did they ha­ve fa­mi­li­es?” Jim as­ked.


    




    

      Leon nod­ded. “Ye­ah, Hal did. He has a wi­fe he­re. How do I tell her that he’s de­ad? Li­ke ever­yo­ne el­se he­re, she’s al­re­ady lost so much.”


    




    

      “How abo­ut you, Le­on? Did any of yo­ur fa­mily ma­ke it?”


    




    

      Leon sta­red off in­to the dis­tan­ce. He drew a de­ep bre­ath in­to his lungs and re­le­ased it be­fo­re he spo­ke. “I don’t know. I was in Vir-gi­nia Be­ach with my lady when this shit first star­ted. She didn’t ma­ke it.” He rub­bed his temp­les as tho­ugh re­mem­be­ring hurt his he­ad. “She was gut-shot by so­me crazy bas­tard who had lost his mind and was sho­oting up the stre­ets. He must’ve kil­led fo­ur­te­en or fif­te­en pe­op­le be­fo­re the cops shot him in the fa­ce.”


    




    

      Jim no­ted the we­ary exp­res­si­on on Le­on’s fa­ce, as tho­ugh he we­re trying to draw the strength to go on with his story from so­me in­ner well that had ne­arly run dry.


    




    

      “She got back up. They had al­re­ady co­ve­red her body and we­re abo­ut to put her in the back of the am­bu­lan­ce when she star­ted mo­ving aga­in. She just sat right up and to­ok a big bi­te out of one of the me­dics.”


    




    

      Leon suc­ked in the cor­ners of his mo­uth. His brow was de­eply fur­ro­wed. “Hell, I didn’t know what to do, so I wrap­ped my arms aro­und her from be­hind to get her un­der cont­rol. I tri­ed tal­king her down. I tho­ught that she had just lost it af­ter get­ting shot, shock or so­met­hing. I kept tel­ling her, ‘Stop, baby, you’re hurt. Stop so they can help you.’”


    




    

      A te­ar es­ca­ped the cor­ner of his eye and ran along the si­de of his no­se. “But she was li­ke a wild ani­mal. They fi­nal­ly got her strap­ped in and to­ok her to the hos­pi­tal. It to­ok them two days to pro­no­un­ce her de­ad.” Le­on snif­fed. His dark brown eyes sta­red at the dirt at his fe­et. “She was de­ad from the get-go. By the ti­me I fi­nal­ly got my shit to­get­her, it was too la­te to tra­vel ho­me.”


    




    

      “Where’s ho­me?


    




    

      “Pigeon For­ge, Ten­nes­see, fo­ur hund­red mi­les to the west. My dam­ned car got sto­len so I was pretty much stuck. I tri­ed to call ho­me but the­re was no ans­wer. You ever be­en to Pi­ge­on For­ge?”


    




    

      “No, can’t say that I ha­ve.”


    




    

      “It’s one gi­ant va­ca­ti­on strip. Li­ke the be­ach bo­ard­walk wit­ho­ut the sand and oce­an. Pe­op­le roll in the­re by the tho­usands every we­ek. It’s wall-to-wall pe­op­le and bum­per-to-bum­per traf­fic. They all co­me to see the Smo­key Mo­un­ta­ins and Dol­lywo­od. I’ll bet this thing tur­ned that pla­ce in­to hell on Earth. I can just ima­gi­ne how tho­se pe­op­le pa­nic­ked. Bunch of dam­ned, dumb-ass to­urists. If my fa­mily had any sen­se, they clim­bed to the top of one of tho­se mo­un­ta­ins to wa­it this out. I know Pop, tho­ugh. He pro­bably bro­ke out the ol’ shot­gun and stuck aro­und.” Le­on sig­hed he­avily. “I ho­pe not.”


    




    

      


    




    

      When Le­on step­ped thro­ugh the do­or to Julio’s bar, a bro­ad smi­le stretc­hed ac­ross the lit­tle Me­xi­can’s fa­ce. He drop­ped his cle­aning rag and, his arms in the air, ran to­ward Le­on. “Le­on! Le­on!” he sho­uted in his usu­al ani­ma­ted way. “Whe­re the hell ha­ve you be­en, man? We ha­ve so much be­en wor­ri­ed abo­ut you. We tho­ught you may ha­ve be­en de­ad, man.”


    




    

      Being the be­arer of bad news sho­wed pla­inly on Le­on’s dark fa­ce, but he sa­id not­hing.


    




    

      “Where is Hal and Jack? Not with you?”


    




    

      “No, Julio, they’re not. The chop­per cras­hed.” His next words we­re hard to spe­ak: “They’re…de­ad.”


    




    

      Julio slum­ped. “Oh, that’s very bad, very bad. They we­re go­od men, Le­on. They we­re he­ro­es. They sa­ve lots of pe­op­le and bring them to this is­land. I li­ked them very much.”


    




    

      Leon nod­ded som­berly. “They li­ked you too, Julio.”


    




    

      Julio pat­ted Le­on on the back. “You are okay, tho­ugh, right?”


    




    

      “Yes, I’m okay.” He tur­ned to­ward Jim. “Julio, this is my new fri­end, Jim. He’s anot­her sur­vi­vor of our lost world.”


    




    

      Julio to­ok Jim’s hand and sho­ok it fer­vently. “Co­me, my fri­ends, you ha­ve a drink on the ho­use.”


    




    

      Julio ste­ered Le­on and Jim to­ward the bar. It was ele­ven in the mor­ning, too early for any of the is­lan­ders to find the­ir way to Julio’s.


    




    

      Jim glan­ced aro­und the empty ro­om as he and Le­on to­ok a se­at at the bar. It was dimly lit, with high tab­les li­ning the walls. The bar was cent­ral­ly lo­ca­ted, with se­ve­ral small tab­les sur­ro­un­ding it. The­re was a juke­box aga­inst the wall by the do­or and sports me­mo­ra­bi­lia li­ned the walls, mostly Was­hing­ton Reds­kin Pen­dants and Ca­pi­tals hoc­key sticks.


    




    

      Jim’s pe­ru­sal of the ro­om was bro­ken when Julio re­tur­ned to the bar with two glas­ses of wi­ne. Le­on nod­ded his ap­pre­ci­ati­on to Julio and drank the wi­ne in one long gulp, as tho­ugh he we­re dra­wing strength from a ma­gi­cal nec­tar to sho­re him up for the tasks that we­re still ahe­ad of him.


    




    

      Jim wa­ved his away.


    




    

      “Have a drink, Jim,” Le­on sa­id, smac­king his lips at the tangy tas­te. “Julio ma­kes so­me go­od ap­ple wi­ne.”


    




    

      Jim smi­led. “It clo­uds my thin­king. I ne­ed to stay fo­cu­sed. May­be la­ter.”


    




    

      “Well,” Le­on sa­id, wi­ping the last drop of wi­ne from his mo­uth, “I gu­ess I sho­uld go tell Hal’s wi­fe the aw­ful truth. Then we’ll get you set­tled in he­re. I’ve got to go check on Milly first.”


    




    

      Jim sto­od up and pus­hed his sto­ol clo­se un­der the bar. “Who’s Milly?”


    




    

      “Milly is my Gol­den Ret­ri­ever. She’s be­en loc­ked up in my ho­use sin­ce I left yes­ter­day mor­ning. She’s got­ta be get­ting’ pretty hungry by now.”


    




    

      “Okay, but af­ter that I ne­ed to get back to Mo­unt We­at­her. The­re will be so­me pe­op­le pretty wor­ri­ed abo­ut me by now. Be­si­des, I ha­ve my own bad news to pass on to the ot­hers.”


    




    

      “Don’t you think you sho­uld stick aro­und for a whi­le first? I me­an, get set­tled in and plan yo­ur trip back?”


    




    

      “No, the­re’s no ne­ed. I’m go­ing to fly back in that pla­ne down in the han­gar. That is, if no one he­re has any obj­ec­ti­ons.”


    




    

      “You’re wel­co­me to use it. No one he­re will be ne­eding it. No one he­re can fly the dam­ned thing. It’ll just sit the­re and rust if you don’t. Are you su­re it’s sa­fe?”


    




    

      Jim smi­led thinly. “I ha­ven’t se­en any flying zom­bi­es so it’s sa­fer than tra­ve­ling on the gro­und.”


    




    

      


    




    

      Jim fol­lo­wed Le­on thro­ugh the small town un­til they ar­ri­ved at his ho­me. The gro­und was less sandy the­re and so­me of the lawns had grass gro­wing in spo­ra­dic are­as. The tre­es li­ning the stre­et, mostly ap­ple tre­es, grew thick. The gro­und aro­und them was co­ve­red in grass. Ob­vi­o­usly, the so­il in this area had be­en bro­ught in to ac­com­mo­da­te the­ir growth. It dif­fe­red dras­ti­cal­ly from the sandy, rocky sho­re se­ve­ral blocks away.


    




    

      Leon ope­ned the front do­or and Milly met him he­ad on, ne­arly ta­king him off his fe­et. She lun­ged aga­inst his chest and lic­ked his chin, happy to see her mas­ter.


    




    

      Leon grab­bed the si­de of her fa­ce and wrest­led with her, ut­te­ring silly non­sen­se li­ke one wo­uld to an in­fant: “Whatc­ha do­in’, girl? Did you miss yo­ur Pa­pa?”


    




    

      Milly jum­ped down and das­hed ac­ross the yard in a play­ful man­ner. Le­on watc­hed un­til she got to the stre­et. When she didn’t stop, he pul­led out a small brass whist­le on a cha­in aro­und his neck. He put the whist­le in his mo­uth and blew. Jim he­ard not­hing, but Milly stop­ped de­ad in her tracks and sat down.


    




    

      Leon smi­led. “Works li­ke a charm,” he sa­id, la­ug­hing. He held the whist­le up. “It’s a dog whist­le. We can’t he­ar it, but she do­es.”


    




    

      “You’ve got her tra­ined pretty well, don’t you?”


    




    

      Leon swel­led with pri­de for his pet. “She’s a go­od girl. I’ve had her sin­ce she was a pup. She wasn’t much mo­re than that when this shit star­ted. She’s be­en with me ever sin­ce. She ke­eps me com­pany and she sen­ses things that pe­op­le miss. She aler­ted me to tro­ub­le se­ve­ral ti­mes when we first ca­me to this is­land. It wasn’t comp­le­tely sa­fe at that ti­me. If one of tho­se dam­ned zom­bi­es ca­me clo­se, she knew. She ha­tes them. She barks li­ke hell.”


    




    

      “An ani­mal li­ke that is go­od to ha­ve aro­und. Es­pe­ci­al­ly now.” Le­on smi­led and lo­oked at Milly, who was sit­ting pa­ti­ently, wa­iting for her next com­mand. “She’s my best bud. She’d be go­od to ha­ve aro­und any­ti­me.”
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      The pos­si­bi­lity that his plan­ned co­up had fa­iled wasn’t what bot­he­red Ro­bert Hat­ha­way. It was the fact that he had not be­en ab­le to de­ter­mi­ne who the man was and whe­re he had co­me from. Hat­ha-way fid­ge­ted in his se­at. The man had ob­vi­o­usly be­en mi­li­tary. Only a mi­li­tary man co­uld be that dis­cip­li­ned, and if a splin­ter fac­ti­on of the Uni­ted Sta­tes Mi­li­tary re­ma­ined, they co­uld be re­al tro­ub­le. They’d be or­ga­ni­zed and they wo­uld ha­ve had func­ti­onal we­aponry to sur­vi­ve the pla­gue. They wo­uld ru­in his plans of righ­ting the wrongs of the world. They wo­uldn’t subsc­ri­be to his way of thin­king. At this po­int he do­ub­ted he’d even ha­ve the full sup­port of the Fre­edom Figh­ters.


    




    

      He had be­en cer­ta­in they kil­led him on the car­ri­er, but now he wasn’t su­re. When they left the car­ri­er to re­turn to the mo­un­ta­in ba­se, one of the trucks was mis­sing. He had be­en ca­re­less and left the keys in the ig­ni­ti­on. The­re hadn’t be­en a thre­at of theft, sin­ce the­re we­re no known sur­vi­vors in the area. If Jim had sur­vi­ved the be­ating, he might ha­ve re­ac­hed the sho­re and ta­ken the truck. That pos­si­bi­lity gre­atly dis­con­cer­ted him.


    




    

      


    




    

      The ca­ra­van en­te­red Fre­de­ricks­burg and Hat­ha­way or­de­red them to stop. He wo­uld do one mo­re thing in an at­tempt to dis­co­ver his ori­gins.


    




    

      The Hum­vee was exactly whe­re they had left it the day be­fo­re. The black man he had or­de­red shot was not. That was to be ex­pec­ted. It was no ac­ci­dent that he was shot in the chest. A he­ads­hot was too go­od for his kind. It was bet­ter to let him walk aro­und li­ke the rest of tho­se fo­ul-smel­ling mons­ters. Be­si­des, it ga­ve them the op­por­tu­nity to sho­ot him aga­in, ad­ding to the­ir amu­se­ment.


    




    

      They ca­me to a stop be­si­de the Hum­vee and the sol­di­ers po­ured from the­ir trucks to ta­ke po­si­ti­ons aro­und the pe­ri­me­ter as zom­bi­es flo­oded from do­or­ways and al­leys to fill the stre­ets aro­und them. This ti­me, Hat­ha­way ga­ve the or­der to sho­ot. The­re we­re so many so clo­se to sa­ve am­mu­ni­ti­on this ti­me.


    




    

      Shots rang out in ste­ady bursts and the smell of gun­pow­der fil­led the air. Cre­atu­res-half de­ca­yed but still mo­bi­le and very mo­ti­va­ted-be­gan to fall as the­ir he­ads exp­lo­ded. Mo­re ca­me to rep­la­ce tho­se who had fal­len. The stre­ets we­re be­co­ming thick with wal­king de­ath. The­ir stench fil­led the air and mi­xed with the smell of sul­fur. It was the smell of war and de­ath.


    




    

      Hathaway ran to the ve­hic­le and star­ted rum­ma­ging thro­ugh it. He didn’t ha­ve much ti­me. The pro­tec­ted pe­ri­me­ter be­ca­me smal­ler by the se­cond. The gho­uls we­re get­ting clo­ser and too nu­me­ro­us to ef­fec­ti­vely ex­ter­mi­na­te.


    




    

      Donald Co­ving­ton, the yo­ung boy Hat­ha­way had be­en per­son-ally inst­ruc­ting, was the first to be overw­hel­med. He had wa­ited too long to ret­re­at to a sa­fer, clo­ser lo­ca­ti­on. Se­ve­ral gho­uls clo­sed in on him and to­ok him to the gro­und. The boy’s clot­hes we­re rip­ped from his body, ex­po­sing his pink flesh.


    




    

      Uncaring gho­uls to­re in­to and qu­ickly di­sem­bo­we­led the scre­aming yo­uth. One fi­end pul­led the ent­ra­ils out of the boy’s sto­mach ca­vity and anot­her mo­ved in to fe­ast on them. The hor­ror of the si­tu­ati­on was dif­fi­cult for even the most har­de­ned of the mi­li­tia mem­bers to ta­ke, kno­wing that the­ir com­ra­de was still ali­ve and awa­re of what was hap­pe­ning to him. His cri­es of agony fi­nal­ly ce­ased as the cre­atu­res con­ti­nu­ed the­ir grisly fe­ast.


    




    

      Hathaway re­tur­ned his at­ten­ti­on to the glo­ve com­part­ment in his fren­zi­ed se­arch, but he fo­und not­hing that co­uld help him. Per­tur­bed, he scat­te­red so­me pa­pers he fo­und on the flo­or. The re­gist­ra­ti­on was simply is­su­ed to the U.S. Go­vern­ment, not­hing mo­re.


    




    

      He se­arc­hed un­der the se­ats. Fla­res, cha­ins, and a fi­re ex­tin­gu­is­her we­re the only items the­re. He grit­ted his te­eth, angry at his fa­ilu­re.


    




    

      Hathaway mo­ved to the back and ope­ned the ga­te. Anot­her man went to the gro­und and cri­ed out as he was be­si­eged by the hungry hor­de. The pe­ri­me­ter was col­lap­sing.


    




    

      A sing­le mo­torcyc­le to­ok up the bulk of the spa­ce in the back of the Hum­vee. A to­ol­box and cha­in­saw to its left; a small ge­ne­ra­tor to its right. Hat­ha­way se­arc­hed the to­ol­box but its con­tents shed no new light on the mystery.


    




    

      Deflated, he le­aned aga­inst the re­ar ga­te and sta­red in­to the ve­hic­le. Two jac­kets lying be­hind the mo­torcyc­le ca­ught his at­ten­ti­on. As Hat­ha­way re­ac­hed past the bi­ke and threw the jac­kets to the si­de, a flash of gold let­te­ring ca­ught his eye. He pul­led one of them out of the ve­hic­le and stu­di­ed the emb­ro­idery on the back. He fin­ge­red the ra­ised let­te­ring. “Yes!” It was the in­for­ma­ti­on he ne­eded. “FE­MA!”
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      Hal’s wi­fe, An­ne, to­ok the news bet­ter than Le­on had ex­pec­ted. De­ath had be­co­me part of da­ily li­fe for all the sur­vi­vors. Hal had put his li­fe on the li­ne ne­arly every day sin­ce the be­gin­ning of this night­ma­re. She co­uld al­re­ady fe­el the ho­le left in her li­fe by his de­ath. She knew this day wo­uld one day co­me, and the sad­ness was overw­hel­ming.


    




    

      She lis­te­ned qu­i­etly as Le­on exp­la­ined what had hap­pe­ned. He­ad down, she sta­red at the wo­oden planks on the front porch. When he was fi­nis­hed, she nod­ded and clo­sed the do­or.


    




    

      


    




    

      Jim, wa­iting by the curb, had fo­und what he was ho­ping for: ot­her sur­vi­vors. For ne­arly a ye­ar he had be­en ob­ses­sed with le­aving Mo­unt We­at­her to find ot­her sur­vi­vors, but the only thing he co­uld think of now was get­ting ho­me aga­in to Aman­da. He had en­dan­ge­red the­ir sa­fety by le­aving. He fe­ared the mi­li­tia wo­uld find them and the tho­ught of his fa­mily and fri­ends at the mercy of tho­se ani­mals chil­led his blo­od. He had to get back the­re. Now.


    




    

      Jim and Le­on wal­ked to the han­gar whe­re the Ces­sna was sto­red. Jim sta­red at the mac­hi­ne and ho­ped it was up to the trip.


    




    

      “You say that Hal kept it in go­od flying con­di­ti­on?” Jim as­ked.


    




    

      “He did the best he co­uld. She’ll fly. How long she’ll fly, I co­uldn’t tell you.”


    




    

      Leon wal­ked to the front of the pla­ne and dug his fin­ger­na­ils in­to the pe­eling pa­int on the no­se. Milly fol­lo­wed clo­se be­hind, her ta­il wag­ging hap­pily. Jim watc­hed Le­on, who had so­met­hing on his mind. First he pat­ted the no­se of the pla­ne, then he rub­bed his hand ac­ross the pro­pel­ler be­fo­re ins­pec­ting the sta­bi­lity of the wings. His fe­et shuf­fled with in­de­ci­si­on.


    




    

      “You know, you can co­me with me if you li­ke,” Jim of­fe­red, sen­sing what might be on Le­on’s mind.


    




    

      Startled, Le­on met Jim’s ga­ze. “No, I don’t think I co­uld do that. Not af­ter yes­ter­day. I ne­ver did li­ke go­ing out the­re in that mess.”


    




    

      “It’s all right, Le­on,” Jim sa­id. “Don’t fe­el pres­su­red in­to do­ing so­met­hing you’re not com­for­tab­le do­ing. I’m fi­ne to do this alo­ne. I just tho­ught you might want to go along.”


    




    

      Leon smi­led bri­efly at the no­ti­on, but de­ep down he was un­su­re of his fe­elings. It was the sa­me as with Hal and Jack. He dre­aded the tho­ught of go­ing on tho­se res­cue mis­si­ons, but in the end he al­ways did. Well, not this ti­me. This one he’d sit out.


    




    

      “I ap­pre­ci­ate the of­fer but no thanks. May­be next ti­me. You will be back, won’t you?”


    




    

      “Yes,” Jim sa­id. “I’ll be back.”


    




    

      


    




    

      Jim ga­ve the pla­ne a on­ce over, chec­king the flu­ids and fu­el. The trip was mo­re than one hund­red mi­les. He didn’t want to find him-self in a for­ced lan­ding half­way bet­we­en the is­land and ho­me. A small lan­ding strip at the so­ut­hern end of Mo­unt We­at­her was long eno­ugh to hand­le small jets. The Ces­sna wo­uld ha­ve no tro­ub­le lan­ding the­re.


    




    

      The trip wo­uld ta­ke less than two ho­urs. So­on he wo­uld be back in Aman­da’s arms, easing the an­xi­ety she must be fe­eling by now. He tho­ught of Matt, who sho­uld ha­ve sta­yed put. God knows he had tri­ed to stop him, but no one co­uld ha­ve pre­dic­ted the events that un­fol­ded. On­ce aga­in, dan­ger was fin­ding its way to them, to the­ir sanc­tu­ary.


    




    

      Jim ope­ned the cock­pit do­or and craw­led in­to the pi­lot’s se­at. Tho­ugh it had be­en a whi­le, it wo­uld be easy to fly this pla­ne.


    




    

      He wi­ped the dust from the ga­uges and star­ted the en­gi­ne. It ro­ared to li­fe with lit­tle ef­fort. It had be­en well ma­in­ta­ined. He inc­re­ased the RPMs un­til it thrum­med evenly, wit­ho­ut sput­ters. His sto­mach be­gan to churn with the pa­in of hun­ger. He hadn’t eaten sin­ce le­aving ho­me. Ho­me, he tho­ught. Un­bek­nownst to him, the Mo­unt We­at­her Un­derg­ro­und had be­co­me ho­me. He was an­xi­o­us to re­turn to Aman­da. She was what ma­de it ho­me.


    




    

      


    




    

      Jim slid open the lar­ge do­ors to the han­gar and sun­light stre­amed in. Le­on ran to­ward them, out of bre­ath, a black satc­hel slung over his sho­ul­der. Milly, al­ways the go­od dog, ran at his si­de, her ta­il wag­ging hap­pily.


    




    

      Jim smi­led when he saw them. “You su­re?”


    




    

      Leon eyed the pla­ne, its mo­tor pur­ring rhythmi­cal­ly in the han­gar. “I’m su­re.”
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      He watc­hed in­tently, una­wa­re of anyt­hing ex­cept Sha­ron’s mo­ve­ments at the far end of the ro­om. He was up­right but bo­und at the fe­et. The in­vi­sib­le bar­ri­er co­uld only be to­uc­hed with outst­retc­hed fin­ger­tips. He ye­ar­ned to be clo­se to her, to to­uch her. The emp­ti­ness hurt, a cra­ving that co­uld not be ex­tin­gu­is­hed.


    




    

      He pul­led in va­in at the rest­ra­ints, then lun­ged at the in­vi­sib­le bar­ri­er he co­uld ba­rely re­ach. De­j­ec­ted, he mo­ved back to the wall.


    




    

      The ot­her one was still with her. It was of no in­te­rest to him, but he co­uld not lo­ok at it wit­ho­ut fe­elings of an­ger. When she ga­ve her at­ten­ti­on to the ot­her one, a fe­eling of con­tempt flo­oded his be­ing. It wo­uld be go­od to push that one away un­til it was out of sight, but bo­und to the wall as he was, it co­uld not be re­ac­hed. The ot­her one was not stan­ding up­right, nor was it even mo­ving much.


    




    

      He co­uldn’t re­mem­ber much abo­ut what had bro­ught him to this pla­ce. Was he se­arc­hing? He felt as tho­ugh he had be­en, and still was. He was dif­fe­rent than the one on the ot­her si­de of the in­vi­sib­le bar­ri­er. He had known this be­fo­re but he just now re­mem­be­red it aga­in.


    




    

      He lo­oked at her lon­gingly. A kind of lust fil­led his mis­fi­ring bra­in and dro­ol be­gan to flow over his lo­wer lip and sli­de down his chin. If he co­uld only to­uch her, tas­te her. A de­si­re for what she pos­ses­sed en­ve­lo­ped him. It pul­led re­lent­les­sly at his frag­men­ted tho­ughts, a vo­id to fill up, a cra­ving un­ful­fil­led un­til it con­su­med his en­ti­re be­ing. If he co­uld to­uch her and be­co­me one with her, he wo­uld be­co­me comp­le­te, sa­tis­fi­ed.


    




    

      Sharon fi­nis­hed her work at the desk and mo­ved to the do­or to the left of the Ple­xig­las wall. She watc­hed the spe­ci­men as it tri­ed to get out of its bin­dings, a con­fu­sed exp­res­si­on on its fa­ce, unab­le to com­pu­te a so­lu­ti­on to his di­lem­ma. It watc­hed her bet­we­en fe­eb­le at­tempts to bre­ak free, gi­ving a pi­ti­ful glan­ce from ti­me to ti­me to ma­ke su­re she was still the­re.


    




    

      Mick and Griz wo­uld be the­re shortly to dis­po­se of the re­ani­ma­te that had be­en in the lab for the past two ye­ars. It was no lon­ger of any use to her. Its de­com­po­si­ti­on ra­te had ac­ce­le­ra­ted re­cently and it was li­te­ral­ly fal­ling apart.


    




    

      Bound to the exa­mi­na­ti­on tab­le, its lo­wer jaw had dis­con­nec­ted from the up­per. The cre­atu­re’s mo­uth hung open and the odor had be­co­me ran­cid, even for one of the spe­ci­mens.


    




    

      The new spe­ci­men wan­ted not­hing to do with the ol­der, mo­re de­com­po­sed spe­ci­men on the tab­le. It shuf­fled abo­ut as far away from it as its bin­dings wo­uld al­low and did not se­em to even want to lo­ok at it. It of­ten lo­oked at her with lon­ging in its eyes, arms out-stretc­hed as tho­ugh bec­ko­ning her to co­me clo­ser. A ple­ading cry ro­se from its dri­ed and de­com­po­sing thro­at in qu­ick, jag­ged gasps that fa­ded away mo­re qu­ickly than tho­se of a li­ving per­son.


    




    

      Sharon mo­ved to the works­ta­ti­on and fil­led a small syrin­ge with a cle­ar li­qu­id just as Mick and Griz en­te­red the ro­om. Mick wal­ked to the Ple­xig­las wall and sta­red at the cre­atu­re las­hing out from the dar­ke­ned cor­ner.


    




    

      “I tho­ught I told you to le­ave that dam­ned thing ti­ed to a tab­le,” he sa­id.


    




    

      Sharon pic­ked up three fa­ce­masks, han­ded one to each of the men, and wrap­ped the ot­her aro­und her own neck by its elas­tic band. “I’ve be­en hand­ling the­se things for over two ye­ars, Mick. I think I know what to do and what not to do. One thing I do know: Don’t hand­le them wit­ho­ut glo­ves.”


    




    

      She tos­sed two pa­irs of yel­low rub­ber glo­ves to them and mo­ti­oned for them to put them on.


    




    

      “Well, still, it wo­uld’ve be­en ni­ce if you had cal­led me for so­me help. If he’d got­ten away from you…”


    




    

      “Your po­int’s ma­de, Mick,” Sha­ron sa­id. “Now put tho­se masks on or you’ll wish you had when I open that do­or so we can get him out of the­re.”


    




    

      Mick slip­ped the mask over his mo­uth and no­se. Griz fol­lo­wed his le­ad.


    




    

      Sharon un­loc­ked the do­or and en­te­red the ro­om, then mo­ved be­hind the he­ad of the cre­atu­re that had be­en lying on the tab­le for two ye­ars. Its body, in a co­ma-li­ke sta­te, had re­ma­ined still for se­ve­ral days. From ti­me to ti­me, the fin­gers of the left hand twitc­hed, the only sign that a li­fe for­ce still in­ha­bi­ted the re­ani­ma­ted corp­se.


    




    

      The bo­und cre­atu­re in the cor­ner lun­ged and Griz jum­ped back. Mick step­ped for­ward, as tho­ugh to do hand-to-hand com­bat with it.


    




    

      “Don’t worry,” Sha­ron sa­id, her hand on Griz’s chest, “he can’t get lo­ose and he can’t re­ach us from the­re, so calm down.” She tos­sed Mick a hard lo­ok and he re­la­xed, but he kept a vi­gi­lant eye on the gho­ul just in ca­se.


    




    

      Mick watc­hed as Sha­ron dro­ve a ne­ed­le in­to the ba­se of the gho­ul’s skull and inj­ec­ted cle­ar li­qu­id in­to it. “What are you do­ing?”


    




    

      Sharon threw the empty syrin­ge in­to a ne­arby was­te­bas­ket and stra­igh­te­ned her mask. “It’s an old trick that Doc­tor Bri­ne ta­ught me be­fo­re he di­ed. Rat­her than sho­oting them or sa­wing the­ir he­ads off to put them down, he wo­uld inj­ect acid in­to the ba­se of the skull. The­ir blo­od flow ce­ases with de­ath but the ner­vo­us system re­ma­ins very ac­ti­ve. The acid will work its way in and aro­und the bra­in and dest­roy the ner­ves that ke­ep the body go­ing. This one will die now.” She lo­oked at it tho­ught­ful­ly. “It wo­uld’ve di­ed so­on any-way.”


    




    

      “I tho­ught you sa­id the­se things wo­uld last for ten ye­ars. Has that chan­ged?” Mick as­ked.


    




    

      “When I sa­id that, the hypot­he­sis se­emed to be the cor­rect one. Ho­we­ver, la­tely I’ve be­en se­e­ing so­met­hing dif­fe­rent. At le­ast from this one, but it co­uld be be­ca­use I’ve be­en dis­sec­ting it. That may ha­ve shor­te­ned its li­fes­pan.”


    




    

      Mick chec­ked the cre­atu­re’s bin­dings and then flip­ped down the le­vers on the tab­le legs, fre­e­ing the whe­els for mo­ve­ment, and rol­led it in­to the lab’s open area. He par­ked it be­fo­re clo­sing the do­or and loc­king it. He pul­led the mask over the top of his he­ad and flung it in­to a ne­arby was­te­bas­ket. He suc­ked in the lab’s fres­her air.


    




    

      “You can just ta­ke that thing up top and bury it so­mew­he­re,” Sha­ron sa­id.


    




    

      “Any pla­ce in par­ti­cu­lar?”


    




    

      “Any pla­ce you want.”


    




    

      Mick shrug­ged. “I still don’t see how ke­eping the­se things down he­re is hel­ping us.”


    




    

      Sharon smi­led. “You’ll see re­al so­on, Mick. I’ve got­ten qu­ite a bit of in­for­ma­ti­on from the­se spe­ci­mens.”


    




    

      “Anything you want to sha­re?”


    




    

      “In ti­me. To­mor­row, may­be. I want to go thro­ugh my fin­dings one last ti­me be­fo­re I tell ever­yo­ne what I’ve le­ar­ned.”


    




    

      


    




    ***




    

      


    




    

      Secrecy was key. If Mick or any of the ot­hers knew, they wo­uld stop her. She had con­si­de­red the pos­si­bi­lity that she co­uld be jump-ing the gun, so to spe­ak, but she co­uldn’t stay and wa­it. Not one mi­nu­te lon­ger. Be­si­des, she wo­uld only go for the day.


    




    

      Amanda step­ped out of the ele­va­tor and in­to the knee-high grass ne­ar the now-aban­do­ned se­cu­rity ga­te. Many of the sur­vi­vors crept to the sur­fa­ce from ti­me to ti­me, in spi­te of Mick’s war­nings. His ca­uti­on bor­de­red on pa­ra­no­ia, as tho­ugh me­rely stic­king the­ir he­ads in­to the sun­light wo­uld bring a world of tro­ub­le down upon them.


    




    

      She shi­el­ded her eyes from the gla­re of the mid­day sun. Af­ter spen­ding so much ti­me un­derg­ro­und, her eyes had be­co­me unac­cus­to­med to the bril­li­an­ce of the out­do­ors. It hurt to lo­ok up­ward. It was un­na­tu­ral, she tho­ught, li­ving this way.


    




    

      Her ha­ir was ti­ed back in­to a pony­ta­il that had grown ne­arly half­way down her back over the past two ye­ars.


    




    

      The cum­ber­so­me back­pack she car­ri­ed we­ig­hed he­avily on her. She shif­ted it to her left sho­ul­der and to­ok a mo­ment to don a pa­ir of sung­las­ses to shi­eld her eyes from the sun’s rays.


    




    

      The back­pack was fil­led with the es­sen­ti­als she wo­uld ne­ed on her short jo­ur­ney. Two po­li­ce.45s we­re hols­te­red to her wa­ist, one on each si­de. She car­ri­ed a sawn-off do­ub­le-bar­re­led shot­gun in her right hand, tho­ugh she had no idea what kind of we­apon it was. She had bro­ught along the shells that we­re sto­red with it.


    




    

      Amanda skul­ked ac­ross the lawn and down the hill to­ward the wa­re­ho­use. From the­re she wo­uld get a ve­hic­le for her trip. Wit­ho­ut the map Jim had used to plot out his ro­ute, she wo­uld ha­ve to gu­ess which way he had go­ne. She re­mem­be­red that he was plan­ning to ta­ke Ro­ute 7 to 17 un­til he got to Fre­de­ricks­burg. From the­re she wasn’t su­re, but he wo­uld’ve ta­ken the sa­fest co­ur­se. The wi­de-open In­ters­ta­te he­ading so­uth se­emed lo­gi­cal.


    




    

      The bay do­ors to the front of the wa­re­ho­use we­re twenty fe­et high. The­re was no way to open them from the out­si­de, so she en­te­red thro­ugh the rusty, squ­e­aking do­or to the left. On­ce in­si­de, she saw the re­aso­ning be­hind the lar­ge do­ors: Tanks we­re par­ked ne­atly in a li­ne down the cen­ter of the bu­il­ding. Cra­nes, two of them, no three! One was ba­rely vi­sib­le at the far end of the dimly-lit ro­om.


    




    

      Amanda re­mo­ved the sung­las­ses.


    




    

      Farther down, ba­rely vi­sib­le, we­re what lo­oked li­ke roc­ket la­unc­hers. Two of them had roc­kets lo­aded, re­ady to be sent to tar-gets.


    




    

      Her eyes qu­ickly adj­us­ted to the dark ro­om as she lo­oked for a me­ans by which to tra­vel. The­re we­re a few of the wi­de, squ­at­ty lo­oking Hum­ve­es li­ke Jim had used par­ked ne­ar the wall, but they lo­oked awk­ward to dri­ve and hard to hand­le. She shi­ed away from them in fa­vor of a gre­en brush truck. The si­ze of a re­gu­lar pic­kup, it had to­ol chests that ran the length of the bed on both si­des.


    




    

      Amanda jum­ped in­si­de and fo­und an empty ig­ni­ti­on switch. She sig­hed at the tho­ught of trac­king down the keys. She flip­ped down the sun vi­sor and the keys fell in­to her lap.
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      Jim pul­led back on the whe­el and the pla­ne eased up­ward. It felt go­od to be flying aga­in. As the small pla­ne went hig­her, the as­pects of pi­lo­ting ca­me flo­oding back to him. He was be­gin­ning to fe­el in tu­ne with the pla­ne. The is­land shrank be­ne­ath them and he tur­ned to the north­west.


    




    

      Milly was lying bet­we­en the se­ats, front paws outst­retc­hed, her he­ad res­ting on them. She had qu­ickly fal­len in­to a light sle­ep.


    




    

      Leon watc­hed as Tan­gi­er fa­ded away be­hind them. He’d not known Jim for long, but the man had a way of ga­ining trust and lo­yalty. The­re was so­met­hing abo­ut him that was nob­le and ho­nest. He was a born le­ader. He was le­ading now and Le­on didn’t mind fol­lo­wing.


    




    

      He’d ne­ver be­en in the mi­li­tary and had won­de­red how so many men co­uld go in­to bat­tle wit­ho­ut blin­king an eye. They co­uld blindly char­ge up a hill to ta­ke the high po­int, kno­wing full well the dif­fi­cul­ti­es and pe­rils. He knew now; they had a go­od le­ader. A man they trus­ted with the­ir li­ves. Jim was such a man.


    




    

      The pla­ne swo­oped lo­wer. The sud­den mo­ve wo­ke Milly and she sat up.


    




    

      Leon watc­hed as gho­uls dot­ted the lands­ca­pe be­low. “Jesus,” he sa­id, “it just do­esn’t get bet­ter, do­es it?”


    




    

      Jim le­ve­led the pla­ne out at three hund­red fe­et and flew north-west. “Can you tell whe­re we are?”


    




    

      “Yeah. Co­lo­ni­al Be­ach. We flew over this pla­ce se­ve­ral ti­mes in se­arch of sur­vi­vors.”


    




    

      “I ne­ed to get to Fre­de­ricks­burg to find my way back. Wit­ho­ut the be­ne­fit of using a map, I’m go­ing to ha­ve to fly by sight to get ho­me.”


    




    

      “If you want to go to Fre­de­ricks­burg, you’d bet­ter turn this thing mo­re to the west or you’ll miss it. It’s not that far.”


    




    

      The left si­de of the pla­ne dip­ped and Jim to­ok it a bit hig­her.


    




    

      “Wiped out, man,” Le­on sa­id. “We’ve be­en wi­ped out. The­re’s not a li­ving so­ul down the­re, just the wal­king de­ad. God re­al­ly had it in for us, didn’t He?”


    




    

      Jim mu­sed over Le­on’s qu­es­ti­on. “So­me­one did.”


    




    

      They flew west­ward, to­ward Fre­de­ricks­burg.
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      The ca­ra­van of trucks top­ped the rid­ge two mi­les from camp. Gray smo­ke blen­ded bet­we­en the thick tre­es of the mo­un­ta­in, the smol­de­ring odor he­avy in the air.


    




    

      Hathaway le­aned for­ward in his se­at. His sche­me must’ve go­ne as plan­ned. The smo­ke was ob­vi­o­usly from the exp­lo­si­on. He ma­de a mo­ti­on with his hand and Jake ac­ce­le­ra­ted the truck’s spe­ed.


    




    

      Hathaway’s eyes wi­de­ned. He had not an­ti­ci­pa­ted this. Most of the en­camp­ment had bur­ned to the gro­und and many fi­res still smol­de­red. Wo­men and child­ren hud­dled in the cen­ter of the camp. Aro­und the pe­ri­me­ter, mi­li­ti­amen watc­hed the sur­ro­un­ding wo­ods and the ro­ad le­ading so­uth. Ot­hers pul­led bo­di­es and go­ods from the bur­ned struc­tu­res. The gro­und was lit­te­red with the de­ad. So­me we­re the­ir own pe­op­le, ot­hers we­re not.


    




    

      The trucks had ba­rely co­me to a stop when Hat­ha­way le­aped out and ran in­to the cen­ter of the ca­tast­rop­he. He tur­ned aro­und, ta­king in every de­ta­il of the ca­la­mity. His sho­ul­ders slum­ped at the re­ali­za­ti­on of the num­bers lost, of the di­sast­ro­us out­co­me.


    




    

      He tur­ned to­ward Ge­or­ge Ba­tes’ of­fi­ce. It was comp­le­tely dest­ro­yed, as we­re se­ve­ral sur­ro­un­ding bu­il­dings. His lips par­ted. “Jesus,” was all he co­uld ma­na­ge.


    




    

      He stu­di­ed the gro­und and the bo­di­es lying the­re. Many we­re the­ir own men; many mo­re we­re de­fi­ni­tely not. So­me we­re mu­ti­la­ted and par­ti­al­ly de­com­po­sed. They we­re zom­bi­es! Tho­se dam­ned rot­ten sons of bitc­hes had fo­und them.


    




    

      “Goddamn it!” he scre­amed, and kic­ked the he­ad of the corp­se that lay at his fe­et.


    




    

      Jake stumb­led his way thro­ugh the car­na­ge to stand at Hat­ha-way’s si­de. He sto­od in stun­ned dis­be­li­ef, unab­le to ut­ter a word.


    




    

      “It’s go­ne!” Hat­ha­way cri­ed. “It’s all go­ne!” His ra­ge bur­ned. “WHO DID THIS!”


    




    

      A tall dark-ha­ired man in his thir­ti­es with clo­se-set eyes and a scar that ran from his left eye to the bot­tom of his ear tur­ned to­ward Hat­ha­way and wal­ked to­ward him with de­li­be­ra­te steps. The man was Ben Colby.


    




    

      Seeing him, Hat­ha­way se­et­hed with con­tempt. Colby, the stu­pid prick, Hat­ha­way tho­ught. He thinks he knows it all. Yes, sir, he thinks he’s in char­ge. He thinks he has all the ans­wers. But he do­esn’t know shit. Da­ma­ge cont­rol, he tho­ught. I can still pull this thing to­get­her. I can hand­le it.


    




    

      Hathaway watc­hed as Colby wal­ked up to him. Colby drop­ped his rif­le to his si­de and stuck the butt in the blac­ke­ned so­il. Hat­ha-way grit­ted his te­eth at Colby’s to­tal dis­re­gard for the we­apon.


    




    

      “I’ll tell you what hap­pe­ned,” Colby sa­id, his eyes nar­ro­wing as he spit the words at Hat­ha­way. “So­me­one set a bomb in Ba­tes’ bu­il­ding. You wo­uldn’t ha­ve any idea who did that now, wo­uld you?”


    




    

      “As li­kely to ha­ve be­en you as an­yo­ne,” Hat­ha­way co­un­te­red and pus­hed him asi­de. He to­ok se­ve­ral steps for­ward, away from Colby, to scan and as­sess the si­tu­ati­on.


    




    

      Colby fol­lo­wed. “The pro­pa­ne gas tanks out­si­de the bu­il­ding next to Ba­tes’ of­fi­ce went up mi­nu­tes af­ter the ini­ti­al blast. The exp­lo­si­on set half the camp on fi­re. By this ti­me many of our pe­op­le we­re out­si­de. The gas sent a jet of fla­mes right in­to the crowd. You sho­uld’ve be­en he­re to he­ar the scre­aming. Wo­men and child­ren bur­ned li­ke hu­man torc­hes and they di­ed in agony. They di­ed a slow de­ath. The­re we­re just too many to help in all the con­fu­si­on, my wi­fe inc­lu­ded. No, sir, it wasn’t me. I didn’t do it.”


    




    

      Hathaway wal­ked away aga­in, Colby clo­se on his he­els.


    




    

      “And that’s not all,” Colby sa­id. “Oh, no, the­re’s mo­re. Most of the ones who di­ed from the blast ca­me back. You know, it’s funny.


    




    

      You’d think that af­ter de­aling with this for so long we wo­uld’ve ex­pec­ted that and wo­uld ha­ve be­en re­ady, but we we­ren’t. Most of us we­re still in shock when they star­ted to walk aro­und aga­in. My wi­fe? I had to sho­ot her in the he­ad. I had to. It was hard, but I did it. Then I shot anot­her.”


    




    

      Colby’s fury grew as he con­ti­nu­ed. “Be­fo­re long it be­ca­me a lit­tle easi­er to sho­ot the pe­op­le I’ve known for the last two ye­ars. Af­ter all, it’s re­al­ly not them any­mo­re, is it?”


    




    

      Hathaway clo­sed his eyes and his mind to his res­pon­si­bi­lity for this di­sas­ter. It had no be­aring on the out­co­me, but he co­uldn’t lo­ok at Colby.


    




    

      “And it wasn’t just our pe­op­le co­ming back that we had to worry abo­ut. Bart Shock­ley shot Phil Stan­ton’s wi­fe in the he­ad, so Phil shot Bart. She had got­ten up af­ter she had bur­ned to de­ath and was de­ter­mi­ned to ta­ke a bi­te out of ol’ Bart. Phil went comp­le­tely lo­co af­ter that and star­ted sho­oting up the pla­ce. We had to end up sho­oting the po­or bas­tard in the he­ad.”


    




    

      “There’s mo­re than our pe­op­le on the gro­und he­re,” Hat­ha­way bar­ked.


    




    

      “Yeah,” Colby sa­id ba­le­ful­ly. He wan­ted to get un­der Hat­ha-way’s skin. “We fi­nal­ly got things un­der cont­rol. Got the fi­res stop­ped and be­gan to cle­an up the mess. We we­re physi­cal­ly and men­tal­ly ex­ha­us­ted. We’d lost half our pe­op­le. Many we­re in mo­ur­ning. We didn’t know.”


    




    

      “Know what?”


    




    

      “That ot­hers we­re abo­ut to find us. They must’ve he­ard the exp­lo­si­ons and se­en the smo­ke from the val­ley be­low. They ca­me in the night. To­ok us by comp­le­te surp­ri­se. We lost a lot of pe­op­le he­re this we­ek.”


    




    

      Hathaway tri­ed to get an es­ti­ma­te of how many had sur­vi­ved. It was hard to tell, but it was bad. “This pla­ce isn’t sa­fe any­mo­re,” he sa­id.


    




    

      “Well, you’re in char­ge, big shot,” Colby sa­id. “But not for long. Most of us don’t subsc­ri­be to yo­ur way of thin­king. You’re a di­no­sa­ur, Ro­bert. This is a new world. The old way of do­ing things won’t work any­mo­re.”


    




    

      Hathaway, ve­xed by what re­ma­ined of his cons­ci­en­ce, stro­de away. Jake fol­lo­wed, le­aving Colby to fi­nish his ti­ra­de with a ra­ised vo­ice:


    




    

      “You’re the one with a plan, aren’t you, big shot? You fi­gu­re out what we’re go­ing to do, whe­re we’re go­ing to go. Me­anw­hi­le, we’ll be ke­eping an eye on you. You can bet yo­ur ass on that, big shot!”
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      Steam ro­iled from un­der the ho­od of the brush truck as Aman­da en­te­red Fre­de­ricks­burg. The swe­et smell of an­tif­re­eze fil­led the cab and her he­art po­un­ded. The tem­pe­ra­tu­re ga­uge was peg­ged to the right. She was in tro­ub­le. The truck was be­gin­ning to miss and sput­ter.


    




    

      Amanda gli­ded to the si­de of the ro­ad, tur­ned off the mo­tor, and did a sa­fety check of her sur­ro­un­dings. She had tri­ed to bypass the in­ner part of the city. She was on the du­al la­nes that wo­uld ta­ke her to the In­ters­ta­te run­ning so­uth, but she had so­me­how mis­sed her mark and en­ded up in an area thick with struc­tu­res. It was not a sa­fe pla­ce to be. The­re we­re cre­atu­res aro­und and so­me had ta­ken no­ti­ce of her when she stop­ped. They we­re slow but it still left her with very lit­tle ti­me to work.


    




    

      As qu­ickly as pos­sib­le, she pop­ped the ho­od and ran to the front of the truck. Scorc­hing ste­am bil­lo­wed in­to her fa­ce as she lif­ted the ho­od and an­tif­re­eze fu­mes to­ok her bre­ath away as she step­ped back.


    




    

      The ra­di­ator ho­se had a lar­ge te­ar in its si­de. She didn’t know much abo­ut auto mec­ha­nics, but she knew eno­ugh to know that it wo­uldn’t go far wit­ho­ut wa­ter.


    




    

      It wo­uld be use­less to lo­ok for wa­ter ne­arby. The­re was no elect­ri­city to po­wer the wa­ter supply. The­re we­re no cre­eks, ri­vers, or even mud pud­dles ne­arby eit­her. For­tu­na­tely, she had bro­ught so­me wa­ter with her.


    




    

      Amanda ran to the cab and pul­led out a gal­lon jug of wa­ter and unsc­re­wed the cap. From the flo­or­bo­ard she grab­bed an old rag and went back to the front of the truck. She glan­ced to­ward the cre­atu­res still ap­pro­ac­hing. Mo­re we­re vi­sib­le now than a mo­ment be­fo­re.


    




    

      She set the bot­tle down and wrap­ped the rag aro­und her hand to unsc­rew the ra­di­ator cap. It ca­me off wit­ho­ut the ex­pec­ted spew of pres­su­re. The ga­ping ho­le in the up­per ho­se had al­re­ady re­le­ased it.


    




    

      She qu­ickly po­ured in the con­tents of the bot­tle. With the last of it ca­me a pop­ping so­und so­mew­he­re in the bot­tom of the en­gi­ne com­part­ment. Aman­da lo­oked down to see that the mo­dest amo­unt of wa­ter she had put in had le­aked out on­to the asp­halt un­der the truck. The sud­den tem­pe­ra­tu­re chan­ge had crac­ked the block. She cur­sed and threw the bot­tle asi­de.


    




    

      Amanda slid in­to the se­at and tri­ed to start the truck aga­in. It wo­uldn’t get her far, but anyw­he­re was bet­ter than whe­re she was.


    




    

      The mo­tor ba­rely cran­ked. It so­un­ded la­bo­red and dry. Then it qu­it do­ing anyt­hing at all. One qu­ick po­und on the ste­ering whe­el and she gat­he­red her things and jum­ped back in­to the stre­et.


    




    

      Creatures we­re clo­sing in from all di­rec­ti­ons. She tos­sed the back­pack over her sho­ul­der, grab­bed the shot­gun, and ran so­uth down the du­al la­nes in an ef­fort to cle­ar the clo­sing crowds. She ran un­til she didn’t think she co­uld run any­mo­re, but still she pus­hed on. She ran for ne­arly anot­her mi­le-until she saw so­met­hing that ca­used her to skid to a stop.


    




    

      Up ahe­ad was the sa­me Hum­vee that Jim and Matt used for the­ir trip. In­de­ci­si­on wrac­ked her en­ti­re be­ing. Ut­te­ring a bri­ef pra­yer, she trot­ted to­ward the truck. Fe­ar of what she might find ca­used her he­art to clutch in her chest.


    




    

      The re­ar do­or was open. The mo­torcyc­le was still lo­aded in the back. It was the­ir ve­hic­le. Her spi­rits sank.


    




    

      Minutes pas­sed. Aman­da lost track of how long she sto­od the­re, sta­ring at the truck, trying to think of the ways Jim co­uld ha­ve sur­vi­ved. She was ta­ken comp­le­tely by surp­ri­se when she felt a hard tug on her back­pack. She tur­ned aro­und with a start­led scre­am.


    




    

      A gray-fa­ced man grow­led at her and re­ac­hed a claw-li­ke hand to­ward her fa­ce. She sho­ved him away and, li­ke an old wes­tern gun­figh­ter, drew one of the.45s strap­ped to her si­de and shot it in the he­ad.


    




    

      Another gho­ul re­ac­hed for her as she slip­ped to the si­de to avo­id its grasp. It mo­aned when its stump of an arm mis­sed. She pul­led the trig­ger and most of its he­ad di­sap­pe­ared in a clo­ud of flying go­re.


    




    

      Amanda stumb­led back­ward, fal­ling aga­inst the si­de of the Hum­vee be­fo­re re­ga­ining her ba­lan­ce. The stre­et was qu­ickly fil­ling with the lurc­hing de­ad. They re­eled and swa­yed to­ward her in the­ir usu­al mind­less man­ner, clutc­hing and mo­aning as they ca­me.


    




    

      Something had got­ten them stir­red up re­cently. It ta­kes ti­me for this many to co­me to­get­her in one pla­ce, in the­se num­bers. Jim and Matt must ha­ve had an en­co­un­ter he­re, she tho­ught.


    




    

      Amanda tur­ned back the way she had co­me and fo­und it fil­led with dis­fi­gu­red corp­ses. Hor­rid cre­atu­res; put­rid, dis­fi­gu­red, dis­gus­ting rem­nants of a lost ci­vi­li­za­ti­on; the sight of them was mad­de­ning to her. She swal­lo­wed the ur­ge to scre­am for fe­ar that on­ce she star­ted, she wo­uld ne­ver be ab­le to stop. This is no ti­me for hyste­rics, she tho­ught. Jim and Matt may still be clo­se by.


    




    

      The op­po­si­te di­rec­ti­on was not as po­pu­la­ted, not as risky. She co­uld pos­sibly fight her way thro­ugh the ghastly can­ni­bals in a bla­ze of gun­fi­re. She ran in that di­rec­ti­on as fast as her ti­ring legs wo­uld carry her. Ad­re­na­li­ne co­ur­sed thro­ugh her body; blo­od po­un­ded in her ears. She tri­ed to think cle­arly.


    




    

      What is that so­und? A mo­tor? Yes. It’s the so­und of a mo­tor. A pla­ne!


    




    

      


    




    ***




    

      


    




    

      Jim bro­ught the pla­ne down as he pas­sed over Fre­de­ricks­burg. He wan­ted to lo­ok aro­und whe­re they had left the Hum­vee. Matt was still down the­re so­mew­he­re. He was ho­ping his body wo­uld still be crump­led on the gro­und in front of the Hum­vee. Matt was a go­od man and he didn’t de­ser­ve to be wal­king aro­und li­ke tho­se things. If he was go­ne, Jim owed it to him to co­me back one day and re­medy the prob­lem.


    




    

      He swo­oped down to the area he tho­ught the Hum­vee sho­uld be in. The­re was an unu­su­al­ly lar­ge crowd of cre­atu­res, many mo­re than one wo­uld ex­pect. He pas­sed over them at two hund­red fe­et. They ap­pe­ared to be gat­he­ring for so­met­hing.


    




    

      


    




    

      Leon watc­hed as they ma­de the pass. He had se­en this kind of gat­he­ring in the early days. It usu­al­ly me­ant that they had fo­und li­ving prey and that he wo­uld ha­ve to watch so­me­one die at the hands of hungry gho­uls. They ra­rely got to the gro­und in ti­me to sa­ve them.


    




    

      Jim tur­ned the pla­ne aro­und to ma­ke anot­her pass.


    




    

      


    




    

      Amanda watc­hed the pla­ne as it tur­ned. She star­ted wa­ving her arms and sho­uting at it. Three cre­atu­res mo­ved in qu­ickly to co­ver her and bo­re her to the gro­und un­der the­ir we­ight. Two un­de­ad corp­ses we­re di­rectly on top of her and the third fo­ught for an ope­ning.


    




    

      She held a gho­ul un­der the neck with her left arm to pre­vent it from bi­ting her. The ot­her gho­ul drop­ped down with its gap­ping maw; its rot­ted, swol­len ton­gue lol­led out at her as its grossly dis­fi­gu­red fa­ce ca­me clo­ser.


    




    

      As it ne­ared, Aman­da for­ced the tip of the pis­tol in­to the cre­atu­re’s mo­uth. Fe­aring in­fec­ti­on, she clo­sed her mo­uth and eyes and pul­led the trig­ger. Most of the bra­in mat­ter exp­lo­ded out the back of the skull, but so­me of it spe­wed from its mo­uth to splat­ter on­to Aman­da’s fa­ce. She kept her mo­uth shut. Even the cre­atu­re’s blo­od, on­ce int­ro­du­ced in­to her body, co­uld con­ta­mi­na­te her.


    




    

      She pus­hed the limp body to the si­de using the pis­tol still han­ging from its mo­uth.


    




    

      The third cre­atu­re saw this as an op­por­tu­nity to get clo­ser. Aman­da qu­ickly squ­ir­med away from the cre­atu­re she was hol­ding with her left arm. Her sud­den mo­ve ca­used it to fall fa­ce first to the asp­halt. The ot­her one, on its kne­es, re­ac­hed for her, but she had al­re­ady got­ten to her fe­et. She ga­ve it a swift kick in the fa­ce and it fell back­ward. She wi­ped the blo­od from her fa­ce and rus­hed to an open spot. Aga­in she wa­ved her arms at the pla­ne as it ap­pro­ac­hed.


    




    

      Jim swo­oped down clo­ser this ti­me, much lo­wer than the last pass. He saw arms wa­ving as he ap­pro­ac­hed. The pla­ne swis­hed past clo­se eno­ugh to blow the ha­ir on her he­ad. “Jesus!” he scre­amed. “It’s Aman­da!”


    




    

      Leon lo­oked down at the wo­man on the gro­und as they pas­sed. “What? You know her? How co­uld that be?”


    




    

      “We’ve got­ta put this thing down, fast!”


    




    

      Jim ca­me back aga­in. He co­uld see Aman­da be­low, mo­ving er­ra­ti­cal­ly to ke­ep from be­ing sur­ro­un­ded. He bro­ught the pla­ne back aro­und and lo­we­red the flaps and dec­re­ased the­ir spe­ed. The stre­et was stra­ight and long eno­ugh, but it was fil­led with the un­de­ad. He had no cho­ice.


    




    

      “You’d bet­ter bra­ce yo­ur­self, Le­on. This is not go­ing to be an easy lan­ding.”


    




    

      There was no ti­me for Le­on to vo­ice an obj­ec­ti­on. The pla­ne bo­un­ced aga­inst the stre­et se­ve­ral ti­mes be­fo­re co­ming down to stay. But it was co­ming in way too hot.


    




    

      Amanda saw it rus­hing to­ward her and do­ve to get out of the way. The pla­ne slam­med in­to a pack of the wal­king de­ad as it skid­ded down the stre­et. One cre­atu­re ma­de di­rect con­tact with the spin­ning pro­pel­ler. Blo­od and body parts splat­te­red the pla­ne and the winds­hi­eld as it exp­lo­ded in­to a tho­usand pi­eces.


    




    

      One of the pro­pel­ler bla­des bro­ke off, slam­med tho­ugh the wind-shi­eld bet­we­en Jim and Le­on, and lod­ged in the ce­iling be­hind them. The right wing cras­hed in­to anot­her crowd of them and to­re off. Bo­un­cing down the stre­et be­si­de them, it splin­te­red in­to se­ve­ral pi­eces. The pla­ne skid­ded si­de­ways as zom­bi­es bo­un­ced off its si­de, tos­sing them in­to the air.


    




    

      The ta­il cras­hed in­to the Hum­vee and rip­ped away with a lo­ud crash. The pla­ne spun aro­und se­ve­ral ti­mes be­fo­re it ca­me to a stop. The­re was no ti­me to was­te.


    




    

      “You all right, Le­on?” Jim yel­led.


    




    

      Leon ra­ised his he­ad up off the dash and rub­bed it. “Ye­ah,” he sa­id. His he­ad throb­bed. He’d co­unt him­self lucky to get away with just a con­cus­si­on.


    




    

      A cre­atu­re po­un­ded on Jim’s do­or. He pus­hed it open and kic­ked the fi­end away. He drew his we­apon and promptly blew its he­ad off. It sto­od he­ad­less for a mo­ment be­fo­re drop­ping to the gro­und.


    




    

      Jim jum­ped from the cock­pit with Le­on and Milly right be­hind him and ra­ced to­ward Aman­da.


    




    

      Amanda had scramb­led to sa­fety down a nar­row si­de stre­et and watc­hed the sce­ne un­fold as the pla­ne ca­me down. She co­uldn’t be­li­eve her eyes when she saw Jim get out of the pla­ne. She tho­ught she must be dre­aming. He co­uldn’t ha­ve pos­sibly be­en in that pla­ne, at this mo­ment.


    




    

      She star­ted to walk to him. Her walk be­ca­me a jog, which be­ca­me an all-out run. She cras­hed in­to him wit­ho­ut slo­wing and wrap­ped her arms aro­und him.


    




    

      Jim al­lo­wed him­self a mo­ment of re­le­ase as he kis­sed her he­ad, then her up­tur­ned fa­ce be­fo­re she pus­hed him away.


    




    

      “I’ve got so­me of the­ir blo­od on me. Don’t kiss me. You co­uld get in­fec­ted.”


    




    

      “We’ve got to get out of he­re,” he sa­id.


    




    

      Amanda glan­ced at Le­on and re­ali­zed with a jolt that it wasn’t Matt.


    




    

      Jim did a qu­ick study of the Hum­vee. The im­pact of the pla­ne had flat­te­ned two of its ti­res and slam­med it in­to a te­lep­ho­ne po­le. Hund­reds of cre­atu­res fil­led the stre­et aro­und it.


    




    

      Amanda po­in­ted and sa­id, “This way.”


    




    

      Jim re­ali­zed that the only way out was the nar­row si­de stre­et that was mo­re li­ke an al­ley than a stre­et.


    




    

      He led the way and the three of them ran in­to the ent­ran­ce of the dar­ke­ned al­ley. Le­on tur­ned when he he­ard Milly bar­king be­hind them. She had stop­ped and was stan­ding her gro­und aga­inst the ap­pro­ac­hing army of un­de­ad. Many of the cre­atu­res we­re al­re­ady wit­hin a few fe­et of the dog.


    




    

      They re­ac­hed for her. Milly si­des­tep­ped and snap­ped at the ones clo­sest to her, snar­ling with ba­red te­eth. She bac­ked away and the hor­de of mons­ters fol­lo­wed her. They crow­ded aro­und her, mo­men­ta­rily dist­rac­ted from the three hu­mans in the al­ley.


    




    

      Leon pul­led the dog whist­le from un­der his shirt and blew hard. In uni­son, the cre­atu­res tur­ned the­ir at­ten­ti­on to the fu­gi­ti­ves in the al­ley and away from the dog. Le­on lo­oked sus­pi­ci­o­usly at the whis-tle bet­we­en his fin­gers and then back to Milly, who con­ti­nu­ed to hold her gro­und.


    




    

      He blew on it aga­in. This ti­me Milly ca­me run­ning, and the whist­le al­so had a de­fi­ni­te ef­fect on the cre­atu­res. They be­gan to wa­il and fling the­ir arms abo­ut wildly. They crow­ded in­to the al­ley, stumb­ling over each ot­her as tho­ugh they we­re be­ing dri­ven.


    




    

      “Let’s get out of he­re, now!” Jim yel­led, ta­king Aman­da by the arm. The three of them ran down the al­ley to­ward the sharp left turn at its end.


    




    

      Jim was the first one to turn the cor­ner. He stop­ped and sta­red. Aman­da and Le­on tur­ned the cor­ner. All three sta­red at a de­ad end less than twenty yards away.


    




    

      The al­ley, sand­wic­hed bet­we­en two bu­il­dings, had tur­ned to the left abo­ut three hund­red fe­et in and ca­me to a de­ad end whe­re the bu­il­ding on the right L’d in to me­et the bu­il­ding on the left. The­re was now­he­re for them to go.


    




    

      The cre­atu­res con­ti­nu­ed to rush to­ward them.


    




    

      “Get out yo­ur guns!” Jim sho­uted.


    




    

      Leon pat­ted his poc­kets. “Mi­ne’s in the pla­ne! Shit!” Aman­da tos­sed the shot­gun to Le­on and re­ali­zed that she had no ot­her we­apon in hand. She pul­led the re­ma­ining pis­tol from its hols­ter, slung off the back­pack and pul­led out the box of shells, tos­sing them to Le­on.


    




    

      “We can’t do this! The­re are too many!” Aman­da scre­amed.


    




    

      “We’ve got no cho­ice,” Jim ans­we­red, and so­ot­hed her with a hand on her sho­ul­der. “Just sho­ot out a ho­le for us to run thro­ugh,” he sa­id. “You can do it.”


    




    

      He lo­oked back at Le­on, who had mo­ved all the way to the de­ad end, se­arc­hing for a way to climb up the walls.


    




    

      Jim knew the­re was no es­ca­pe the­re. He had al­re­ady lo­oked. Le­on qu­ickly re­ali­zed it him­self and ran back.


    




    

      The cre­atu­res we­re clo­ser, abo­ut two hund­red fe­et away. They ne­eded so­met­hing mo­re to get thro­ugh the ad­van­cing wall of un­de­ad. It wo­uld be ne­arly im­pos­sib­le to ma­ke it thro­ugh by simply sho­oting so­me of them; they didn’t ha­ve ne­arly eno­ugh am­mu­ni­ti­on.


    




    

      Milly sat next to Le­on. She had qu­it bar­king but a ste­ady snarl re­ver­be­ra­ted thro­ugh her ba­red te­eth. “Do­es she sick ’em?” Jim as­ked.


    




    

      “What?”


    




    

      “Will she go af­ter them if you tell her to? It may gi­ve us the ext­ra ti­me to get thro­ugh.”


    




    

      Leon lo­oked tho­ught­ful­ly at Milly. “Ye­ah, she’ll-” His eyes wi­de­ned in surp­ri­se. “Swe­et Jesus!” he scre­amed and pus­hed Milly to one si­de.


    




    

      Jim lo­oked down. Milly had be­en sit­ting on a man­ho­le co­ver! Le­on fell to his kne­es and stuck his fin­ger­tips in­to the in­den­ta­ti­on in the lid and pul­led. The lid re­fu­sed to yi­eld. Jim bent down and both men pul­led at the co­ver. It still re­fu­sed to gi­ve way.


    




    

      “No, this can’t be hap­pe­ning,” Le­on sa­id, no­ting the qu­irk of fa­te.


    




    

      Jim se­arc­hed the al­ley aro­und them for so­met­hing to pry open the lid. Milly be­gan to growl lo­uder and Aman­da had to grab her by the col­lar to ke­ep her at bay.


    




    

      “Give me the shot­gun!” Jim com­man­ded.


    




    

      Leon han­ded him the sawn-off. Jim stuck the end of the bar­rel in­to the notch and pri­ed. The lid lif­ted eno­ugh for Le­on to get a grip un­der the rim and pull. “Just lay it to one si­de of the ho­le,” Jim inst­ruc­ted. “We’ll ne­ed to put it back on from in­si­de to ke­ep them out.” Jim re­ac­hed over and grab­bed Aman­da’s pack. “You first.”


    




    

      Amanda didn’t mo­ve.


    




    

      “Now, swe­et­he­art! We’ll fol­low.”


    




    

      Amanda sho­ved Milly to­ward Jim and sat down be­si­de the ho­le, her legs dang­ling in­to it. She le­aned for­ward to the lad­der on the in­si­de and craw­led down in­to the black­ness.


    




    

      Jim mo­ti­oned for Le­on to do the sa­me. Af­ter Le­on went down the ho­le, Jim han­ded Milly to him and shot two of the clo­sest gho­uls be­fo­re slin­ging Aman­da’s pack over his sho­ul­der and clim­bing in him­self. He then re­ac­hed up and stra­ined to pull the lid back in­to pla­ce. It slam­med down just as one cre­atu­re’s fin­gers re­ac­hed in un­der it. The cre­atu­re, not kno­wing any bet­ter, pul­led his fin­gers out and the lid pop­ped in­to pla­ce. Jim he­ard them ban­ging on it as he des­cen­ded.


    




    

      Once at the bot­tom, they we­re in to­tal dark­ness. A trick­le of mo­ving wa­ter swis­hed aro­und the­ir fe­et. They held the­ir bre­ath, wa­iting to he­ar a no­ise, a mo­ve­ment of any kind ot­her than the­ir own.


    




    

      Amanda spo­ke first. “The flash­light…it’s in the bag.”


    




    

      Jim fumb­led in the dark­ness un­til he fo­und the zip­per and ope­ned the bag. He plun­ged his hand in­si­de un­til he felt the cylind­ri­cal sha­pe of the flash­light. He pul­led it out and clic­ked it on.


    




    

      The se­wer dra­in was abo­ut six fe­et wi­de and twi­ce as high. The led­ges along each si­de we­re a lit­tle mo­re than a fo­ot wi­de and two fe­et abo­ve whe­re the wa­ter trick­led past.


    




    

      They sto­od on the led­ge, lis­te­ning to the com­mo­ti­on abo­ve. Jim got a be­aring on the­ir di­rec­ti­on as best he co­uld and wor­ked to for­mu­la­te a plan of ac­ti­on.


    




    

      They wo­uld go north.
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      “Amanda’s go­ne!” Fe­li­cia proc­la­imed as she bo­un­ded in­to the ro­om.


    




    

      Mick la­id the ge­ne­ra­tor part on the tab­le and lo­oked up at her. “What are you tal­king abo­ut?”


    




    

      “I can’t find her anyw­he­re. I’ve lo­oked all over. She’s go­ne.”


    




    

      “She can’t be. Whe­re wo­uld she go?”


    




    

      Felicia bit her lo­wer lip. “I don’t know. We’ve got to lo­ok for her.”


    




    

      “She’s aro­und so­mew­he­re. Whe­re did you lo­ok?”


    




    

      “Everywhere. Down he­re, any­way. I didn’t think she’d go back up top af­ter our last en­co­un­ter the­re.” She was al­most unab­le to bre­at­he when an uni­ma­gi­nab­le tho­ught struck her: “Mick, what if she went lo­oking for Jim?”


    




    

      “She wo­uldn’t do that. She knows bet­ter. Jim hasn’t be­en go­ne that long. The­re’s no re­ason for her to worry so much yet. It wo­uld be lu­nacy for her to go out the­re alo­ne. I can’t be­li­eve that.”


    




    

      “I can be­li­eve it. You don’t know how des­pe­ra­te she’s be­en the last day or so to know if he’s sa­fe.”


    




    

      “He’s only be­en go­ne for two days. The­re’s no re­ason for her to flip out yet.”


    




    

      “He told her he wo­uld be back the night he left. When that ca­me and went, she star­ted wor­rying and she was mad as hell. I ha­ve to tell you, I’m wor­ri­ed, too. It’s not li­ke him to pro­mi­se one thing and do anot­her. So­met­hing’s wrong. I fe­el it.”


    




    

      Mick ca­me and sto­od in front of her, lo­oking de­ep in­to wor­ri­ed eyes that we­re swim­ming with uns­hed te­ars.


    




    

      She re­ac­hed up to ca­ress his che­ek and ab­sently stro­ked his mus­tac­he. Her pre­mo­ni­ti­ons we­re re­tur­ning. If Mick had le­ar­ned one thing, it was not to se­cond-gu­ess her when she was li­ke this.


    




    

      “Okay, I’ll go lo­ok up top,” he sa­id. “She’s aro­und he­re so­me-whe­re.” He drew her clo­se to him.


    




    

      Felicia was a wor­ri­er, but her wor­ri­es we­re usu­al­ly well fo­un­ded. Un­li­ke Aman­da, who was mo­re in­de­pen­dent, Fe­li­cia ne­eded com-fort and lo­ve. She so­aked it up li­ke a dry spon­ge. He had al­ways tho­ught that her clo­se­ness with Izzy stem­med from mo­re than the psychic link they had. She ne­eded lo­ve and she ne­eded to exp­ress lo­ve to ot­hers. The yo­ung child was the per­fect me­di­ci­ne for her in this dying world.


    




    

      Mick squ­e­ezed her hand be­fo­re wal­king away. “Go find Griz and tell him to me­et me in the ar­mory. He can go up top with me.”


    




    

      


    




    ***




    

      


    




    

      The sky was over­cast and clo­uds blew swiftly past as a spring wind gus­ted over the mo­un­ta­in. Mick and Griz star­ted the­ir se­arch at the ma­in ga­te­ho­use. If she had left the pro­perty, the­re co­uld be clu­es the­re.


    




    

      The two men sto­od in front of the ga­te­ho­use. Mick lo­oked in­to the dark ro­om thro­ugh the small gla­zed win­dow by the do­or. It was hard to see cle­arly but it lo­oked stab­le. He ope­ned the do­or wi­de. Everyt­hing was as it sho­uld be. Not­hing se­emed dis­tur­bed or out of pla­ce sin­ce the last ti­me he was the­re.


    




    

      Printouts and fax pa­pers still lit­te­red the flo­or. When the sur­fa­ce di­vi­si­on went belly up, the of­fi­cer on duty had aban­do­ned his post in an ap­pa­rent hurry.


    




    

      When Mick step­ped in­si­de, bul­lets rol­led aro­und li­ke lo­ose marb­les un­der his fe­et. Griz held the do­or open whi­le Mick con­duc­ted a cur­sory se­arch of the ro­om, but he fo­und no clu­es.


    




    

      “I don’t know why I’m do­ing this,” Mick mut­te­red. “She’s down the­re so­mew­he­re.” He spi­ked a fin­ger to­ward the gro­und.


    




    

      Mick clo­sed the do­or and wal­ked to the ma­in ga­te. The ga­te didn’t swing open; it slid on a track to the right to al­low ent­ran­ce to, or exit from, the com­po­und. A he­avy cha­in and lock kept it from do­ing so when they we­re in lock­down, which they had be­en in sin­ce they’d be­en the­re.


    




    

      The only ex­cep­ti­on was when Jim left and the ga­te was loc­ked aga­in be­hind him. Mick jer­ked on the he­avy cha­in wit­ho­ut thin­king. The lock fell open. Wit­ho­ut a word, he ran to the gu­ard shack. The­re we­re two known keys to the ga­te. Jim had one with him and the ot­her was kept in the top dra­wer of the desk in the shack.


    




    

      Mick yan­ked open the dra­wer and fo­und not­hing. He rub­bed his fo­re­he­ad to ward off an ap­pro­ac­hing he­adac­he. Aman­da knew abo­ut the key. She was one of the few pe­op­le who did know.


    




    

      “What’s wrong?” Griz as­ked.


    




    

      “We’ve got prob­lems.”
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      Jim led the way as Aman­da, Le­on, and Milly fol­lo­wed. The se­wer smel­led hor­rib­le, but not in the way one wo­uld ex­pect a se­wer to smell. It wasn’t the smell of hu­man fa­eces and uri­ne. It was mo­re akin to an old mil­de­wed co­at and rat drop­pings. It was over­po­we­ring; the smell of am­mo­nia in par­ti­cu­lar bur­ned the­ir nost­rils.


    




    

      They for­ged ahe­ad, fe­eling the­ir way thro­ugh the dark tun­nel lit only by the small flash­light. Jim stop­ped and tur­ned to Aman­da and Le­on. “Shhhh!” He held his fin­ger up to his lips. They sto­od mo­ti­on­less, lis­te­ning.


    




    

      The rust­ling so­und ca­me aga­in. Jim shi­ned the light up­ward. Se­ve­ral rats watc­hed them from a pi­pe over­he­ad. They hunc­hed down, the­ir long sno­uts bent over the pi­pe, whis­kers twitc­hing.


    




    

      Jim shi­ned the light on the walls aro­und them. “How far do you think we’ve co­me?” he whis­pe­red.


    




    

      “I don’t know,” Aman­da sa­id.


    




    

      “About a half a mi­le or so,” Le­on whis­pe­red.


    




    

      “Yeah, that wo­uld be my gu­ess, too,” Jim sa­id.


    




    

      “What’s wrong, Jim?” Aman­da as­ked, mo­ving clo­ser to him.


    




    

      Leon did the sa­me but fa­ced the di­rec­ti­on be­hind them. He sta­red ner­vo­usly in­to the dark­ness.


    




    

      “We ne­ed to find a way out of he­re as so­on as we can,” Jim sa­id. “This may not be a go­od pla­ce to be.”


    




    

      “Worse than up the­re?” Le­on as­ked, pe­ering in­to the dark vo­id. Anot­her so­und start­led him and he jum­ped. “The­re’s not mo­re of tho­se things down he­re, are the­re?”


    




    

      Jim flas­hed the light in that di­rec­ti­on. “I don’t think it’s zom­bi­es.” He gli­ded the light back and forth over the se­wer walls and ce­iling.


    




    

      Amanda grew mo­re ner­vo­us. “Jim, what’s wrong?” she de­man­ded.


    




    

      “Rats!” he his­sed.


    




    

      Then they he­ard it. The so­und was li­ke that of an ap­pro­ac­hing wa­ve, the thrum­ming of hund­reds of run­ning lit­tle fe­et, li­ke so­me-one thrum­ming his or her fin­gers on a bass drum. An­xi­o­us and hungry, scre­ec­hing, “Scre­ech! Squ­e­ak!”


    




    

      The rhythmic so­und grew lo­uder be­hind them as it grew clo­ser.


    




    

      “Ah, man!” Le­on gro­aned. “What’s the de­al with everyt­hing wan­ting to eat us?”


    




    

      Jim grab­bed Aman­da by the hand and yel­led, “RUN!”


    




    

      He pul­led Aman­da along be­hind him as he ran thro­ugh the se­wer tun­nel. Le­on sta­yed clo­se be­hind, tug­ging at Milly’s col­lar whe­ne­ver she stop­ped to growl at the thre­at in the dark­ness be­hind them.


    




    

      He co­uld he­ar the run­ning rats in the dark­ness, even over the so­und of the­ir own stumb­ling fo­ots­teps. He sho­ok off vi­si­ons of tho­usands of them che­wing at him, co­ve­ring his body un­til he col­lap­sed in the tun­nel to be left be­hind, ble­eding, slowly dying as they fil­led the­ir lit­tle bel­li­es with his flesh.


    




    

      How he ha­ted rats! Rats, mi­ce, squ­ir­rels-they we­re all sharp-to­ot­hed, nasty lit­tle ro­dents full of li­ce and crawly things. No, no, no! he tho­ught to him­self as he ran. No, no, no!


    




    

      They ma­de a turn in the dark­ness and Le­on felt a small thud as a rat fell on­to his sho­ul­der from the pi­pe abo­ve. Then a pi­er­cing pa­in when it bit him. He slap­ped it away, sen­ding it to the flo­or. He ran fas­ter. He didn’t think it was pos­sib­le to run any fas­ter, but he did. He ran so fast that he slam­med in­to the backs of Jim and Aman­da, who had co­me to a sud­den stop. The im­pact al­most knoc­ked all three of them to the flo­or.


    




    

      “There!” Jim po­in­ted to the ce­iling. A lad­der hung on the wall that led to a man­ho­le. “When we get up the­re, be pre­pa­red for anyt­hing. We don’t know how many of tho­se things will be han­ging aro­und, so be re­ady to run aga­in.”


    




    

      Leon bre­at­hed he­avily. He wasn’t su­re if he co­uld go anot­her step, much less run aga­in sho­uld they ne­ed to. The so­und of the rats had fa­ded. May­be they had out­run them.


    




    

      “I can’t do it. I can’t ta­ke anot­her step,” Le­on gas­ped.


    




    

      Jim shi­ned the light in the di­rec­ti­on they had co­me from. The­re we­re no rats so they we­re sa­fe for the mo­ment. “Okay, we’ll wa­it he­re for a se­cond and catch our bre­ath. But we can’t stay long.”


    




    

      Amanda sup­por­ted her­self with her hands on her kne­es to re­ga­in strength for anot­her pos­sib­le sprint. “Why are they cha­sing us? Rats don’t eat pe­op­le.”


    




    

      “They do if they’re hungry eno­ugh,” Jim sa­id, watc­hing the tun­nel be­hind them. “And I’d say they’re pretty hungry. The­re’s be­en not­hing for them to eat, no gar­ba­ge left by pe­op­le for two ye­ars. The­re hasn’t even be­en se­wa­ge for them to pick thro­ugh.”


    




    

      “That’s dis­gus­ting!” Le­on sa­id, re­pul­sed. “One of tho­se fo­ul things bit me on the sho­ul­der.” He rub­bed at it. “You don’t think they’re zom­bie rats, do you? That’s not why they’re cha­sing us, is it? Be­ca­use if it is, the­re ain’t no an­ti­bi­otic that’s go­ing to cu­re me.”


    




    

      Jim sho­ok his he­ad. “No, they’re just rats. Hungry rats.”


    




    

      “Well, just the sa­me, it wo­uld be my luck to get the bu­bo­nic pla­gue from tho­se dirty lit­tle bas­tards.”


    




    

      Leon’s ti­ra­de was bro­ken by the soft pat­te­ring of the scur­rying rats so­mew­he­re down the tun­nel as they con­ti­nu­ed the­ir cha­se. In his mind’s eye he saw them, fur mat­ted to mangy hi­des, crow­ding the tun­nel six de­ep on the­ir qu­est for fo­od, the­ir whis­kers twitc­hing in an­ti­ci­pa­ti­on of a me­al. Squ­e­ak, squ­e­ak!


    




    

      Leon fle­xed his jaw, grin­ding his te­eth at the tho­ught.


    




    

      Jim han­ded the flash­light to Aman­da and clim­bed up the lad­der. He lo­oked back at her. “If the rats get too clo­se, climb this lad­der be­hind me and get off the flo­or as far as you can.”


    




    

      “You bet,” Aman­da sa­id.


    




    

      Jim sho­ved his sho­ul­der un­der the man­ho­le lid and pus­hed. It was tight, just li­ke the ot­her one af­ter two ye­ars of neg­lect, but af­ter a few thrusts, it bro­ke free and pop­ped out of the ho­le. He did his best to lay the lid qu­i­etly to the si­de.


    




    

      He stuck his he­ad out and tur­ned aro­und so he co­uld see in all di­rec­ti­ons. To his surp­ri­se, the­re we­re no cre­atu­res in sight. He had co­me up on a si­de stre­et, a re­si­den­ti­al area. It was a ple­asant-lo­oking ne­igh­bor­ho­od in spi­te of the un­kempt yards and pe­eling pa­int.


    




    

      He pe­ered back in­to the ho­le and hus­hed them with a fin­ger to his mo­uth. “Co­me on,” he whis­pe­red, wa­ving them up with a hand.


    




    

      Amanda ca­me up first and Jim hel­ped her out. Le­on clim­bed out next, af­ter pus­hing Milly thro­ugh, and col­lap­sed on the asp­halt be­si­de Jim. They sta­yed si­lent. No one wan­ted to at­tract un­wan­ted at­ten­ti­on. Be­low, the rats no­isily ma­de the­ir way to whe­re the three of them had be­en stan­ding mo­ments ago.


    




    

      Jim put the lid back on the man­ho­le. “We ne­ed a car.”


    




    

      “Good luck with that,” Le­on sa­id. “I had a hell of a ti­me fin­ding one that wo­uld start. All the bat­te­ri­es are de­ad.”


    




    

      “Did you lo­ok in any of the ga­ra­ges of the ho­uses you pas­sed?”


    




    

      “No, I didn’t. I didn’t ha­ve much ti­me to ta­ke that sort of a de­to­ur. I had a ton of zom­bi­es on my ass every step of the way.”


    




    

      “Well, that’s whe­re you’ll find a car that starts. It will ha­ve be­en kept from the ele­ments. So­me of them sho­uld ha­ve go­od bat­te­ri­es.” Jim tur­ned to Aman­da. “Why are you he­re? Has so­met­hing hap­pe­ned at Mo­unt We­at­her?”


    




    

      A ru­eful smi­le ra­ised one cor­ner of her mo­uth. “No. I ca­me lo­ok-


    




    

      ing for you. I was wor­ri­ed, and from the lo­oks of things I had a right to be. What hap­pe­ned to you? You lo­ok li­ke you’ve be­en put thro­ugh the wrin­ger.”


    




    

      “There was no re­ason to be wor­ri­ed. I’m fi­ne. I had a lit­tle run-in.”


    




    

      “A run-in, huh? Well, that’s bet­ter than de­ad.” Aman­da’s re­li­ef was tem­pe­red with ir­ri­ta­ti­on. “I won’t let you do this to me aga­in, Jim. I’m not go­ing to wa­it be­hind whi­le you go on so­me in­sa­ne, dan­ge­ro­us mis­si­on to sa­ve the world. I won’t.”


    




    

      “Okay,” he sig­hed. She was so he­adst­rong.


    




    

      Amanda smi­led, de­ter­mi­ned that she wo­uld rid him of his he­ad-strong ways.


    




    

      They res­ted the­re whi­le Jim scan­ned the area. It had be­en a ni­ce ne­igh­bor­ho­od and many of the ho­uses had at­tac­hed ga­ra­ges. So­me of them we­re li­kely to ha­ve cars in them. If only one wo­uld start.


    




    

      “We’d bet­ter get star­ted,” Jim sa­id. “Ha­ve you eaten, Aman­da?” His ne­ed to pro­tect and ta­ke ca­re of this wo­man was get­ting the best of him.


    




    

      “I’ve got fo­od,” she sa­id, rum­ma­ging thro­ugh her back­pack. “Whe­re’s Matt, Jim?”


    




    

      The sud­den qu­es­ti­on to­ok him by surp­ri­se. In all the tur­mo­il of crash lan­ding the pla­ne, figh­ting off the zom­bi­es, and run­ning from a te­eming army of vo­ra­ci­o­us ro­dents, he had pus­hed it asi­de. He wasn’t pre­pa­red to exp­la­in everyt­hing in de­ta­il yet.


    




    

      “He’s go­ne, Aman­da. So­me men kil­led him be­ca­use of who he was.”


    




    

      “What do you me­an?” she as­ked, han­ding a sand­wich to each of them. She bro­ke hers in half and ga­ve half to Milly.


    




    

      Jim pul­led her to her fe­et. “I’ll exp­la­in it all la­ter. Right now we ne­ed to get out of he­re.”


    




    

      Amanda felt the loss. She knew that ti­me sho­uld be set asi­de to mo­urn, but that was a lu­xury they co­uld not af­ford.


    




    

      She lo­oked at Le­on, who had be­en run­ning by her si­de thro­ugh this li­ving night­ma­re. He had a mas­cu­li­ne lo­ok si­mi­lar to Matt’s, but he was le­aner, less mus­cu­lar. Not as tall, eit­her. Le­on was less than six fe­et tall. Matt was at le­ast six-one, and Le­on’s skin was dar­ker.


    




    

      “I’m Le­on,” he sa­id with a slight smi­le.


    




    

      Amanda tri­ed to smi­le back but fo­und it dif­fi­cult so she simply nod­ded.


    




    

      “We’ll try the­re first,” Jim sa­id, po­in­ting to a lar­ge brick ho­me with a three-car ga­ra­ge. “We’ve got­ta get out of the city be­fo­re dark.” He watc­hed the sun di­sap­pe­ar be­hind a li­ne of tre­es in the west. “If we get stuck he­re af­ter dark with no me­ans of trans­por­ta­ti­on…”


    




    

      The ho­use was still in go­od con­di­ti­on. No win­dows we­re bro­ken and the do­ors we­re each in one pi­ece. Jim wal­ked ac­ross the wrap-aro­und porch and jig­gled the knob on the front do­or. He tur­ned to Aman­da and Le­on. “It’s loc­ked.”


    




    

      He tri­ed a win­dow. When it fa­iled to open, he wal­ked out of sight to the re­ar of the ho­use. Aman­da and Le­on wa­ited an­xi­o­usly at the end of the si­de­walk.


    




    

      In a few mo­ments they he­ard the locks be­ing tur­ned on the front do­or. It ope­ned to re­ve­al Jim stan­ding on the ot­her si­de. They hur­ri­edly mo­ved in­si­de, out of sight.


    




    

      The fo­yer was lar­ge, with hard­wo­od flo­ors and a gi­ant chan­de­li­er that hung from a cat­hed­ral ce­iling. It ope­ned in­to a for­mal li­ving ro­om with a cent­ral­ly-lo­ca­ted fi­rep­la­ce that was open on two si­des. Bo­oks­hel­ves co­ve­red two walls and a thick la­yer of dust co­ve­red the fur­nis­hings and flo­or. The air was damp, with a musty, sta­le odor and a hint of spo­iled me­at.


    




    

      Jim went to the fi­rep­la­ce, pul­led a po­ker from the caddy, then pul­led Aman­da and Le­on to the cen­ter of the ro­om. “Stay he­re,” he told them and wal­ked away.


    




    

      “What’s wrong, Jim?” Aman­da whis­pe­red. “Why do you ne­ed that po­ker?”


    




    

      Jim po­in­ted to the flo­or. “Fo­otp­rints. Not ours.”


    




    

      In the set­tled dust we­re fo­otp­rints that led to a clo­sed do­or at the end of the ro­om. Jim crept to­ward it.


    




    

      “Use yo­ur gun, Jim,” Aman­da sug­ges­ted, lo­oking du­bi­o­usly at the iron po­ker.


    




    

      Leon la­id a rest­ra­ining hand on her sho­ul­der. “It wo­uld be too lo­ud and at­tract un­wan­ted at­ten­ti­on. Just be calm. He’ll be okay.”


    




    

      Jim ope­ned the do­or and drew the po­ker back to stri­ke. It was an empty clo­set. He re­la­xed his grip, puz­zled. He stu­di­ed the fo­ot-prints aga­in. They went to the clo­set but they stop­ped the­re. The dust was dis­tur­bed in front of the do­or, as tho­ugh so­me­one had col­lap­sed on the flo­or.


    




    

      He saw a blo­od sta­ins on the do­or trim clo­se to the knob and ne­ar the flo­or. To his right, the dust was scuf­fed off the flo­or in two tracks, as tho­ugh the per­son no lon­ger lif­ted his or her fe­et to walk. The scuffs went thro­ugh an arc­hed do­or­way and in­to the kitc­hen.


    




    

      Jim fol­lo­wed the tra­il but fo­und not­hing. No mo­re tracks we­re vi­sib­le on the li­no­le­um flo­or.


    




    

      The do­or in the kitc­hen wo­uld cer­ta­inly le­ad to the ga­ra­ge on the si­de of the ho­use. He sen­sed dan­ger so­mew­he­re. The fo­otp­rints lo­oked fresh in the dust, may­be as re­cent as the last month. What-ever had ma­de them was pos­sibly still the­re.


    




    

      Using hand mo­ti­ons, Jim ca­uti­oned the ot­hers to stay whe­re they we­re be­fo­re he ope­ned the do­or. If so­met­hing ca­me at him, he wo­uld ne­ed ro­om to de­al with the dan­ger.


    




    

      Jim drew a de­ep bre­ath, pul­led open the do­or, and ca­me fa­ce to fa­ce with it. Aman­da gas­ped in sud­den surp­ri­se. Milly exp­lo­ded in­to a ra­ge of barks and growls.


    




    

      Grossly de­com­po­sed, it fell for­ward on­to him. Jim pus­hed it away and it fell aga­inst the open do­or, then slid to the flo­or. Its skin was very wrink­led and dark-a man, but not hul­king. It mo­ved at a sna­il’s pa­ce in an at­tempt to re­ga­in its fo­oting. The gho­ul wo­re je­ans, but no shirt.


    




    

      Unlike any of the ot­hers Jim had se­en, this one was purp­le from wa­ist to neck on its left si­de. It had pro­bably be­en lying on its si­de for a pe­ri­od of ti­me and blo­od had po­oled the­re. It func­ti­oned po­orly, even for one of the cre­atu­res.


    




    

      Jim lo­oked in­to the ga­ra­ge for mo­re be­fo­re tur­ning to the pi­ti­ful spe­ci­men on the flo­or. It re­ac­hed out for his shoe and Jim kic­ked its fin­ger­less hand away be­fo­re dri­ving the po­ker in­to its left eye.


    




    

      Amanda tur­ned her he­ad and clo­sed her eyes as Jim rol­led it on­to its belly, fa­ce down.


    




    

      “We ha­ve a mi­ni­van,” Jim sa­id with a cro­oked smi­le. “And if it starts, we ha­ve a ri­de ho­me.”


    




    

      Leon mo­ved clo­ser. “A mi­ni­van so­unds go­od to me. As long as it mo­ves; I don’t ca­re what it is.”


    




    

      Jim ope­ned the do­or and chec­ked for keys. The­re we­re no­ne. He chec­ked the vi­sor and the con­so­le bet­we­en the se­ats. The­re we­re no keys to be fo­und. He tur­ned to Le­on: “Go check the ho­use for keys.


    




    

      Check that stiff’s poc­kets too. Be ca­re­ful. The­re may be mo­re li­ke him in the­re so­mew­he­re.”


    




    

      As Le­on jum­ped all three of the sta­irs le­ading from the ga­ra­ge to the kitc­hen, Milly tag­ged along. When Aman­da at­temp­ted to fol­low, Jim yel­led, “No! Stay he­re. He can hand­le it.”


    




    

      Jim ope­ned the ho­od of the van and pul­led the two caps off the top of the bat­tery. The acid le­vel lo­oked okay. He rep­la­ced the caps and no­ti­ced a small ge­ne­ra­tor un­der a tab­le on the back wall. He be­gan to rum­ma­ge thro­ugh the ga­ra­ge for a char­ger. If the bat­tery was de­ad, that co­uld be a li­fe­sa­ver.


    




    

      He fo­und no­ne.


    




    

      It was ne­arly dark when Le­on re­tur­ned to the ga­ra­ge. “No keys, man. I lo­oked everyw­he­re but I can hot­wi­re it if you ne­ed me to.”


    




    

      Jim grab­bed so­me to­ols that we­re lying on the tab­le and craw­led un­der the dash wit­ho­ut ans­we­ring.


    




    

      “I gu­ess he can do it,” Le­on sa­id to Aman­da.


    




    

      Jim po­un­ded the ste­ering co­lumn se­ve­ral ti­mes un­til the ca­sing bro­ke free. With a screwd­ri­ver and ham­mer, he re­mo­ved the loc­king pin that pre­ven­ted the ste­ering whe­el from mo­ving be­fo­re go­ing to work on the wi­ring. Af­ter a few mo­ments, he ra­ised his he­ad and ga­ve a thumbs-up to Aman­da and Le­on.


    




    

      Jim to­uc­hed the two wi­res to­get­her. They spar­ked and the mo­tor cran­ked. It drag­ged on, ago­ni­zing turn af­ter ago­ni­zing turn, be­fo­re he let the wi­res fall apart and clim­bed in­to the se­at. He rec­li­ned and clo­sed his eyes.


    




    

      They we­re in tro­ub­le.


    




    

      A lo­ud bang on the ga­ra­ge do­or ma­de him le­ap from the van. “They’re he­re!”


    




    

      Another crash aga­inst the do­or. Aman­da bac­ked away from the cen­ter of the ga­ra­ge to the back wall. “We’ve got to do so­met­hing, now!” Le­on shri­eked, pa­nic was­hing over him.


    




    

      Jim fran­ti­cal­ly se­arc­hed the ro­om for anyt­hing that co­uld help them.


    




    

      Darkness smot­he­red them as the last rays of light be­gan to di­sap­pe­ar. “The light! The flash­light!” he yel­led to Aman­da.


    




    

      Amanda pul­led the flash­light from her bag and han­ded it to Jim as anot­her crash sho­ok the ga­ra­ge do­or, then anot­her and anot­her. In­si­de the ho­use, glass shat­te­red on­to the flo­or and Milly be­gan to bark aga­in.


    




    

      Jim pres­sed the but­ton with his thumb and the flash­light’s be­am split the dark­ness. He shi­ned it aro­und un­til it met Le­on’s fa­ce. “Lock that do­or.” He shi­ned the light over to the do­or bet­we­en the kitc­hen and the ga­ra­ge.


    




    

      “What go­od will that do? It locks from the kitc­hen si­de!”


    




    

      “Yeah, but tho­se things don’t know that. It may ta­ke them a whi­le to fi­gu­re it out. It might gi­ve us the ti­me we ne­ed.”


    




    

      “The ti­me we ne­ed for what?” Le­on cri­ed. “Pra­ying?”


    




    

      “To get out of he­re! DO IT!”


    




    

      Leon had ba­rely loc­ked and clo­sed the do­or when a thud rat­tled it. He had be­en too clo­se to one of them when he stuck his hand aro­und the do­or to lock it. He bac­ked away when the re­ali­za­ti­on daw­ned on him.


    




    

      Jim pul­led the ge­ne­ra­tor from un­der the tab­le and chec­ked it for fu­el. It was half full but the gas smel­led sta­le. Ho­ping it wo­uld be go­od eno­ugh to start, he rep­la­ced the cap and slid it clo­ser to the van.


    




    

      “Get me so­met­hing to plug in­to this if it starts,” he told no one in par­ti­cu­lar. “I ne­ed to dra­in so­me of the po­wer this thing ma­kes or it’ll blow the bat­tery sky high.”


    




    

      Jim grab­bed an ex­ten­si­on cord from the tab­le and clip­ped one end off with a kni­fe, then cut the rub­ber co­ating from aro­und the wi­res, ex­po­sing them.


    




    

      Leon fo­und a yel­low light stand with two squ­are lights at­tac­hed on top and drag­ged it to whe­re Jim squ­at­ted, rig­ging the cord. He lo­oked at Aman­da and Le­on, who sto­od over him. Aman­da held the flash­light for him and the fe­ar in both of the­ir eyes was ob­vi­o­us. “God help us,” he sa­id as the po­un­ding aro­und them in­ten­si­fi­ed.


    




    

      He pul­led the start cord hard three ti­mes. Not­hing. Then a tho­ught oc­cur­red to him. He to­ok the flash­light and shi­ned the light aro­und the si­des of the ge­ne­ra­tor, lo­oking for a cho­ke. He fo­und it, and a small pri­me but­ton. He pus­hed in on the but­ton se­ve­ral ti­mes un­til he was con­fi­dent that the fu­el had cir­cu­la­ted tho­ro­ughly, then pul­led the cho­ke and cran­ked it aga­in. It sput­te­red, then fiz­zled out.


    




    

      It was the sign of li­fe he was lo­oking for, and a ray of ho­pe.


    




    

      He pul­led the cord aga­in and the ge­ne­ra­tor sput­te­red to li­fe. The crowd on the ot­her si­de of the ga­ra­ge do­or had grown lar­ger and the­ir re­lent­less ham­me­ring had buck­led one si­de in­ward. Se­ve­ral arms thrust thro­ugh the ope­ning in an at­tempt to grab an­yo­ne ne­arby. It wo­uldn’t be long be­fo­re the who­le do­or ca­me down. The cre­atu­res sen­sed that and in­ten­si­fi­ed the­ir at­tack.


    




    

      Jim plug­ged in the yel­low lights and the ro­om lit up. The gho­uls’ dis­co­lo­red fa­ces co­uld now be se­en pres­sed aga­inst the ga­ra­ge do­or win­dows. The­re we­re many mo­re than they had tho­ught.


    




    

      Jim pic­ked up the ex­ten­si­on cord and plug­ged the go­od end in­to the ge­ne­ra­tor. “Le­on, get in and to­uch tho­se two wi­res to­get­her un­der the dash. I’ll use this to gi­ve it the ext­ra ju­ice it ne­eds. Aman­da, you get in the back of the van and lock the do­ors.”


    




    

      Amanda ope­ned her mo­uth. “Jim-”


    




    

      He cut her off with, “I’ll get in, too, as so­on as it starts.”


    




    

      Amanda grab­bed Milly and re­luc­tantly did as she was told.


    




    

      Leon twis­ted the wi­res to­get­her and the en­gi­ne cran­ked slowly. On the ot­her si­de of the do­or le­ading to the kitc­hen, one of the zom­bi­es fumb­led aro­und with the knob. The pres­su­re of his hand mo­ved the lock to the open po­si­ti­on.


    




    

      Jim to­uc­hed the wi­re to the bat­tery ter­mi­nal just as the kitc­hen do­or ca­me open and gho­uls stag­ge­red in­to the ga­ra­ge.


    




    

      Sparks flew. The bat­tery be­gan to smo­ke but the en­gi­ne tur­ned fas­ter.


    




    

      The cre­atu­res mo­ved to­ward Jim. Ex­ci­ted by the pre­sen­ce of li­ving flesh, they qu­ic­ke­ned the­ir pa­ce. The van en­gi­ne ro­ared to li­fe and the bat­tery exp­lo­ded, sen­ding hot acid spe­wing to­ward Jim’s fa­ce. He tur­ned and most of it splat­te­red ac­ross the si­de of his he­ad; so­me got in­to his eyes.


    




    

      In his blind­ness he felt the cold grip of one of the cre­atu­res as it grab­bed his thro­at. Li­ke light­ning, he sent an up­per­cut to whe­re he tho­ught its chin wo­uld be. His fist cut empty air.


    




    

      The cre­atu­re strug­gled to cont­rol its prey eno­ugh to at­tack on its own. Jim tri­ed to open his eyes but the pa­in from the bur­ning acid in­ten­si­fi­ed. Anot­her gho­ul bit at his sho­ul­der but pul­led away with a hunk of cloth from Jim’s shirt.


    




    

      Realizing the pe­ril he fa­ced, Jim for­ced his eyes open long eno­ugh to see thro­ugh clo­udy te­ars. Three cre­atu­res tug­ged at him as he thras­hed and kic­ked at them. He slung the one at his thro­at to the flo­or and ma­de a dash for the van, jum­ping in on the pas­sen­ger si­de. “Gun it, Le­on! Crash tho­ugh the ga­ra­ge do­or and run right over them!” he sho­uted as he wi­ped his eyes.


    




    

      Leon rev­ved the en­gi­ne and slam­med the ge­ars­hift in­to re­ver­se. The whe­els squ­e­aled as the van ro­ared back­ward and smas­hed in­to the ga­ra­ge do­or, which col­lap­sed in­to a V-sha­pe aro­und the van and bo­un­ced vi­olently over the bo­di­es of the re­ani­ma­ted corp­ses out­si­de. The ne­igh­bor­ho­od had be­co­me po­pu­la­ted with hund­reds of gho­uls who bo­un­ced off the van as it sped back­ward to­ward the ro­ad at the end of the dri­ve­way.


    




    

      Leon didn’t ease up on the gas pe­dal when he slam­med the ge­ar-shift in­to dri­ve and sped away, le­aving the hungry mob be­hind.


    




    

      Amanda to­ok a bot­tle of wa­ter from her back­pack and han­ded it to Jim. He flus­hed his eyes as best he co­uld as Aman­da and Milly set­tled down in the back­se­at.


    




    

      As long as the mo­tor didn’t stop run­ning, they wo­uld be okay. The al­ter­na­tor wo­uld ke­ep the van go­ing, but if it stop­ped run­ning for any re­ason, it wo­uld not start aga­in.


    




    

      Leon dro­ve on, we­aving the van aro­und gho­uls drawn by the com­mo­ti­on. “What now?” he as­ked, his vo­ice crac­king with fe­ar.


    




    

      Jim did his best to see in­to the dark­ness be­yond the he­ad­lights. “Se­ven­te­en. Find Ro­ute Se­ven­te­en. That’ll ta­ke us ho­me.”
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      Chris Smith eased the bo­at clo­ser to the sho­re­li­ne and drop­ped anc­hor a co­up­le of hund­red yards off Smith’s Po­int. He wo­uld ta­ke ti­me to re­fu­el and get so­me rest in the sa­fety of the bay be­fo­re mor­ning.


    




    

      The red gas can was he­avy as he pul­led it from its res­ting pla­ce be­hind whe­re he was se­ated. He set it down in front of him and lo­oked ac­ross the wa­ter in­to the night. His pre­sen­ce had not go­ne un­no­ti­ced by the in­di­ge­no­us po­pu­la­ti­on of Smith’s Po­int. They mo­aned and how­led in the dark­ness. So­me cack­led li­ke hye­nas whi­le ot­hers yel­ped. It was a stran­ge mix of chil­ling so­unds.


    




    

      Chris was not su­re of anyt­hing any­mo­re. His com­ra­des we­re not exactly the type of pe­op­le he wo­uld nor­mal­ly pal aro­und with, but his sur­vi­val was un­li­kely wit­ho­ut them. The mi­li­tia had sa­ved his li­fe a ye­ar be­fo­re and for that he was gra­te­ful. They had fed him and kept him sa­fe ever sin­ce, but he did not subsc­ri­be to the­ir way of thin­king. They we­re eli­tists, born and bred to be shi­ning examp­les of the whi­te ra­ce. At le­ast that’s what they be­li­eved-most of them any­way. To each his own, he tho­ught. Any­way, what did it mat­ter now? Li­ke it or not, they we­re all he had left.


    




    

      The gas flo­wed in­to the tank with a glunk-glunk when Chris held the can over the ope­ning. When the can was empty, he twis­ted the cap back in­to pla­ce.


    




    

      He still wasn’t su­re what he was sup­po­sed to do. May­be he was des­ti­ned to be a spy of so­me sort. Hat­ha­way was al­ways so sec­re­ti­ve and had gi­ven him lit­tle in­for­ma­ti­on to go on. He was to co­me to Smith’s Po­int and check things out first. He was to lo­ok for li­ving pe­op­le and re­port back on his fin­dings to Hat­ha­way via the ra­dio he’d be­en gi­ven.


    




    

      If he fo­und no one ali­ve at Smith’s Po­int, he was to go ac­ross the bay to a string of is­lands and se­arch the­re. At no ti­me was he to tell an­yo­ne who he was or from whe­re he had co­me. He was just a sur­vi­vor out lo­oking for fo­od in the mid­dle of this god­for­sa­ken mess.


    




    

      He didn’t li­ke it but he had no cho­ice. It was true that they had sa­ved his li­fe, but they wo­uld ha­ve no qu­alms abo­ut ta­king it away sho­uld he pro­ve him­self a li­abi­lity.


    




    

      Chris threw the can in­to the back of the bo­at and le­aned back for so­me sle­ep. He clo­sed his eyes and lis­te­ned to the gho­ul-song ec­ho­ing from sho­re. The so­unds re­ver­be­ra­ted thro­ugh his mind as he slept and ma­de for so­me very dis­tur­bing dre­ams.
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      It was ten at night when the mi­ni­van ar­ri­ved at the Mo­unt We­at­her se­cu­rity ga­te. Jim step­ped out of the van and lis­te­ned in­tently to the night. Chir­ping cric­kets we­re mu­sic to his ears. The­re we­re no fo­ot-steps or cri­es from lurc­hing gho­uls to brist­le the ha­ir on the back of his neck. It was a calm, co­ol co­untry night on top of a mo­un­ta­in, away from the rot­ted re­ma­ins of ci­vi­li­za­ti­on.


    




    

      Jim hel­ped Aman­da out of the van. He to­ok the ga­te key from her when she held it out to him and he ran his fin­gers thro­ugh her long dark ha­ir.


    




    

      “The cha­in’s not loc­ked,” she sa­id.


    




    

      He of­fe­red her a warm smi­le. Even if she had not ca­ught his subt­le mes­sa­ge, he had ma­de a si­lent pro­mi­se to ne­ver le­ave her aga­in.


    




    

      Amanda and Le­on fol­lo­wed Jim as he wal­ked to the ga­te and punc­hed in the co­de on the key­pad. He en­te­red each num­ber: eigh­te­en, fif­te­en, thir­te­en, fi­ve, eigh­te­en, fif­te­en. Each ti­me he pres­sed EN­TER be­fo­re go­ing to the next num­ber.


    




    

      A soft chi­me rang in­si­de the gu­ard­ho­use. The lock clic­ked and the ga­te ope­ned.


    




    

      


    




    

      Mick was wal­king to his ro­om to me­et Fe­li­cia when he no­ti­ced the blin­king red light over the in­ter­sec­ti­on of halls le­ading away from the ma­in tho­ro­ugh­fa­re. He stop­ped and sta­red at it, then bol­ted down the hall to Griz’s qu­ar­ters. He po­un­ded on the do­or un­til the burly man ap­pe­ared.


    




    

      “Something’s on the com­po­und gro­unds,” Mick sa­id. “The red light is blin­king.”


    




    

      “Jim?” Griz step­ped back in­to his ro­om and re­tur­ned with two M16 rif­les.


    




    

      “God, I ho­pe so,” Mick sa­id. “Or Aman­da.”


    




    

      


    




    

      Jim en­te­red the se­cond co­de to open the do­or to the lobby area that Fe­li­cia fo­und so the­ra­pe­utic. His hand fo­und the light switch on the wall and the ro­om glo­wed with flo­res­cen­ce. He clo­sed the do­or on­ce Le­on, Aman­da, and the dog we­re sa­fely in­si­de. “Ho­me swe­et ho­me,” he sa­id with a smi­le. He mo­ti­oned them ahe­ad to­ward the ele­va­tor.


    




    

      Five, two, six was the three-di­git co­de to the ele­va­tor and Jim en­te­red it wit­ho­ut tho­ught. The do­or slid open with a swish.


    




    

      They had de­ter­mi­ned the se­cu­rity co­des so­on af­ter they had set­tled in at Mo­unt We­at­her. It had ta­ken so­me do­ing, but even­tu­al­ly they had be­en ab­le to bre­ak many of the co­des to get in­for­ma­ti­on from the comp­lex’s com­pu­ter systems.


    




    

      The ele­va­tor be­gan its ra­pid des­cent and Le­on’s kne­es buck­led. By the ti­me he re­ga­ined his wits and ba­lan­ce, the do­or ope­ned and they we­re on the ma­in le­vel of the un­derg­ro­und, mo­re than three hund­red fe­et be­low the sur­fa­ce. They sto­od fa­ce to fa­ce with Mick and Griz, who had the­ir we­apons ra­ised and re­ady.


    




    

      Mick qu­ickly lo­we­red his we­apon and grin­ned at the wel­co­ming sight of Jim and Aman­da. “Jim! Thank God it’s you!”


    




    

      Jim nod­ded we­arily.


    




    

      Mick’s eyes bla­zed when he lo­oked at Aman­da. “Damn you, girl! You sca­red the hell out of me, te­aring out of he­re li­ke you did. I tho­ught-” He stop­ped mid-sen­ten­ce as his eyes set­tled on Le­on. “Whe­re’s Matt?
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      Chris awo­ke with a start at dawn. He watc­hed a se­agull perc­hed on the front ed­ge of the bo­at un­til it to­ok flight, then wi­ped the crust from his eyes and sat up.


    




    

      The sho­re was vi­sib­le now in the mor­ning mist and it was un­set­tling to see what had be­en ma­king the chil­ling so­unds du­ring the night.


    




    

      A gro­up of ne­arly one hund­red cre­atu­res wa­iled and fla­iled the­ir arms along the wa­ter’s ed­ge. Each ti­me the wa­ves cras­hed to sho­re, they bac­ked away. When the wa­ter re­ce­ded, they mo­ved en mas­se back to the wa­ter’s ed­ge. It was a sur­re­al wa­ter dan­ce dic­ta­ted by the rhythm of the sea.


    




    

      Chris watc­hed them for a whi­le be­fo­re ta­king the map from his poc­ket.


    




    

      Tangier, the so­ut­hern­most of a string of small is­lands in the bay, was the clo­sest is­land to Smith’s Po­int. Smith’s Po­int was a de­par­tu­re po­int to the is­lands and part of the ma­in­land. The­re we­re just too many wal­king de­ad the­re for an­yo­ne to sur­vi­ve.


    




    

      Then aga­in, any of the is­lands wo­uld be a so­und cho­ice to put down ro­ots. On­ce cle­ared of the un­godly in­ha­bi­tants, its iso­la­ti­on wo­uld pro­vi­de a sa­fe and ple­asant exis­ten­ce.


    




    

      Chris re­fol­ded the map and put it back in­to his shirt poc­ket. He watc­hed the cre­atu­res on sho­re for a whi­le lon­ger and de­ci­ded that he wo­uld not in­ves­ti­ga­te Smith’s Po­int.


    




    

      It to­ok abo­ut thirty mi­nu­tes to re­ach Tan­gi­er. The fog sur­ro­un­ding the sho­re­li­ne was much thic­ker than the fog in the ma­in­land.


    




    

      Chris le­aned for­ward and squ­in­ted his eyes to iden­tify a mo­ve­ment he saw thro­ugh the ha­ze. A man ra­ised his arm be­hind his he­ad and then thrust it for­ward. Af­ter a whi­le, he re­pe­ated the ac­ti­on. He was fis­hing. Chris co­uld ma­ke out the rod as he drew clo­ser.


    




    

      Chris eased the en­gi­ne to id­le and slowly chug­ged along the co­ast­li­ne, le­aving the man be­hind. He didn’t want to be­co­me known just yet. He had pro­vi­si­ons in the bo­at to dis­po­se of first. The ra­dio might ra­ise sus­pi­ci­ons. He wo­uld co­me as­ho­re to stash his equ­ip­ment at a pla­ce that wo­uld af­ford him his pri­vacy. He had to ma­ke con­tact with Hat­ha­way so­on.


    




    

      By then he sho­uld be set­tled in and wo­uld know his next co­ur­se of ac­ti­on.
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      Leon jo­ined Jim, Aman­da, Mick, and Fe­li­cia for bre­ak­fast in the ma­in ca­fe­te­ria at dawn. They we­re qu­i­et as they nib­bled at the tas­te­less ra­ti­ons. The ex­ci­te­ment of Jim and Aman­da re­tur­ning sa­fely was sub­du­ed by the news of Matt’s de­ath.


    




    

      Leon was ama­zed by his new sur­ro­un­dings. The Mo­unt We­at­her Un­derg­ro­und was an en­gi­ne­ering mar­vel. It was sa­fe, if drab, with most of the walls pa­in­ted a dull gray. The conc­re­te flo­ors we­re al­re­ady wre­aking ha­voc on his legs and fe­et. The ca­fe­te­ria was brigh­ter, but it re­min­ded him of the scho­ols he’d at­ten­ded in his yo­uth.


    




    

      Most of the sle­eping qu­ar­ters we­re mo­re of the sa­me: Rows of bunk beds li­ned lar­ge ro­oms with me­tal loc­kers for per­so­nal be­lon­gings. Only the hi­erarchy’s qu­ar­ters, me­ant for the Pre­si­dent and his staff, we­re ple­asing but they we­re li­mi­ted in num­ber.


    




    

      Mick pus­hed the pow­de­red eggs on his pla­te in­to a tight pi­le, then scat­te­red them aga­in be­fo­re fi­nal­ly pus­hing the pla­te asi­de. “Card­bo­ard,” he comp­la­ined.


    




    

      The ot­hers lo­oked up from the­ir pla­tes.


    




    

      “This crap tas­tes li­ke card­bo­ard,” Mick exp­la­ined.


    




    

      Jim swal­lo­wed his eggs. “What do you ex­pect? It’s pro­bably two ye­ars old. All of the fo­od is.”


    




    

      “I’m sick of it,” Mick grum­ped. “I’m sick of this pla­ce, too. Sick of the iso­la­ti­on. What’s out the­re, Jim? How bad is it?”


    




    

      Jim put his fork down and pus­hed his own pla­te away. “I tho­ught you we­re re­ady to wa­it this thing out he­re. Wasn’t that yo­ur thin­king only days ago?”


    




    

      Mick shrug­ged.


    




    

      “It’s bad,” Jim told him. “It’s as bad as it’s ever be­en. Tho­se things are everyw­he­re. To be cor­ne­red me­ans de­ath.”


    




    

      “You sa­id the­re we­re pe­op­le on the is­lands,” Mick sa­id, sho­oting a glan­ce at Le­on. “It’s sa­fe the­re, isn’t it?”


    




    

      “Yeah, it’s sa­fe, and the­re are a lot of pe­op­le the­re. If you me­an to sug­gest that we mo­ve the­re, I’d lo­ve to, but I’m not su­re how all the ext­ra mo­uths to fe­ed wo­uld im­pact the­ir fo­od supply.”


    




    

      “It’s an is­land, for Christ’s sa­ke!” Mick sa­id. “We can fish. Be­si­des, our fo­od he­re won’t last fo­re­ver. You sa­id that yo­ur­self. And what if that mi­li­tia finds us?”


    




    

      Jim lo­oked to Le­on for in­put.


    




    

      “I think it wo­uld be fi­ne,” sa­id Le­on, ta­king the hint. “I don’t think sixty pe­op­le will ma­ke much of a dif­fe­ren­ce on how much we get to eat. Li­ke Mick sa­id, you can fish. And we ha­ve plenty of fru­it tre­es. Whe­re the so­il per­mits, we grow gar­dens.” He grin­ned wryly. “Fresh to­ma­to­es,” he te­ased.


    




    

      “Oh my god!” Fe­li­cia cri­ed. “Fresh to­ma­to­es?”


    




    

      Still grin­ning, he sa­id, “Apples, too.”


    




    

      Mick co­uldn’t help but smi­le at the pos­si­bi­li­ti­es. Fresh fo­od, sun-light…It was the chan­ce for a nor­mal li­fe aga­in. “Can we do it sa­fely?”


    




    

      Everyone sta­red at him.


    




    

      “Can we ma­ke the mo­ve sa­fely?” Mick re­pe­ated. “Get out of this ho­le and ha­ve a li­fe?”


    




    

      Jim pon­de­red Mick’s qu­es­ti­on. It wasn’t as tho­ugh he hadn’t al­re­ady gi­ven it so­me tho­ught. “With ti­me to pre­pa­re, I think we can. We ha­ve the we­apons aga­in. The wa­re­ho­use up top has plenty of ar­mo­red ve­hic­les. Everyt­hing we ne­ed is he­re to ma­ke a mo­ve. The­re’s only one prob­lem.


    




    

      “When we get to Smith’s Po­int, we ne­ed to ha­ve a way to get ever­yo­ne qu­ickly ac­ross to the is­lands. The bo­ats anc­ho­red the­re are small and we don’t know how many of them will ac­tu­al­ly mo­ve.


    




    

      The ones that do may not hold all of us and we can’t af­ford to hang aro­und the­re for very long.”


    




    

      Leon ate the last mor­sel from his pla­te. “We ha­ve many bo­ats on the is­lands,” he sa­id, still che­wing. “If we send a party out ahe­ad of the ma­in gro­up, we can get them over to The Po­int and be re­ady. Not a big de­al.”


    




    

      “It is a big de­al,” Jim sa­id. “It’s a big mo­ve. We ne­ed to think this thing thro­ugh first. And we sho­uld talk this over with ever­yo­ne. Let them de­ci­de for them­sel­ves. So­me of them may not want to go.”


    




    

      Sharon Dar­ney ap­pro­ac­hed the­ir tab­le. She ope­ned her lab co­at so the long ta­ils wo­uld hang com­for­tably at her si­des and pul­led up a se­at be­si­de Aman­da. She smi­led at the ot­hers, who only sta­red at her.


    




    

      “Did I miss so­met­hing?” Sha­ron as­ked.


    




    

      Jim sto­od and gat­he­red his tray for dis­po­sal. “Not­hing much. Just so­me talk abo­ut the pos­si­bi­lity of mo­ving to the is­lands.”


    




    

      “The is­lands?” An eyeb­row shot up in surp­ri­se. “When?”


    




    

      “We don’t know. So­on may­be. We’ll see. I’m go­ing to call a me­eting with ever­yo­ne to­mor­row night to dis­cuss it.”


    




    

      “That so­unds go­od,” Sha­ron sa­id. “I ha­ve so much to tell you all. I can do it then.”


    




    

      “What, Sha­ron?” Jim as­ked.


    




    

      Sharon’s eyes twink­led misc­hi­evo­usly. “Everyt­hing.”
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      Felicia tug­ged at the ju­icy red ap­ple un­til it bro­ke free from the branch and bro­ught it to her mo­uth for a bi­te. Just as she was abo­ut to bi­te in­to it, a fa­mi­li­ar vo­ice from be­hind sa­id, “The­re you go aga­in. Are you back on that ve­ge­ta­ri­an kick?”


    




    

      Stunned, Fe­li­cia drop­ped the ap­ple and tur­ned aro­und. “Whe­re ha­ve you be­en?” she cri­ed, thro­wing her arms aro­und her brot­her.


    




    

      “Easy, easy,” he sa­id. “You’re cho­king me.”


    




    

      “Where ha­ve you be­en?” she as­ked aga­in, and pul­led away.


    




    

      Her brot­her smi­led and his sky blue eyes twink­led with la­ugh­ter in the mor­ning sun. “You know.”


    




    

      “No, I don’t know.”


    




    

      “I co­uldn’t just run up he­re. I had things to do first.”


    




    

      “That do­esn’t ma­ke a bit of sen­se,” Fe­li­cia sa­id. “Of co­ur­se you co­uld. It’s so pretty he­re.”


    




    

      Felicia twir­led aro­und in a circ­le, her arms outst­retc­hed. She smi­led and til­ted her fa­ce to the sun. Af­ter se­ve­ral turns she slo­wed to a stop. “Whe­re is ‘he­re’?” she as­ked, re­ali­zing that she was in a stran­ge pla­ce.


    




    

      He to­ok her by the hand. “Co­me on, I’ll show you.”


    




    

      He pul­led her up the hill and thro­ugh the tre­es, in­to the cle­aring whe­re the­ir grand­mot­her’s ho­use sto­od, and Fe­li­cia re­ali­zed whe­re she was. She was dre­aming aga­in. It was surp­ri­singly com­for­ting. She had mis­sed the dre­ams.


    




    

      “You see now?” he as­ked, po­in­ting.


    




    

      Felicia nod­ded and fol­lo­wed him in­si­de.


    




    

      Once in­si­de, she tur­ned to her brot­her-but he was go­ne. She cal­led him but he did not ans­wer.


    




    

      Felicia ran thro­ugh the ho­use se­arc­hing for him, but he was now­he­re to be fo­und. She stop­ped in the li­ving ro­om and watc­hed the fla­mes in the fi­rep­la­ce lick the si­des of the logs pla­ced evenly the­re in rows of three.


    




    

      “Keeps ’em out re­al go­od,” a vo­ice be­hind her sa­id.


    




    

      Felicia tur­ned. “Grand­ma! Whe­re did you co­me from?”


    




    

      “I ca­me from the kitc­hen, child.”


    




    

      Felicia lo­oked back at the fi­re. “Ke­eps who out, Grand­ma?”


    




    

      “The wol­ves, child. Can’t let them in. They’ll ru­in everyt­hing. They’ll get in­to the pantry and eat all the sup­pli­es. Ha­te­ful ani­mals, they are. No com­pas­si­on, you know.”


    




    

      “I know, Grand­ma, but we got rid of the wolf al­re­ady. He didn’t fo­ol us.”


    




    

      Isabelle Smith tur­ned and hob­bled back to the kitc­hen. “One of many, child. You know that. I told you be­fo­re. Don’t you re­mem­ber?”


    




    

      “Yes, I re­mem­ber,” Fe­li­cia sa­id, fol­lo­wing her. “My brot­her was he­re just a mi­nu­te ago but he’s go­ne now. Whe­re did he go?”


    




    

      Isabelle po­ured two cups of tea and pla­ced one in front of Fe­li­cia. “He didn’t go anyw­he­re, child. You bro­ught him he­re and you sent him away.”


    




    

      Felicia to­ok a sip of the tea. It was go­od, swe­ete­ned just the way she li­ked it. “Then whe­re did I send him?”


    




    

      “He has his cross to be­ar, just as Jesus had His, child. You’ve co­me a long way and fo­ught many bat­tles, but the ti­me’s co­ming when everyt­hing will ma­ke sen­se to you. You’ll know the truth and it will set you free.”


    




    

      Felicia to­ok anot­her drink from her cup. When she lo­oked up aga­in, her grand­mot­her was go­ne. Usu­al­ly the dre­am en­ded at this po­int, but not this ti­me. She sat the­re for a whi­le, wa­iting.


    




    

      A scratc­hing ca­me from the front do­or.


    




    

      Felicia crept to the do­or and put her ear clo­se to it. A slight scratc­hing aga­in from the ot­her si­de. She le­aned in clo­ser.


    




    

      “Come,” a vo­ice whis­pe­red.


    




    

      A fo­re­bo­ding fe­eling ra­ced thro­ugh Fe­li­cia’s body as she whip­ped the do­or open wi­de and scre­amed.


    




    

      Her brot­her sto­od at the do­or. Cre­atu­res, too many to co­unt, drag­ged him in­to a wa­iting crowd stan­ding in the dark­ness.


    




    

      “NO!” Fe­li­cia scre­amed as she bol­ted up­right in her bed.
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      The con­fe­ren­ce ro­om be­gan fil­ling with the re­si­dents of Mo­unt We­at­her. They fi­led in and to­ok the­ir se­ats in front of the po­di­um whi­le Jim, Mick, and Sha­ron sto­od at the front of the ro­om and con-ver­sed.


    




    

      Sharon, who was con­fi­dent that she had sol­ved the rid­dle, wo­uld spe­ak first. Af­ter many months of study and de­ad ends, it all ma­de sen­se to her now. It was comp­li­ca­ted but she was pre­pa­red to exp­la­in in simp­le terms to ever­yo­ne.


    




    

      Sharon whe­eled the chalk­bo­ard clo­ser to the po­di­um and then adj­us­ted the mic­rop­ho­ne so she co­uld talk and po­int out her fin­dings on the bo­ard at the sa­me ti­me. The mic­rop­ho­ne squ­e­aled bri­efly as she adj­us­ted it down­ward.


    




    

      Once ever­yo­ne was se­ated, the chat­ter stop­ped and she had the­ir at­ten­ti­on. She cle­ared her thro­at.


    




    

      “I think I’ve sol­ved the rid­dle of the pla­gue,” she sa­id, and the chat­ter re­tur­ned. She wa­ited for it to sub­si­de be­fo­re con­ti­nu­ing.


    




    

      “It’s kind of comp­li­ca­ted so you’ll ha­ve to pay clo­se at­ten­ti­on to un­ders­tand comp­le­tely.”


    




    

      Sharon pic­ked up a pi­ece of chalk and drew ever­yo­ne’s at­ten­ti­on to the chalk­bo­ard, whe­re the­re we­re se­ve­ral dra­wings. To the left was a tad­po­le-sha­ped ima­ge la­be­led “Con­ta­mi­na­ting Vi­rus.” To the right of that we­re three oval-sha­ped ima­ges la­be­led “He­althy Blo­od Cells.”


    




    

      Sharon po­in­ted to the tad­po­le ima­ge: “This sing­le-cel­led or­gan-ism is res­pon­sib­le and was very dif­fi­cult to dis­co­ver. In the hu­man body the­re are ro­ughly one hund­red bil­li­on cells. In a re­ani­ma­te’s body I es­ti­ma­te the­re are ap­pro­xi­ma­tely one mil­li­on of the­se or­gan-isms, ten of the­se cells per one mil­li­on cells ma­king up the body. I’ve al­so co­me to the conc­lu­si­on that we all ha­ve the sa­me num­ber of this par­ti­cu­lar or­ga­nism li­ving in our own bo­di­es. This or­ga­nism alo­ne ca­used the de­ad to walk aga­in.”


    




    

      The ro­om exp­lo­ded. Fe­ar and shock hit the fa­ces of many, whi­le ot­hers pa­led and tur­ned to tho­se next to them.


    




    

      “No, wa­it!” Sha­ron sho­uted, trying to calm them. “The­re’s no re­ason for fe­ar. It won’t af­fect us. Not whi­le we are ali­ve, any­way. Let me exp­la­in.”


    




    

      The ro­om qu­i­eted and she con­ti­nu­ed.


    




    

      “First, let me say that alt­ho­ugh I ha­ve fo­und so­me ans­wers, I don’t know everyt­hing. I don’t know what sud­denly trig­ge­red this dor­mant or­ga­nism to ca­use the de­ad to re­ani­ma­te. With my li­mi­ted fa­ci­li­ti­es and re­so­ur­ces, I simply don’t ha­ve eno­ugh in­for­ma­ti­on to ma­ke that de­ter­mi­na­ti­on. I do be­li­eve, ho­we­ver, that I can exp­la­in it from this po­int for­ward.


    




    

      “The pro­cess is two­fold. One way for the con­di­ti­on to de­ve­lop is at the po­int of de­ath.” Sha­ron po­in­ted back to the tad­po­le dra­wing on the bo­ard: “This is the ori­gi­nal car­ri­er of the di­se­ase and li­ke I sa­id, I be­li­eve we all ha­ve this or­ga­nism hi­ding in our bo­di­es, but it is not de­sig­ned to at­tack its host un­til de­ath. The cell tem­pe­ra­tu­re must drop be­fo­re it can carry out its func­ti­on. On­ce the cell tem­pe­ra­tu­re is aro­und ni­nety deg­re­es or be­low, it will be­gin to mu­ta­te the cells that sur­ro­und it. The­se cells in turn do the sa­me thing in a swift cha­in re­ac­ti­on un­til the en­ti­re body is al­te­red at the cel­lu­lar le­vel. The en­ti­re pro­cess hap­pens very qu­ickly. This I call the As­sa­ult Pha­se. On­ce comp­le­te, the body is rec­har­ged and re­ani­ma­ted.


    




    

      “It is rec­har­ged thro­ugh so­met­hing that hap­pens du­ring this pha­se. Part of the pro­cess of al­te­ring the cells is to add so­met­hing new to them. My study has shown that chlo­rop­lasts, or so­met­hing very si­mi­lar, are ad­ded to each de­ad cell and it’s al­te­red. A chlo­rop­last is the part of a plant cell that al­lows it to gat­her energy from sun­light. It’s so­met­hing you may al­re­ady be fa­mi­li­ar with, cal­led pho­tosynt­he­sis. That is why the hund­red or so cre­atu­res who in­ha­bi­ted this fa­ci­lity we­re inac­ti­ve upon our ar­ri­val.


    




    

      “The pe­op­le he­re we­re kil­led be­lowg­ro­und and ne­ver saw the sun af­ter re­ani­ma­ti­on. The or­ga­nisms we­re ab­le to draw eno­ugh energy from the host bo­di­es to re­ani­ma­te them for only a short pe­ri­od of ti­me. When that energy was ex­ha­us­ted, they re­tur­ned to a sta­te of true de­ath.”


    




    

      Sharon pus­hed the chalk­bo­ard away and re­tur­ned to the po­di­um. She to­ok a sip of wa­ter be­fo­re con­ti­nu­ing. It was dif­fi­cult to exp­la­in the phe­no­me­non in lay­man’s terms and she ne­eded a mo­ment to think.


    




    

      “As ever­yo­ne knows, this is not the only way to get in­fec­ted and be­co­me one of the re­ani­ma­tes af­ter de­ath. A sing­le bi­te that bre­aks the skin is de­adly and will ac­hi­eve the sa­me re­sult in the end. The mo­uths of the­se things are a bre­eding gro­und for bac­te­ria and filth. De­ath oc­curs in a mat­ter of days.


    




    

      “The Ko­mo­do Dra­gon-I’m su­re you all know what a Ko­mo­do Dra­gon is? It’s a lar­ge li­zard that kills its vic­tim with an in­fec­ti­o­us bi­te. Its mo­uth con­ta­ins fo­ur forms of de­adly bac­te­ria that no known an­ti­bi­otics can cu­re. The bac­te­ria ca­uses ma­j­or blo­od po­iso­ning, which re­sults in de­ath in a we­ek if the bit­ten ani­mal gets away. Ko­mo­do Dra­gons are con­fi­ned to a sing­le area of the world and are an en­dan­ge­red spe­ci­es. Re­ani­ma­tes are in every cor­ner of the Earth and we are now the en­dan­ge­red spe­ci­es.”


    




    

      Frank Thomp­son, a bald, portly man in his fif­ti­es, sto­od up. “Whe­re’d this di­se­ase co­me from? I me­an, if you say we all ha­ve this…this thing res­pon­sib­le for the pla­gue in our bo­di­es, why hasn’t it hap­pe­ned be­fo­re now?”


    




    

      Sharon nod­ded tho­ught­ful­ly. “It’s new. I don’t know whe­re it ca­me from.”


    




    

      “How abo­ut spa­ce?” so­me­one in the audi­en­ce yel­led. “May­be it ca­me he­re on a me­te­ori­te or so­met­hing.”


    




    

      Sharon smi­led thinly at the no­ti­on. “I don’t think so. From what I’ve se­en thro­ugh study, the Earth is its po­int of ori­gin. It’s true that it’s dif­fe­rent than anyt­hing we’ve se­en be­fo­re, but it still con­ta­ins the ba­sic ma­ke­up and struc­tu­re of an earth­bo­und or­ga­nism.”


    




    

      Alice John­son sto­od and as­ked, “Why can’t they re­ason li­ke we do? They’re mind­less zom­bi­es, mo­re or less. They se­em to ha­ve no re­col­lec­ti­on of the­ir for­mer li­ves.”


    




    

      “The pe­ri­od of ti­me from de­ath un­til the body is re­ani­ma­ted is now twenty mi­nu­tes or mo­re,” Sha­ron exp­la­ined. “Bra­in da­ma­ge ta­kes pla­ce in less than fo­ur mi­nu­tes. By the ti­me re­ac­ti­va­ti­on oc­curs, the bra­in is da­ma­ged be­yond the abi­lity to re­ason, not to men­ti­on the da­ma­ge ca­used by fe­ver and chan­ges that the cells- inc­lu­ding tho­se in the bra­in-go thro­ugh. They are, in ef­fect, mind-less zom­bi­es.”


    




    

      “Zombies who want to eat us!” anot­her vo­ice cri­ed out.


    




    

      “Yes,” Sha­ron ans­we­red. “I be­li­eve that is a pro­duct of ba­sic ins­tinct-the­ir ins­tinct to rep­ro­du­ce. We, as li­ving be­ings, are not­hing mo­re than a col­lec­ti­on of cells do­ing the­ir best to thri­ve and sur­vi­ve. Evo­lu­ti­on is simply the pro­cess of one-cel­led ani­mals chan­ging the way they in­te­ract with each ot­her to imp­ro­ve the­ir chan­ces for sur­vi­val. Sci­en­ti­fi­cal­ly, our exis­ten­ce co­mes down to that simp­le equ­ati­on. The­se cre­atu­res can­not rep­ro­du­ce thro­ugh se­xu­al con­tact so ins­tinct has gi­ven them an al­ter­na­ti­ve co­ur­se of ac­ti­on: rep­ro­duc­ti­on thro­ugh con­ta­mi­na­ti­on.”


    




    

      Sharon lo­oked back at the chalk­bo­ard. “Of co­ur­se, that is just my hypot­he­sis. We ha­ve no way of kno­wing what mo­ti­va­tes the­se cre­atu­res. It co­uld be so­me la­tent ins­tinct that the vi­rus has re­awa­ke­ned du­ring the pro­cess.”


    




    

      “How long, doc­tor?” Frank blur­ted out. “How long be­fo­re this all ends? Will it ever?”


    




    

      “If you me­an, how long will the di­se­ase be he­re, I don’t know. But on clo­sing, I can tell you one thing. At first, I tho­ught the cre­atu­res and I use that term lo­osely, they’re not hu­man, you know, they don’t func­ti­on as such-wo­uld re­ma­in mo­bi­le for ten ye­ars, may­be mo­re. But re­cent fin­dings sug­gest that the­ir li­fes­pan may be much shor­ter.”


    




    

      “How much shor­ter?” anot­her as­ked.


    




    

      “As I men­ti­oned be­fo­re, sun­light po­wers them. That gi­ves them the­ir energy, not the con­sump­ti­on of flesh. But it’s a do­ub­le-edged sword. It will al­so be the­ir un­do­ing. Even­tu­al­ly, the sun and ot­her ele­ments will ta­ke the­ir toll on the re­ani­ma­tes’ bo­di­es. I think it’s pos­sib­le that we might be se­e­ing the last months of the­ir exis­ten­ce. Hot we­at­her is on the way so we must wa­it and see. That do­esn’t me­an mo­re can’t be pro­du­ced thro­ugh in­fec­ti­on; it’s just that the ones pre­sently wal­king our pla­net are bur­ning out.”


    




    

      The chat­ter com­men­ced aga­in and Sha­ron to­ok the op­por­tu­nity to mo­ve asi­de and gi­ve Jim the po­di­um.


    




    

      Jim smi­led at Sha­ron as he mo­ved to­ward the po­di­um. “Ni­ce work, Doc.”


    




    

      “Nice work, hell,” she smir­ked. “I ha­ve yet to find a cu­re.”


    




    

      Jim le­aned for­ward and sur­ve­yed the crowd. They had be­co­me a fa­mily. Two ye­ars of sur­vi­ving had ma­de it so. In the front row sat Bob De­avers, a far­mer-tur­ned-flo­or-swe­eper (the lat­ter of which was his cho­re at the fa­ci­lity). Be­hind him was Shelly Sa­ge. In her early fif­ti­es, Shelly still pi­ned for her hus­band who was lost in the pla­gue.


    




    

      Several fa­mi­li­es had ma­de it thro­ugh the zom­bie ons­la­ught. One such fa­mily cor­rec­ted the­ir un­ruly child­ren in the back row. Ot­hers ma­de new fa­mi­li­es on­ce they had set­tled in. Bren­da Welch was se­ven months preg­nant. Her new hus­band held her hand as they both watc­hed and wa­ited for him to spe­ak. Jim knew all of the­ir na­mes, but he wasn’t su­re that the next step was right for all of them.


    




    

      “As most of you know,” Jim be­gan, “I just got back from Tan­gi­er Is­land and I’m ple­ased to say that we are not alo­ne. The­re are many mo­re who ha­ve sur­vi­ved this hor­ror.”


    




    

      Applause bro­ke the si­len­ce of the crowd. So­me sto­od and whist­led. Jim wa­ited for them to fully exp­ress the­ir ple­asu­re be­fo­re con­ti­nu­ing.


    




    

      “Tangier Is­land is lo­ca­ted bet­we­en Vir­gi­nia and Mary­land, in the Che­sa­pe­ake Bay, part of a string of in­ha­bi­ted is­lands. The pe­op­le the­re are happy, con­tent, and wo­uld wel­co­me us, sho­uld an­yo­ne want to re­lo­ca­te. The­re’s plenty of fo­od ava­ilab­le by way of the bay. We co­uld fish and do a bit of far­ming, too. The­re are plenty of ho­uses for an­yo­ne who wo­uld li­ke to ta­ke up re­si­dency for a ne­arly-nor­mal li­fe the­re.”


    




    

      A wa­ve of chat­ter swept the gat­he­ring. He ex­pec­ted anot­her ro­und of ap­pla­use at that po­int, but they wa­ited, un­su­re. They had be­en sa­fe whe­re they we­re for mo­re than a ye­ar, but they had all le­ar­ned the hard way that sa­fety in this new world was a ten­ta­ti­ve thing.


    




    

      “I don’t want to worry an­yo­ne,” Jim con­ti­nu­ed, “but the­re’s so­met­hing el­se you all ne­ed to know. I en­co­un­te­red mo­re sur­vi­vors than tho­se at Tan­gi­er Is­land.” Jim glan­ced at Le­on. “I en­co­un­te­red a gro­up of mi­li­tia mem­bers, a par­ti­cu­larly nasty gro­up at that. This mi­li­tia is well ar­med and from what I co­uld gat­her, lar­ge in num­bers. They are so­me of the worst our old ci­vi­li­za­ti­on had to of­fer- ra­cists, mi­li­tants, whi­te sup­re­ma­cists, Na­zis-ho­we­ver you want to ca­te­go­ri­ze them. They we­re on­ce a small part of our world’s po­pu­la­ti­on, but things ha­ve chan­ged.”


    




    

      He scan­ned the ro­om, sub­cons­ci­o­usly ma­king eye con­tact with the mi­no­ri­ti­es on hand. “They are the ones who are res­pon­sib­le for Matt’s de­ath. They shot him in cold blo­od.”


    




    

      There we­re six blacks (not co­un­ting Le­on), two Me­xi­cans, an Asi­an, and a Pa­kis­ta­ni out of sixty-three sur­vi­vors. To the pe­op­le of Mo­unt We­at­her, they we­re part of the fa­mily, but the mi­li­tia wo­uld not see it that way.


    




    

      “They kil­led Matt be­ca­use of the co­lor of his skin. The­ir idea of the New World Or­der is ra­ci­al pu­rity. If you’re not whi­te, they will kill you. I don’t know if they are awa­re of our lit­tle hi­de­away but when they cap­tu­red me, my map fell in­to the­ir hands.”


    




    

      The ro­om erup­ted aga­in. “They know we’re he­re?” Kelly Car­ley cri­ed from the back. “They’re co­ming he­re?”


    




    

      “I don’t know,” Jim ans­we­red. “The map do­esn’t show this pla­ce as my star­ting po­int but it do­es co­me clo­se.”


    




    

      “How clo­se?”


    




    

      “Route Se­ven.”


    




    

      “Jesus Christ, Jim. Are you sa­ying that we aren’t sa­fe he­re any-mo­re?” as­ked Bubby Wright, a short, plump black man known for his past job as the lo­cal we­at­her­man. “Do we ha­ve to ma­ke the mo­ve to the is­lands?”


    




    

      “No, I don’t think so. For one thing, the map al­so shows the ot­her end of my jo­ur­ney, so the is­lands may be un­sa­fe as well.”


    




    

      Jim step­ped out from be­hind the po­di­um to ad­dress them on a mo­re per­so­nal le­vel: “I’m not he­re to tell you that we’ve got to mo­ve aga­in, just to in­form you of our op­ti­ons and our si­tu­ati­on. I don’t think we are in any im­me­di­ate dan­ger. Even if the mi­li­tia sho­uld opt to storm this fa­ci­lity, they will ne­ed to plan ca­re­ful­ly be­fo­re do­ing it, and that me­ans sco­uting the si­te and our num­bers. It wo­uld be dif­fi­cult for them to ga­in ent­ran­ce but eno­ugh of them co­uld. It is my in­ten­ti­on to un­co­ver the­ir plans and ma­ke pre­pa­ra­ti­ons ac­cor­dingly. To pick up and mo­ve at this ti­me wo­uld be pre-ma­tu­re.”


    




    

      Jim lo­oked at the an­xi­o­us fa­ce of Sha­ron Dar­ney. “Doc­tor Dar­ney says the zom­bi­es are bur­ning out, that they may be ne­aring the end of the­ir li­fes­pan. From what I’ve se­en out the­re, that may be true, but we can’t be su­re. We ha­ve to ope­ra­te and ba­se our de­ci­si­ons on what we know, and right now that isn’t much. So li­ke it or not, so­me of us will ha­ve to le­ave the sa­fety of this pla­ce aga­in and go find ans­wers.”


    




    

      He scan­ned the ro­om. Things hadn’t chan­ged all that much. They we­re still the sa­me downt­rod­den re­fu­ge­es from two ye­ars be­fo­re. They we­re bet­ter fed and bet­ter ho­used, but fe­ar still fil­led the­ir he­arts and minds-fe­ar of the unk­nown, of what wa­its be­yond the ste­el do­ors of the un­derg­ro­und. He didn’t see a ro­om full of pe­op­le; he saw a ro­om full of ducks-sit­ting ducks.


    




    

      “Tomorrow mor­ning at ni­ne o’clock, we want all of the men to at­tend a man­da­tory gun class. Sho­uld the ne­ed ari­se, we ne­ed each and every one of you to know yo­ur way aro­und an auto­ma­tic we­apon. Any of you la­di­es who wish to do the sa­me are en­co­ura­ged to do li­ke­wi­se.


    




    

      “The class will be held on the fi­ring ran­ge in C-sec­ti­on. As most of you know, that’s just down the hall from he­re, thro­ugh the do­ub­le do­ors.” Jim lo­oked aro­und the ro­om on­ce mo­re. “That’s it for to­night. Thanks for at­ten­ding.”


    




    

      As the crowd dis­per­sed, so­me nod­ded the­ir thanks to Jim. Kelly Car­ley stop­ped to say to Jim, “I didn’t me­an to in­si­nu­ate that you led them to us, you know? I didn’t me­an that,” she sa­id, worry li­ning her fo­re­he­ad.


    




    

      “I know, Kelly. It’s okay.”


    




    

      “If it we­ren’t for you-” She lo­oked past Jim to Mick. “If it we­ren’t for all of you, we wo­uld all be de­ad now.” She shud­de­red. “De­ad or un­de­ad.”


    




    

      “We’ll be fi­ne. Don’t let it worry you. We’re sa­fe he­re.”
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      Turnout for tar­get prac­ti­ce was bet­ter than Jim had an­ti­ci­pa­ted. Thirty-three pe­op­le ar­ri­ved to bet­ter the­ir fi­re­arm skills. Ten of them we­re wo­men who, to Jim’s surp­ri­se, held the­ir own with most of the men. It was a com­fort to know that so many we­re wil­ling to de­fend the­ir turf.


    




    

      Two ye­ars ear­li­er they had be­en sca­red she­ep wa­iting for a le­ader, unab­le and un­wil­ling to stick the­ir he­ads out in­to the sun-light for fe­ar of the unt­hin­kab­le hor­rors awa­iting them. The sud­den chan­ge in the­se sur­vi­vors did won­ders to ease the ten­si­on that had be­en pul­ling at the back of his neck for the last few days.


    




    

      Members of his te­am we­re wa­iting when he en­te­red the small con­fe­ren­ce cham­ber con­nec­ted to the war ro­om. Griz tag­ged along be­hind and plop­ped down in a se­at.


    




    

      These pe­op­le we­re the he­art and so­ul of the­ir sur­vi­val. They we­re the ones who ris­ked the­ir li­ves and for­ged ahe­ad so that the ot­hers co­uld fol­low. Jim’s worry eased as he sur­ve­yed his com­ra­des. He trus­ted them. He co­uld co­unt on them for anyt­hing. They we­re an imp­res­si­ve gro­up, a col­lec­ti­on of in­tel­li­gent, he­ro­ic, de­ter-mi­ned pe­op­le who we­re un­wil­ling to gi­ve up.


    




    

      Pete Wells che­wed on a pi­ece of jerky as he roc­ked back and forth in his cha­ir clo­se to the rec­tan­gu­lar oak tab­le. Jim no­ti­ced that Pe­te’s ha­ir had gra­yed a gre­at de­al in the past two ye­ars. When they had first met, Pe­te lo­oked much yo­un­ger. Ob­vi­o­usly, this had be­en a dif­fi­cult tran­si­ti­on for him.


    




    

      Pete knew his way aro­und ra­dio equ­ip­ment, but that know­led­ge co­uldn’t help him fully re­pa­ir the com­mu­ni­ca­ti­ons equ­ip­ment at Mo­unt We­at­her, not wit­ho­ut the ne­eded parts. Even­tu­al­ly, they had lost all ca­pa­city for out­si­de con­tact.


    




    

      Pete had spent ho­urs lis­te­ning to the end­less stre­am of pink no­ise spe­wing from the pri­son ra­dio when they we­re ho­led up the­re. Af­ter the mo­ve to Mo­unt We­at­her, he had se­arc­hed for li­ve fe­eds, which, in the end, le­ad to de­ad air. They had fi­nal­ly co­me to the conc­lu­si­on that they might in­de­ed be the only sur­vi­vors-until the sig­nal from Tan­gi­er Is­land.


    




    

      Sandwiched bet­we­en Aman­da and Fe­li­cia, Sha­ron Dar­ney stu­di­ed her no­tes. Mick chat­ted with Le­on. When Jim en­te­red the ro­om, they all tur­ned to fa­ce him, wa­iting for his next mo­ve, his plan.


    




    

      Jim wasn’t su­re he li­ked the idea of so many de­pen­ding on him for so much, not to men­ti­on trus­ting him with the­ir li­ves. He was only hu­man, and be­ing hu­man, he was just as apt to ma­ke er­rors as any one of them. Even Mick, who, in Jim’s opi­ni­on, was every bit as com­pe­tent as him­self, le­aned he­avily on Jim for the fi­nal de­ci­si­on on most mat­ters. He and Mick we­re Cap­ta­in Kirk and Mis­ter Spock, flaw­less in the exe­cu­ti­on of every plan and ab­le to get them out of tro­ub­le, no mat­ter what.


    




    

      Jim pul­led the cha­ir out next to Aman­da. “We’ve tal­ked it over,” he sa­id. “So­me of us will be go­ing back to Tan­gi­er to pa­ve the way for an­yo­ne wan­ting to re­lo­ca­te. I’d li­ke to ta­ke vo­lun­te­ers. No one is re­qu­ired to go, but I’d li­ke to ha­ve Mick, Griz, Aman­da, and, of co­ur­se, Le­on, ma­ke the trip with me. Fe­li­cia, you ne­ed to stay. The­re’s no way I’m go­ing to ta­ke Izzy with us. She’ll ne­ed you he­re. Pe­te, I want you he­re as well, to ke­ep an eye on things.”


    




    

      Pete nod­ded and swal­lo­wed the last of his jerky. “No prob­lem, Jim. I can do that,” he sa­id, che­wing li­ke a cow with a mo­uth­ful of cud. “If that mi­li­tia shows up to ma­ke tro­ub­le, they’ll find mo­re than they bar­ga­ined for.”


    




    

      “No,” Jim sa­id. “If they show up, the­re’ll be no re­sis­tan­ce.”


    




    

      Pete blin­ked. “But you sa­id tho­se pe­op­le we­re dan­ge­ro­us, ra­cist mur­de­rers. They will po­se a de­fi­ni­te dan­ger to so­me of our pe­op­le. Isn’t that why we ha­ve ever­yo­ne le­ar­ning to hand­le a we­apon?”


    




    

      “Yes, it is,” Jim ans­we­red, “but you can bet yo­ur ass that if they co­me he­re to at­tack, they’ll be pre­pa­red. The­re’s no po­int in ris­king all the li­ves down he­re. If they show up, you’re to ta­ke the pe­op­le they wo­uld tar­get to kill up top and eva­cu­ate them to anot­her lo­ca­ti­on. I don’t think they will want to kill us all. They’re lo­oking for a world to ru­le. They’ll want pe­op­le in that world. We’re tra­ining ever­yo­ne to use a we­apon in ca­se I’m wrong. Sho­uld they ne­ed to de­fend them­sel­ves, they’ll know how.”


    




    

      Amanda fo­ught to re­ma­in si­lent but fa­iled: “And what abo­ut the pe­op­le we so tho­ught­les­sly re­lo­ca­te, Jim? What abo­ut them? Whe­re will they go? Whe­re can we ta­ke them to en­su­re the­ir sa­fety?”


    




    

      Jim didn’t li­ke the so­lu­ti­on any mo­re than he fi­gu­red an­yo­ne el­se wo­uld. He didn’t ha­ve all the ans­wers; he wis­hed they un­ders­to­od that.


    




    

      “There’s no ot­her way right now,” he sa­id. “We’ve just got to work as fast as we can to re­medy the si­tu­ati­on. Ho­pe­ful­ly, it won’t co­me to that. If we can get things set­tled qu­ickly, we’ll ha­ve the sup­port of a lot of pe­op­le, but if it do­es co­me to that, Pe­te, tho­se pe­op­le will rely on you to ke­ep them sa­fe. You’ll ne­ed to use one of the ar­mo­red ve­hic­les to get them out of he­re and to Tan­gi­er Is­land. If the mi­li­tia shows up he­re, I think it will be a go­od bet that it will be sa­fer the­re.”
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      Chris Smith co­ve­red the ra­dio and scan­ned the area. He saw a ho­use on stilts clo­se to the be­ach that lo­oked aban­do­ned but li­vab­le. The yel­low, we­at­he­red bo­ard si­ding was lo­ose in spots and a lit­tle wor­se from we­ar in the salt air.


    




    

      The town was just on the ot­her si­de of a knoll of sandy so­il spar­se with grassy ve­ge­ta­ti­on. The knoll wo­uld pro­tect the struc­tu­res on the ot­her si­de in bad we­at­her by ab­sor­bing the im­pact of las­hing wa­ves. The ho­use was a go­od pla­ce to set up his ba­se of ope­ra­ti­ons.


    




    

      Chris wal­ked to­ward town. He wo­uld try to blend in first, ta­ke in every de­ta­il of the in­ha­bi­tants’ da­ily li­ves and de­fen­si­ve ca­pa­bi­li­ti­es. In the back of his mind he ho­ped they we­re too well ar­med to at­tack with any ho­pe for an easy vic­tory. Even if that was true, it may not be eno­ugh to stop Hat­ha­way from car­rying out wha­te­ver plan he had in sto­re for the­se pe­op­le.


    




    

      


    




    

      The mid­day sun war­med his bro­ad sho­ul­ders as he sto­od atop the knoll lo­oking ac­ross the vil­la­ge. A mo­de­ra­te bre­eze blew his blond ha­ir and pel­ted the si­de of his fa­ce with gra­ins of sand. Squ­in­ting to ke­ep the sand out of his eyes, he co­uld he­ar the gent­le ti­de as it lic­ked the sho­re­li­ne be­hind him.


    




    

      A man wor­ked on the ro­of of a ho­use, ham­me­ring away to fix so­me shing­les that had blown lo­ose. Two mo­re ro­de bicyc­les on the pa­ved stre­et. A wo­man sto­od at her front do­or, sha­king a rug; dust par­tic­les flew in every di­rec­ti­on. It was a wel­co­ming sight. It era­sed ye­ars of hor­ror. It was ho­me to the­se pe­op­le.
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      Jim slid the do­ors open and wal­ked in­to the lar­ge wa­re­ho­use as Mick flip­ped the light switch back and forth. “No lights,” he sa­id. Mick lo­oked up at the dar­ke­ned dish lights in the ce­iling.


    




    

      “There’s no po­wer on out he­re,” Jim sa­id. “I gu­ess the­re’s a bre­aker aro­und so­mew­he­re. It’s a go­od idea to find it so we can see what we’ve got in he­re.”


    




    

      Mick se­arc­hed the walls for the bre­aker box. He fo­und it half­way to the back. “Fo­und it, Jim. Re­ady to po­wer it up?”


    




    

      Jim went to the wall switch. “Ye­ah, flip it.”


    




    

      Mick flip­ped the ma­in bre­aker and Jim hit the switch. The lights crack­led as they il­lu­mi­na­ted the lar­ge ro­om. Mick was spel­lbo­und by what he saw.


    




    

      “Don’t pick out anyt­hing,” Jim sa­id. “I’ve al­re­ady de­ci­ded what we ne­ed.”


    




    

      Jim wal­ked thro­ugh the li­ne of ar­mo­red ve­hic­les and Mick fol­lo­wed. They stop­ped in front of a lar­ge gre­en tank-li­ke thing with six whe­els. A lar­ge gun was mo­un­ted on top, with a smal­ler, less me­na­cing mac­hi­ne gun next to it.


    




    

      “This is the one,” Jim sa­id, pat­ting the ang­led front end. “It’s he­avy, fast, and will plow thro­ugh just abo­ut anyt­hing.” He clim­bed up next to the hatch. “It’s cal­led a Grizzly. It’ll go al­most sixty mi­les an ho­ur.” He mo­ved be­hind the big gun. “It’s a fifty ca­li­ber, with two banks of smo­ke gre­na­de disc­har­gers and a di­esel mo­tor pus­hing two hund­red and se­venty-fi­ve hor­se­po­wer. The­re’s eno­ugh ro­om for all of us to fit in­si­de for the ri­de to Tan­gi­er.”


    




    

      “You su­re know yo­ur mi­li­tary trucks, don’t you?” Mick sa­id.


    




    

      “I’ve had so­me ex­pe­ri­en­ce with it,” Jim sa­id, sli­ding down. “It went in­to ser­vi­ce in 1976. It’s still in ser­vi­ce to­day. At le­ast it was.”


    




    

      Mick pat­ted Jim on the back. “It still is, Jim, at le­ast for us. How abo­ut fu­el? Will we ne­ed to ta­ke ext­ra for the trip?”


    




    

      “We sho­uld carry so­me with us. It’ll go a lit­tle over three hund­red mi­les on one tank of fu­el. The ro­und trip is a lit­tle mo­re than that. The­re’s plenty he­re. We ne­ed to fill a few con­ta­iners and strap them on.” Jim wal­ked back to the do­or. “We will es­sen­ti­al­ly only ha­ve one thing to worry abo­ut in this thing: If it conks out, we’re on fo­ot.”


    




    

      Mick ga­ve him a di­sap­pro­ving lo­ok. “Now why’d ya ha­ve to bring that up?”


    




    

      Jim smi­led. “Don’t worry. I’ll gi­ve it a go­od go­ing over be­fo­re we le­ave.”
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      Robert Hat­ha­way was sit­ting un­der a lar­ge oak tree when he saw Jake ap­pro­ac­hing. Ben Colby wo­uld not ta­ke his com­mand, Hat­ha­way tho­ught, shif­ting his at­ten­ti­on from Jake to Ben, who was tal­king to an as­semb­la­ge of men.


    




    

      The ig­no­rant, unin­for­med bas­tard co­uldn’t com­mand a kin­der­gar­ten class, Hat­ha­way tho­ught. He wasn’t fit. He’d had no re­al tra­ining, no re­al com­bat ex­pe­ri­en­ce. If he tho­ught do­ing bat­tle with tho­se rot­ting pi­les of gar­ba­ge was anyt­hing to be pro­ud of, he was wrong. De­ad wrong.


    




    

      “Talk on, you ig­no­rant bas­tard,” Hat­ha­way mumb­led. “They won’t fol­low you.”


    




    

      His jaw ac­hed from grit­ting his te­eth and he ope­ned his mo­uth to re­lax the musc­les.


    




    

      Jake, who now sto­od by his si­de, spit and wi­ped his mo­uth. He ne­ver stra­yed too far from Hat­ha­way. He felt se­cu­re clo­se to him, li­ke Hat­ha­way was an ol­der brot­her or even a fat­her fi­gu­re, even tho­ugh the­re was only an eight-ye­ar dif­fe­ren­ce in the­ir ages.


    




    

      “I’ve got al­most a hund­red men wil­ling to ma­ke the trip, Bobby,” Jake told him.


    




    

      Hathaway sto­od. “I want mo­re. We sho­uld ha­ve no less than twi­ce that to do the job pro­perly.”


    




    

      “It may be to­ugh to get that many, Bobby. A lot of them are pretty pis­sed off at us right now, but the­se men are lo­yal.”


    




    

      “I know they’re mad,” Hat­ha­way sa­id, brus­hing the dirt from his tro­users. “Colby’s be­en trying to stir them up and turn them aga­inst me with his spe­cu­la­ti­ons and li­es.”


    




    

      Jake fol­lo­wed as Hat­ha­way wal­ked down the gra­vel walk to­ward one of the small shel­ters. He watc­hed Colby from the cor­ner of his eye un­til they en­te­red one of the small, pre­vi­o­usly unu­sed rus­tic ca­bins.


    




    

      Hathaway ran a fin­ger thro­ugh the dust on a wo­oden tab­le and scan­ned the dar­ke­ned ro­om. Many of the lar­ger bu­il­dings had go­ne up in fla­mes when the exp­lo­si­on roc­ked the camp. He had not an­ti­ci­pa­ted such dest­ruc­ti­on. How co­uld he ha­ve for­got­ten abo­ut the gas tanks be­si­de Ba­tes’ of­fi­ce? It was an ama­te­urish over­sight.


    




    

      Jake watc­hed Hat­ha­way pa­ce the ro­om. He lo­oked ap­pre­hen­si­ve, af­ra­id even, but that co­uldn’t be, Jake tho­ught. Bobby Hat­ha­way was fe­ar­less. He’s in de­ep tho­ught, that’s all. He’s de­vi­sing a plan of so­me kind, ma­king su­re every de­ta­il is just right. That was it.


    




    

      Hathaway mo­ved to a small win­dow and wi­ped away the la­yers of filth. Out­si­de, Ben Colby was still tal­king to his men, bob­bing his he­ad as he pat­ted one of them on the back. “Tre­ac­he­ro­us,” Hat­ha-way whis­pe­red. “Bu­ild yo­ur al­li­an­ces, we­asel. They can die with you.” He tur­ned to Jake. “Why do they lis­ten to him? He’s not re­al­ly one of us. He’s from the north; he’s not a Fre­edom Figh­ter! Col­le­ge pu­ke, that’s what he is. He knows not­hing. They’re plot­ting aga­inst me; I know it!”


    




    

      Hathaway went to the tab­le and pul­led the map from his poc­ket, the one with the yel­low tra­cings. The one The Man had be­en in pos­ses­si­on of the day he was cap­tu­red. He spre­ad it out ac­ross the tab­le and stu­di­ed it.


    




    

      Jake pre­ten­ded to study the map, too, but he wasn’t su­re what he was se­e­ing, ex­cept lots of li­nes and very small wri­ting. It was con-fu­sing. This was one of the re­asons he was ne­ver pro­mo­ted du­ring his mi­li­tary ser­vi­ce. So­me­ti­mes he just didn’t get it, but he was a go­od sol­di­er. He co­uld carry a pack and he co­uld kill.


    




    

      “Have you de­ci­ded whe­re we’re go­ing yet?” he as­ked.


    




    

      “I’m wa­iting to he­ar from so­me­one be­fo­re I know for su­re,” Hat­ha­way grumb­led. “I’ll ma­ke con­tact with him in two days. I’ll know mo­re then.”


    




    

      “That’s that fel­la’s map that we kil­led on the ship, ain’t it?” Jake sa­id. “Too bad he didn’t tell us so­met­hing be­fo­re he di­ed.”


    




    

      “That man wasn’t go­ing to tell us shit,” Hat­ha­way sa­id. “He had plenty to hi­de, but he wasn’t tal­king, god­dam­ned FE­MA man. I’ll know his sec­rets.”


    




    

      “FEMA man?”


    




    

      Hathaway re­fol­ded the map. “It’s a fe­de­ral or­ga­ni­za­ti­on, one that had way too much po­wer. They’re go­ne now with the rest of tho­se fe­de­ral pi­eces of shit. I just can’t fi­gu­re out what he was do­ing down in Fre­de­ricks­burg. FE­MA He­ad­qu­ar­ters is in Was­hing­ton, D.C. I fi­gu­re that he ca­me from so­me is­land. I’d say he was a ble­eding-he­art, nig­ger-lo­ver out lo­oking for sur­vi­vors. Well, he was ob­vi­o­usly a nig­ger-lo­ver, but that son of a bitch was no ble­eding he­art.” Hat­ha­way sho­ok the fol­ded map in Jake’s fa­ce. “You ke­ep this shit un­der yo­ur hat, sol­di­er. I don’t want an­yo­ne kno­wing anyt­hing abo­ut this.”


    




    

      Suddenly the gna­wing fe­eling Hat­ha­way had strug­gled with for days re­ve­aled its mes­sa­ge to him. Of co­ur­se! The­re was anot­her pla­ce! He re­mem­be­red now. The­re was a FE­MA cen­ter in Vir­gi­nia!


    




    

      He un­fol­ded the map on the tab­le aga­in and sta­red at the yel­low li­ne. The so­ut­hern end stop­ped at a pla­ce cal­led Smith’s Po­int. He was su­re it wasn’t the­re. No, it was in a sec­lu­ded pla­ce, away from ma­j­or po­pu­la­ti­on cen­ters, much mo­re se­cu­re than the Was­hing­ton of­fi­ces.


    




    

      “It’s he­re!” he po­in­ted to the end of the li­ne for Jake to see. “If me­mory ser­ves me, the­re’s a go­vern­ment ba­se of so­me kind right the­re in Blu­emont.”


    




    

      Jake lis­te­ned and stu­di­ed the map as best he co­uld. “That the­re is whe­re the Mo­unt We­at­her sta­ti­on was, on top of Pa­ris Mo­un­ta­in. It’s so­met­hing el­se now.”


    




    

      “How do you know that?”


    




    

      “I’ve be­en by it be­fo­re. It’s right along the ro­ad that go­es over the mo­un­ta­in. I don’t think it’s a we­at­her sta­ti­on any­mo­re, tho­ugh.”


    




    

      “Why’s that?”


    




    

      “Because, the­re’s a lot of bu­il­dings on top of that mo­un­ta­in right the­re in one spot. It lo­oks li­ke a lit­tle town all fen­ced in up the­re. It’s cal­led the ERC or EAC. So­met­hing li­ke that.”


    




    

      “EAC? Emer­gency As­sis­tan­ce Com­mis­si­on?” Hat­ha­way tho­ught for a mo­ment. “So­unds li­ke FE­MA to me.”


    




    

      


    




    

      


    




    [bookmark: BdToc_50]47




    

      


    




    

      “See he­re,” Pe­te sho­wed Jim, “the Grizzly has com­mu­ni­ca­ti­on equ­ip­ment we can use. It’ll be on a mi­li­tary fre­qu­ency.”


    




    

      “I know that but we ha­ve no re­lays or sta­ti­ons to carry the sig­nal. It won’t work.”


    




    

      “Oh, but we do!” Pe­te proc­la­imed. “We still ha­ve the one sa­tel­li­te wor­king. We can bo­un­ce the sig­nal off that. I just ha­ve to aim the dish and find the fre­qu­ency.”


    




    

      “But the equ­ip­ment in the war ro­om isn’t sen­ding.”


    




    

      “I’ll cut thro­ugh the sto­ra­ge do­or with a torch,” Pe­te sa­id. “I’ll get the ne­eded parts and get it go­ing.”


    




    

      Jim wor­ked to strap two fu­el ca­nis­ters to the si­de of the ve­hic­le. “We don’t even know that it’s sto­ra­ge be­hind that do­or for su­re. And even if it is, how do you know it’ll ha­ve what we ne­ed?”


    




    

      “It’s in the war ro­om. We’ve ha­ven’t fo­und the parts anyw­he­re el­se. It has to be. They wo­uldn’t put them­sel­ves in the po­si­ti­on of not ha­ving rep­la­ce­ment parts. Even if it’s not, I’ll strip one of the Griz­zli­es for the parts I ne­ed.”


    




    

      Jim shrug­ged. “If that’ll work, fi­ne. I want the ra­dio wor­king but we le­ave in the mor­ning, re­gard­less. I’ll mo­ve the Grizzly up clo­se to the ga­te so we can get it pro­perly equ­ip­ped.”


    




    

      Pete clim­bed out of the ve­hic­le and wi­ped his gre­asy hands on a rag, then tos­sed it on the flo­or. He stu­di­ed Jim as he fi­nis­hed his task. “Jim, don’t you think you’re rus­hing things a bit? I me­an, this has all hap­pe­ned so fast. May­be if we wa­it a-”


    




    

      “Wait for what?” Jim sa­id. “For tho­se ma­ni­acs to co­me up he­re and for­ce them­sel­ves on us? No, I don’t think so. Be­si­des, we’re not ris­king ever­yo­ne. Only a few of us are go­ing. If all go­es well, we’ll ha­ve a bet­ter li­fe so­on.”


    




    

      “Well, it was a tho­ught. I had to say it, you know,” he sa­id with a grin. “Now I can say I tri­ed to stop you if so­met­hing go­es wrong.”


    




    

      


    




    ***




    

      


    




    

      Amanda did her best to hi­de her an­xi­ety. It wasn’t an­xi­ety, exactly; it was mo­re li­ke ex­ci­te­ment. She was ex­ci­ted to be go­ing with Jim this ti­me.


    




    

      She co­uldn’t help but fe­el the­ir se­arch for a nor­mal li­fe was al­most over. If they ma­de the mo­ve to Tan­gi­er, things wo­uld be dif­fe­rent. They co­uld ac­tu­al­ly li­ve the way pe­op­le we­re me­ant to li­ve, in the day­light, abo­veg­ro­und, and in a ho­me aga­in.


    




    

      Home…How long had it be­en sin­ce the word had he­art, or re­al me­aning? Ho­me was a pla­ce you bu­ilt yo­ur li­fe aro­und. Ho­me was a pla­ce you li­ved with the pe­op­le you lo­ved, a pla­ce full of dre­ams for the fu­tu­re. For so long she had known no such pla­ce. She clo­sed her eyes and da­red to dre­am. It wo­uld be go­od to ha­ve that aga­in.


    




    

      On the one hand, to­mor­row co­uld not co­me fast eno­ugh for her. On the ot­her, it bro­ught dan­ger, may­be even de­ath. “Not to­mor­row,” she whis­pe­red be­fo­re re­ope­ning her eyes. They wo­uld not die to­mor­row.


    




    

      Amanda con­ti­nu­ed stuf­fing a bag with es­sen­ti­als for the­ir jo­ur­ney un­til the zip­per ba­rely clo­sed. She tos­sed it in the pi­le with the ot­hers.


    




    

      Mick en­te­red and pla­ced two mo­re we­apons on the he­ap. They wo­uld be ar­med to the te­eth, mo­re than eno­ugh. Bo­xes of am­mu­ni­ti­on we­re stac­ked with the we­apons and bags.


    




    

      Mick’s ha­ir hung in his eyes and he brus­hed it away as he lo­oked over the stack of guns, ta­king co­unt in his he­ad. Aman­da wal­ked over to the pi­le and pic­ked up a rat­her nasty-lo­oking pis­tol. It was he­avy in her hand. “What is it?” she as­ked, tur­ning it over and ins­pec­ting each si­de.


    




    

      Mick to­ok it from her and pla­ced it back in the pi­le. “Mic­ro Uzi 45ACP. It ta­kes a clip, fully auto­ma­tic. We’re brin­ging six.”


    




    

      Amanda re­ac­hed in­to the pi­le aga­in, this ti­me not for a gun, but for so­met­hing el­se-eye­we­ar, we­ighty with gre­en len­ses. She put the len­ses to her fa­ce. “I’ve ne­ver se­en the­se for re­al be­fo­re. Night vi­si­on, aren’t they?”


    




    

      Mick nod­ded.


    




    

      Amanda pus­hed the but­ton on the si­de and the ap­pa­ra­tus gently hum­med. She sud­denly to­re them from her fa­ce, tur­ned it off, and rub­bed her eyes. Mick to­ok them and re­tur­ned them to the pi­le with the ot­her equ­ip­ment. “Sorry. I sho­uld’ve told you not to turn them on in he­re whi­le you we­re we­aring them.”


    




    

      Amanda squ­in­ted and blin­ked as tho­ugh she’d just be­en ca­ught in a ca­me­ra’s flash. “What was that?”


    




    

      “They ta­ke what lit­tle ava­ilab­le light the­re is at night and mag­nify it. It al­lows you to see in al­most to­tal black­ness. Using them in a lit ro­om isn’t ad­vi­sed,” he sa­id with a la­ugh.


    




    

      “I’ll re­mem­ber that.”


    




    

      


    




    ***




    

      


    




    

      Pete drop­ped the dark co­ver on the wel­ding mask and con­ti­nu­ed to burn away at the do­or’s hin­ges. Sparks dan­ced in every di­rec­ti­on as bits of the me­tal fell to the flo­or in the form of glo­wing red par­tic­les. Jim watc­hed from be­hind, we­aring a mask of his own. He held a lar­ge crow­bar and wa­ited for Pe­te’s sig­nal to try aga­in. The last hin­ge bur­ned thro­ugh and fiz­zled on the flo­or.


    




    

      “Try it now,” Pe­te told him.


    




    

      Jim pla­ced the end of the crow­bar in­to the crack and lo­oked at Pe­te. “What if we open this thing up and the­re’s a hor­de of hungry gho­uls on the ot­her si­de, Pe­te?”


    




    

      “Then we’re fuc­ked.”


    




    

      Jim ap­pli­ed pres­su­re aga­in. The do­or cre­aked, then bro­ke free from its fra­me, han­ging only by the loc­king system on the latch si­de. Jim and Pe­te sta­red in ama­ze­ment.


    




    

      “I’ll be dam­ned,” Jim exc­la­imed, shi­ning his flash­light in­to the ro­om. It was not a sto­ra­ge ro­om as they had pre­vi­o­usly tho­ught. “This is a who­le new sec­ti­on. I won­der whe­re it le­ads.”


    




    

      The do­or ope­ned on­to a cor­ri­dor. Twenty fe­et or so in, the­re we­re two mo­re do­ors, one on the left and one stra­ight ahe­ad. Jim eased him­self in first and pul­led his.44 from its hols­ter. Pe­te fol­lo­wed.


    




    

      They ap­pro­ac­hed the do­or on the left first. Jim tur­ned the knob and the do­or ope­ned in­to a small ro­om. He felt along the wall un­til he fo­und a switch and tur­ned on the light.


    




    

      The ro­om was small, with flo­or-to-ce­iling shel­ves on the left and right. So­me of the shel­ves held loc­ked com­part­ments.


    




    

      Pete rum­ma­ged thro­ugh se­ve­ral con­ta­iners be­fo­re fin­ding what he ne­eded. He held out a cir­cu­it bo­ard and stra­ined to re­ad the small print on the bot­tom ed­ge. “Not the one I ne­ed,” he sa­id and pla­ced it back in the box.


    




    

      “How do you know?” Jim as­ked.


    




    

      Pete con­ti­nu­ed his se­arch. “Be­ca­use that was a mot­her­bo­ard. I ne­ed a fre­qu­ency pro­ces­sing bo­ard if I’m go­ing to get the com­mu­ni­ca­ti­ons wor­king pro­perly. Got it he­re!” he sa­id, hol­ding the pri­zed item high.


    




    

      Jim wal­ked back in­to the hall, Pe­te clo­se be­hind.


    




    

      “What’s be­hind do­or num­ber two?” Jim as­ked, po­in­ting with the.44. “You re­ady to ta­ke a lo­ok-see?”


    




    

      “Might as well.”


    




    

      Jim tur­ned the knob and to his surp­ri­se the do­or ope­ned.


    




    

      This ro­om was qu­ite lar­ge. Di­rectly ahe­ad of them was a lo­ading plat­form. A small blue and whi­te tra­in re­semb­ling a sub­way was par­ked at the plat­form, the Pre­si­den­ti­al emb­lem emb­la­zo­ned on the si­de. “I’ll be dam­ned,” Pe­te sa­id, “so it is true?”


    




    

      Jim mo­ved to the ed­ge of the plat­form and pe­ered down the tracks. “What’s true?”


    




    

      “The ru­mors. This pla­ce was sup­po­sed to be sec­ret, but ever­yo­ne knew it was he­re. One of the ru­mors was that the­re was an un­der-gro­und tun­nel all the way to the Whi­te Ho­use. On­ce we got he­re, I ne­ver saw anyt­hing li­ke that so I fi­gu­red it wasn’t true af­ter all, but he­re it is, big­ger than li­fe.”


    




    

      “You me­an to tell me this thing go­es all the way to Was­hing­ton, D.C.?”


    




    

      “Yep, to the Whi­te Ho­use, ru­mor has it.”


    




    

      “To the Whi­te Ho­use,” Jim mut­te­red. “Are you su­re?”


    




    

      “What’s su­re the­se days?” Pe­te ans­we­red.


    




    

      “It co­uld be of use to us, but I want to know whe­re it go­es, with no do­ubts,” Jim sa­id. “Until we do, weld the do­or shut aga­in. At the very le­ast it may be a go­od es­ca­pe ro­ute if the mi­li­tia finds this pla­ce. I do­ubt it go­es all the way to Was­hing­ton tho­ugh.”
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      Chris Smith wrap­ped the ra­dio in a bur­lap blan­ket and car­ri­ed it in­to the small yel­low ho­use. He pla­ced it on a small stand in the smal­lest bed­ro­om and co­ve­red it with the blan­ket. The ho­use had no elect­ri­city, but that was not a prob­lem. On a re­turn trip to whe­re he had stas­hed his ge­ar, he wo­uld bring back the bat­te­ri­es to po­wer it. The squ­are bat­te­ri­es we­re he­avy, awk­ward things, re­mi­nis­cent of old World War II equ­ip­ment. Hat­ha­way wo­uld be ex­pec­ting him to ma­ke con­tact so­on.


    




    

      Chris wasn’t su­re of Hat­ha­way’s plans. All he knew was what he’d be­en told: He was to blend in and simply re­port what he saw. So far, what he’d se­en we­re pe­op­le li­ving the­ir li­ves as best they co­uld un­der the cir­cums­tan­ces. They we­re re­gu­lar pe­op­le, yo­ung and old, sick and he­althy, black and whi­te, all sha­ring the is­land. A mel­ting pot, it was a tiny per­cen­ta­ge of what had on­ce fil­led the area. Chris was imp­res­sed that they had cle­ared the is­lands of the de­ad thre­at.


    




    

      To the north the­re we­re se­ve­ral ot­her is­lands, all in­ha­bi­ted, so­me much lar­ger than Tan­gi­er. Now sa­fe, the pe­op­le kept a vi­gi­lant eye on the sick and dying.


    




    

      The is­land pro­ved to be self-suf­fi­ci­ent. It was the per­fect pla­ce to start over and wa­it out the apo­calyp­tic rot of ci­vi­li­za­ti­on ac­ross the Bay.


    




    

      Chris sto­od by the win­dow fa­cing east and watc­hed the gent­le wa­ves of the Bay lick the sho­re­li­ne be­hind the ho­use. The sight so­ot­hed his ti­red eyes and had an al­most hypno­tic ef­fect. His vi­si­on blur­red un­til only the blue of the Bay to­uc­hing the blue of the sky fil­led his sight, a soft flow of blue mo­ve­ment.


    




    

      Unwillingly, he re­fo­cu­sed. He didn’t li­ke this mis­si­on. He didn’t li­ke the pos­si­bi­li­ti­es of what might hap­pen sho­uld a well-armed mi­li­tia mo­ve in and ha­ve its way. He was al­so cons­tantly tro­ub­led with worry for his fa­mily, his mot­her and sis­ters. Whe­re we­re they now? Ali­ve? He ho­ped so. It had be­en ye­ars sin­ce he’d se­en them. He had wa­ited too long and then the de­ad ca­me and the­re was no chan­ce to se­ek them out.


    




    

      Instead, the Fre­edom Figh­ters had sa­ved his li­fe and now he was in­deb­ted to them. He was a part of them and the­ir plans.


    




    

      But he was he­re now. He no lon­ger ne­eded the ro­gu­es to sur­vi­ve. He was sa­fe from the mur­der ac­ross the wa­ter, sa­fe as long as the mi­li­tia sta­yed on that si­de of the bay. He knew they’d even­tu­al­ly co­me, tho­ugh, and that wo­uld be his un­do­ing. One day he wo­uld fa­il to li­ve up to the­ir stan­dards be­ca­use he didn’t hold the­ir stan­dards very high. It was just a mat­ter of ti­me. What co­uld he do to pre­vent them from co­ming? He was just one man.


    




    

      Chris left the ho­use on stilts and ma­de his way back to whe­re he’d stas­hed his be­lon­gings. He’d get the bat­te­ri­es for the ra­dio and then ha­ve a bet­ter lo­ok aro­und the is­land. He wo­uld go fis­hing, he tho­ught.


    




    

      He lo­oked ac­ross the wa­ter. The bay was very blue this eve­ning.
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      At fi­ve A.M. the alarm clock rang and Jim Work­man fumb­led in the dark­ness and qu­ickly put an end to the no­ise.


    




    

      Amanda stir­red next to him and he pla­ced his hand on the cur­ve of her hip and pul­led her clo­ser. The res­pon­si­bi­li­ti­es of the day ahe­ad pla­yed thro­ugh his mind as he gently ca­res­sed her. The dan­gers, the steps they wo­uld ne­ed to ta­ke to avo­id them.


    




    

      They we­re abo­ut to em­bark on an un­der­ta­king un­matc­hed sin­ce they’d left the pri­son. It was a ma­j­or mo­ve and they’d go right thro­ugh the he­art of hell to get the­re. Everyt­hing had to be tho­ught thro­ugh, every pos­sib­le con­tin­gency pre­pa­red for if they we­re all to ma­ke it thro­ugh this. A sing­le bad judg­ment wo­uld cost li­ves.


    




    

      He had re­con­si­de­red his de­ci­si­on to ma­ke the mo­ve mo­re than on­ce. Sta­ying was the smar­ter thing to do, a bird in the hand type of thing. They we­re sa­fe at Mo­unt We­at­her, but what wo­uld hap­pen in a ye­ar when the­re was no mo­re fo­od? What wo­uld hap­pen if the mi­li­tia sho­wed up? They’d be on the run aga­in, on­ce aga­in figh­ting to sur­vi­ve.


    




    

      No, the mo­ve was the right thing to do, he re­aso­ned, but that didn’t ma­ke it any easi­er to ac­cept. This wo­uld be the last ti­me, tho­ugh. On­ce on Tan­gi­er, they’d ha­ve a ho­me un­til the world was sa­fe aga­in.


    




    

      Amanda stir­red and rol­led over to­ward him. She kis­sed his neck with soft, hot bre­aths, then mo­ved down to his chest, whe­re she lin­ge­red just long eno­ugh to ma­ke su­re she had his at­ten­ti­on be­fo­re mo­ving on.


    




    

      A mo­an of ple­asu­re ro­se in his thro­at.


    




    

      


    




    ***




    

      


    




    

      Pete ba­rely had ti­me to ins­tall the com­pu­ter bo­ard be­fo­re Jim en­te­red the war ro­om. He grab­bed the unit by the hand­les on each si­de and pus­hed it back in­to its rack mo­unt, then flip­ped on the switch. The re­ado­uts lit up and ma­de three be­eping so­unds be­fo­re set­tling in­to a qu­i­et hum ma­de by the co­oling fan.


    




    

      Pete mo­ved to the cen­ter of the ro­om, to­ok a se­at in front of one of the com­pu­ter scre­ens, and typed in se­ve­ral com­mands. Jim qu­i­etly ob­ser­ved his ac­ti­ons.


    




    

      Pete did a re­set of the system and al­lo­wed the new hard­wa­re to ins­tall. When that was fi­nis­hed, he went to the se­tup scre­en and prog­ram­med it to do a fre­qu­ency se­arch. Num­bers flas­hed end­les­sly on the scre­en as the system se­arc­hed for a sig­nal.


    




    

      Pete tur­ned to Jim. “Is it on?”


    




    

      Jim nod­ded. “Mick’s up the­re now in the Grizzly. He’s ke­ying the mic­rop­ho­ne. If this thing works, you’ll he­ar him.”


    




    

      Pete re­tur­ned his at­ten­ti­on to the scre­en. It had stop­ped scan­ning and sta­tic spe­wed from the spe­akers. A vo­ice was ba­rely audib­le wit­hin the pink no­ise. Jim mo­ved clo­ser. “Is that Mick?”


    




    

      “I don’t think so. That sig­nal is very we­ak. It co­uld be co­ming from anyw­he­re on the pla­net.”


    




    

      “Can’t you ze­ro in on whe­re it’s co­ming from?”


    




    

      Pete stu­di­ed the scre­en. He was go­od with elect­ro­nics but he’d ne­ver used a system li­ke this. He mo­ved the cur­ser to the top of the scre­en and clic­ked se­ve­ral com­mand links be­fo­re fin­ding the LO­CA­TE com­mand. A small box ap­pe­ared that re­ad LO­CA­TING PLE­ASE WA­IT.


    




    

      The cap­ti­on blin­ked. When it stop­ped blin­king, a new cap­ti­on re­ad UNAB­LE TO LO­CA­TE.


    




    

      “It must be too fa­int to lock in on,” Pe­te sa­id.


    




    

      They lis­te­ned a whi­le lon­ger un­til the sig­nal fa­ded and the com­pu­ter auto­ma­ti­cal­ly be­gan scan­ning aga­in, only to stop on a cle­ar sig­nal. “Mick to Ba­se. Do you re­ad?” He then re­pe­ated the mes­sa­ge.


    




    

      Jim pul­led a wal­kie-tal­kie from his belt. “Mick, we’re re­ading you. Stop sen­ding. We’ll see if you can he­ar us.”


    




    

      “Ten-four.”


    




    

      Pete spo­ke in­to the mic­rop­ho­ne at­tac­hed to the con­so­le in front of him. “Mick, this is Pe­te. You get­ting all this? Over.”


    




    

      “Ten-four. Lo­ud and cle­ar. Lo­oks li­ke you did it.”


    




    

      “That’s a big ten-fo­ur. You’re re­ady to go. Over and out.” Pe­te switc­hed off the mic­rop­ho­ne and swi­ve­led his cha­ir aro­und to fa­ce Jim. “Is that cle­ar eno­ugh for you?”


    




    

      Jim nod­ded. “How far will it re­ach?”


    




    

      “Your gu­ess is as go­od as mi­ne. I’m not that fa­mi­li­ar with mi­li­tary ge­ar, but it sho­uld ser­ve you well for yo­ur trip to Tan­gi­er. It’s be­en a whi­le sin­ce I was an en­lis­ted man.”


    




    

      “Yeah, me too.”
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      Chris wal­ked in­to the bar with the bright blue sign over­he­ad and tri­ed to adj­ust his eyes to the dar­ke­ned ro­om. As the ro­om re­ve­aled it­self, he fo­und his way to the bar and to­ok a se­at.


    




    

      A short, scrawny, His­pa­nic man ca­me from the kitc­hen and ram-bled on in his na­ti­ve ton­gue as he pla­ced cle­an wi­ne glas­ses in an over­he­ad rack. Af­ter he hung the last glass he sta­red at Chris, then ra­ised a fin­ger at him: “You are new he­re. I’ve not se­en you be­fo­re. Whe­re are you from?”


    




    

      “That’s right. I just got he­re yes­ter­day,” Chris told him.


    




    

      Julio ma­de his way back to the kitc­hen, stop­ping half­way the­re. He tur­ned to fa­ce Chris. “You want so­met­hing? I get you so­met­hing to drink.”


    




    

      Chris smi­led. “A drink wo­uld be ni­ce. How abo­ut a be­er?”


    




    

      “No be­er.”


    




    

      “Okay, a shot of te­qu­ila, then.”


    




    

      “No te­qu­ila.”


    




    

      “Okay, what do you ha­ve?”


    




    

      “We ha­ve wi­ne.”


    




    

      “Fine. Gi­ve me a char­don­nay.”


    




    

      “No char­don­nay.”


    




    

      “Any kind of wi­ne is fi­ne.”


    




    

      Julio pul­led the cork and po­ured un­til the glass fil­led to the half-way po­int. “Apple wi­ne. All we got.”


    




    

      “It’ll do,” Chris mumb­led, ta­king a sip. The wi­ne was surp­ri­singly go­od and it sho­wed on his fa­ce as he sa­vo­red the fla­vor. “So who’s in char­ge aro­und he­re?”


    




    

      “That wo­uld be me,” Julio ans­we­red.


    




    

      “No, I me­an the is­lands.”


    




    

      “Ahh, that wo­uld be Ca­rolyn Ma­yes. She ma­kes the de­ci­si­ons for the is­lands. It was her hus­band who did it, but he was kil­led shortly af­ter the is­lands we­re ma­de se­cu­re. Sad, sad, so sad. He was a go­od man. He is the one who co­or­di­na­ted the ef­fort.”


    




    

      “What do you ha­ve he­re in the way of pro­tec­ti­on?”


    




    

      “What do you me­an? Pro­tec­ti­on from what? The is­lands are cle­ar of dan­ger.”


    




    

      “Invaders.”


    




    

      Julio la­ug­hed out lo­ud. “Inva­ders? The­re’s no one left to in­va­de us.” He chuck­led on his way back to the kitc­hen.
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      Jim pla­ced the last of the we­apons in the rack and con­nec­ted the buck­les on the straps to se­cu­re them. Mick ma­de su­re the pas­sen­gers we­re in the­ir se­ats and then step­ped out to whe­re Fe­li­cia sto­od with Izzy.


    




    

      Leon grab­bed Milly by the col­lar and ma­de her sit next to him. The dog’s mo­ve­ment ir­ri­ta­ted Griz.


    




    

      “Does that dam­ned dog ha­ve to go with us? It smells.”


    




    

      Leon lo­oked at Griz. “Ha­ve you ta­ken a whiff of yo­ur­self la­tely?”


    




    

      Griz ra­ised his arm, snif­fed, and ma­de a fa­ce. “Well what do you ex­pect? The­re ain’t no Right Gu­ard aro­und any­mo­re.”


    




    

      Felicia’s eyes fil­led and her lip qu­ive­red as Mick ap­pro­ac­hed her. “I want to go, too,” she sa­id.


    




    

      Mick smi­led and wi­ped away the lo­ne te­ar that rol­led down her che­ek. “I’ll be back so­on. Re­mem­ber, it may ta­ke as long as a we­ek. We ha­ve a lot to do on­ce we get the­re. We’ll be ab­le to talk over the ra­dio, but don’t get wor­ri­ed if we lo­se com­mu­ni­ca­ti­on. The­re’s no gu­aran­tee that the ra­di­os will work on­ce we get away from he­re, or that they won’t just stop wor­king, be­ca­use they are held to­get­her with chic­ken wi­re and che­wing gum.”


    




    

      Felicia mo­ped. “I un­ders­tand.”


    




    

      Mick’s at­ten­ti­on was drawn to Izzy, who held out se­ve­ral strings of be­ads. He to­ok them from her, fi­ve neck­la­ces in all, each with an as­sort­ment of co­lo­red be­ads ma­de from shiny plas­tic.


    




    

      Felicia smi­led. “You’re sup­po­sed to we­ar them,” she sa­id.


    




    

      Izzy pul­led Fe­li­cia down to her and whis­pe­red in her ear, stomp-ing her fo­ot to ma­ke her po­int.


    




    

      “She says you are to we­ar them al­ways,” Fe­li­cia sa­id. “Ne­ver ta­ke them off, ever.”


    




    

      Mick sta­red at Izzy in won­der­ment as he put the neck­la­ces on and tuc­ked them in­si­de his shirt.


    




    

      “No!” Izzy sa­id, re­ac­hing up. Mick bent over and Izzy pul­led the be­ads out from be­ne­ath his shirt so they hung fre­ely aro­und his neck. “They ha­ve to be out, li­ke this. It’s im­por­tant, very im­por­tant,” she sa­id, pat­ting them with her hand.


    




    

      “You’d bet­ter do as she says,” Fe­li­cia sa­id.


    




    

      Mick smi­led and lif­ted the child up in his arms. At first he simply sta­red at Izzy, be­wil­de­red.


    




    

      “Don’t worry, Izzy. I will we­ar the be­ads al­ways, out li­ke this.”


    




    

      Izzy smi­led and kis­sed his che­ek.


    




    

      


    




    ***




    

      


    




    

      Jim dro­ve past the spot whe­re he and Matt had cut the tree out of the ro­ad, past the small town of Mars­hall, and then so­uth on to Ro­ute 17. Ex­cept for small vi­ewing slots, the­re we­re no win­dows for the pas­sen­gers to see the de­so­la­te world out­si­de.


    




    

      Creatures dot­ted the lands­ca­pe, but Jim was the only one who co­uld see them. He watc­hed them as they per­for­med the­ir mind­less waltz, the new re­si­dents of a de­ad world.


    




    

      They we­re dar­ker now and mo­re hor­rib­le than be­fo­re. No lon­ger we­re they the gray fa­ces of the re­cently de­ad in bu­si­ness su­its, blue je­ans, or uni­forms. They we­re gro­tes­que, aw­ful things, rot­ting pi­les of blac­ke­ned skin and te­eth prop­ped up by bony car­cas­ses that mo­ved abo­ut with qu­ick jerks and thras­hes. They we­re slack-jawed, sun­ken fa­ces stin­king of de­ath. Wal­king mas­ses of di­se­ase and evil.


    




    

      They we­re still very dan­ge­ro­us, and the­re we­re still too many of them.


    




    

      Mick kept an eye on all the ga­uges as Jim ma­ne­uve­red the mac­hi­ne to avo­id deb­ris in the ro­ad. Tree branc­hes and ro­of shing­les lit­te­red this stretch of high­way no lon­ger re­mo­ved by ro­ad crews and cha­in gangs.


    




    

      This part of the trip wo­uld not ta­ke them in­to he­avily-po­pu­la­ted are­as. Af­ter Fre­de­ricks­burg, the trip wo­uld get pe­ri­lo­us and any-thing co­uld hap­pen.


    




    

      It wo­uld ta­ke mo­re than a flat ti­re to bring the Grizzly to a stop. The six whe­els and all three ax­les we­re ac­ti­ve parts of the dri­ve tra­in; it co­uld easily ope­ra­te on fi­ve, or fo­ur for that mat­ter. This know­led­ge hel­ped to ease Jim’s mind as he did his best to ste­er cle­ar of dan­ger.


    




    

      


    




    

      Leon was happy to be re­tur­ning to the is­lands. He knew they wo­uld wel­co­me Jim and the rest of them with open arms. Fo­od wo­uldn’t be a prob­lem be­ca­use of the bay. Blasé as it might be­co­me, se­afo­od was abun­dant.


    




    

      Milly sat bet­we­en Le­on’s legs and sta­red at Aman­da, who sat on the op­po­si­te si­de. Lit­tle mo­re than me­tal benc­hes bu­ilt in­to the tank-li­ke ve­hic­le, the se­ats ran along each si­de, fa­cing each ot­her. They we­re un­com­for­tab­le and ma­de for a very bumpy ri­de.


    




    

      Leon fid­ge­ted in an ef­fort to get com­for­tab­le. Milly stretc­hed out and fell as­le­ep.
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      The Grizzly mo­ved slowly in­to Smith’s Po­int. The trip had be­en une­vent­ful, a ple­asant chan­ge that su­ited Jim just fi­ne. He had avo­ided Fre­de­ricks­burg by ta­king the high­way to the north, bypas­sing it al­to­get­her. He had be­en temp­ted to ta­ke his pre­vi­o­us ro­ute to see if Matt was the­re, mind­les­sly mil­ling abo­ut, but to­day was not the day for that. He ma­de a si­lent pro­mi­se to his fal­len fri­end: “I won’t for­get. I owe you that.”


    




    

      Jim stop­ped the Grizzly be­fo­re en­te­ring the ga­te to the har­bor. He grab­bed his rif­le and mo­ved to the cen­ter of the pas­sen­ger area, whe­re he pul­led down the loc­king mec­ha­nism in the over­he­ad hatch.


    




    

      “What are you do­ing?” Aman­da as­ked.


    




    

      Jim pus­hed on the hatch. “It’s hard to see what’s out the­re thro­ugh the ports. I wan­na see what we’re up aga­inst be­fo­re we spill out of this thing.”


    




    

      Mick grab­bed his own we­apon and mo­ved to the vi­ewing ports on each si­de and ope­ned all of them. He pe­ered thro­ugh the one on the dri­ver’s si­de, whi­le Griz and Le­on to­ok po­si­ti­ons at the ot­her two.


    




    

      Mick pres­sed his fa­ce aga­inst the small win­dow. It was hard to see at an ang­le, but he did his best. “It’s cle­ar on this si­de, Jim,” he sa­id, and mo­ved away from the port.


    




    

      Jim shot a glan­ce at Le­on, who shrug­ged, then sho­ok his he­ad.


    




    

      Griz watc­hed thro­ugh the port in the re­ar. He bac­ked away from the win­dow and trip­ped over Milly, who squ­e­aled in pa­in as the he­el of his bo­ot ca­me down on her fo­ot.


    




    

      Griz’s he­ad bo­un­ced off the hard flo­or when he went down, but he qu­ickly scramb­led back to his fe­et. “An ass-lo­ad of zom­bi­es!” he cri­ed, po­in­ting to the re­ar.


    




    

      Jim mo­ved to the port and pe­ered out.


    




    

      There we­re two gro­ups, one on each si­de of the ro­ad. They ap­pro­ac­hed from aro­und the cor­ners of bu­il­dings and aban­do­ned cars.


    




    

      “Fifty,” Jim whis­pe­red. “May­be mo­re.” He ran to the dri­ver’s se­at and chec­ked out the si­tu­ati­on out front.


    




    

      “We ne­ed to back off for a whi­le,” Mick sa­id.


    




    

      “Leon, what do­es it ta­ke to clo­se the ga­te?” Jim as­ked.


    




    

      Leon ca­me up and sand­wic­hed in bet­we­en Jim and Mick.


    




    

      “What ga­te?”


    




    

      Jim mo­ved out of the way to gi­ve Le­on a chan­ce to lo­ok thro­ugh the ope­ning.


    




    

      “I ne­ver even no­ti­ced it was the­re,” Le­on sa­id. “If I’d ha­ve known that, I wo­uld’ve…”


    




    

      Jim mo­ved to the hatch and Aman­da grab­bed his arm. “I don’t think you sho­uld be do­ing this. The­re’s too many. We can co­me back la­ter.”


    




    

      Jim gently pul­led her hand from his arm. “I’ll be fi­ne.”


    




    

      Jim flip­ped the hatch and sun­light stre­amed thro­ugh the ope­ning. “Get us thro­ugh the ga­te, Mick!” he sho­uted. He han­ded his rif­le to Aman­da and pul­led him­self thro­ugh the ope­ning. When he re­ac­hed down, she han­ded him the rif­le.


    




    

      Mick mo­ved the ve­hic­le for­ward un­til they we­re twenty fe­et in­si­de the ga­te, then stop­ped. He slung his own we­apon over his sho­ul­der and clim­bed up to jo­in Jim.


    




    

      Jim stuck his he­ad back thro­ugh the ho­le. “If so­met­hing hap­pens, Aman­da, go back to the mo­un­ta­in. Is that un­ders­to­od?”


    




    

      Amanda nod­ded, her eyes fe­ar­ful.


    




    

      The cre­atu­res lum­be­red for­ward, one lar­ge gro­up of lurc­hing, stumb­ling wal­king de­ad that re­eled and swa­yed in uni­son. A gho­ul in front was a hi­de­o­us-lo­oking thing with shred­ded clot­hes and a left leg that was che­wed to the bo­ne from the ank­le to the knee. It fa­vo­red the bo­ne leg as if it was ma­de of wo­od and hob­bled on, de­ter­mi­ned.


    




    

      The rest of the rab­ble hadn’t fa­red much bet­ter. Dar­ker and mo­re frigh­te­ning now due to de­com­po­si­ti­on and ex­po­su­re to the ele­ments, most we­re not­hing mo­re than wal­king ske­le­tons with stretc­hed skin and sun­ken, blac­ke­ned eyes.


    




    

      They sho­uld be easi­er to hand­le now, Jim tho­ught. He lo­oked over his sho­ul­der and then went to work.


    




    

      


    




    

      Entrance to the har­bor was ac­hi­eved via a two-la­ne ro­ad, sur­ro­un­ded by a ten-fo­ot cha­in link fen­ce that se­pa­ra­ted it from a re­si­den­ti­al area. A lar­ge wa­re­ho­use en­ded clo­se to the docks. Six bay do­ors fa­ced the wa­ter, whe­re ship­ments we­re un­lo­aded, sto­red, and la­ter dist­ri­bu­ted.


    




    

      Jim and Mick ra­ced to the two-part ga­te that loc­ked aga­inst the fen­ce. The fen­ce slid back on a track and loc­ked aga­inst the sli­ding por­ti­on. Jim pul­led the left sec­ti­on and mo­ved it out anot­her ten fe­et. Mick did the sa­me with the ot­her si­de un­til six­te­en fe­et of the ga­te area was open, still je­opar­di­zing the­ir sa­fety.


    




    

      Jim pul­led the rus­ted U-sha­ped ho­ok out­ward and swung the ga­te aro­und. Mick fol­lo­wed his le­ad and the two ga­tes clan­ged to­get­her. The lock rat­tled and fell to the gro­und as the ga­te clan­ged shut. Mick pic­ked it up and pla­ced it on the ga­te.


    




    

      “We don’t ha­ve a key to open it,” he sa­id be­fo­re pus­hing down the top to lock it.


    




    

      Jim brus­hed the ha­ir from his eyes. “No big de­al. I can pick it or, if we’re in that big a hurry, the Grizzly will get thro­ugh, loc­ked or not.”


    




    

      Mick pus­hed down on the lock and it clic­ked clo­sed. Jim pul­led two bars ac­ross to sta­bi­li­ze it and loc­ked them in­to pla­ce. They bac­ked away as the slow-mo­ving rab­ble be­gan to paw at the fen­ce.
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      Jim scan­ned the area. No gho­uls ap­pro­ac­hed but se­ve­ral rot­ted corp­ses lit­te­red the gro­und. They didn’t ap­pe­ar to be de­ad by at­tack. No lon­ger func­ti­onal, they simply ran out of energy (or wha­te­ver it was that had kept them go­ing).


    




    

      The cha­in link fen­ce and the wa­re­ho­use sur­ro­un­ded the area of the har­bor whe­re they we­re. With the ga­te now clo­sed it was sa­fe from furt­her oc­cu­pa­ti­on of the de­ad, at le­ast for the ti­me be­ing, even tho­ugh they con­ti­nu­ed to claw and dig at the ga­te.


    




    

      Milly ra­ced to­ward the gho­uls, bar­king fi­er­cely. They tur­ned the­ir at­ten­ti­on on her when she got clo­se and wa­iled the­ir frust­ra­ti­on at not be­ing ab­le to re­ach the obj­ect of the­ir de­si­re.


    




    

      Leon pul­led the dog whist­le from un­der his shirt and blew the si­lent or­der for her to re­turn. The ef­fect was un­mis­ta­kab­le as the gho­uls fran­ti­cal­ly cri­ed out and rat­tled the fen­ce with all the­ir strength, the­ir de­ad eyes now fo­cu­sed on Jim and the ot­hers.


    




    

      “Jesus Christ!” Jim sho­uted, and to­ok the whist­le from Le­on.


    




    

      He lo­oked at the whist­le then at the hor­rid mob. “They can he­ar this thing,” Jim sa­id. “What’s mo­re, they’re at­trac­ted to it, even ri­led by it.”


    




    

      Jim trot­ted away from the gho­uls and blew hard on the whist­le. Just as he ex­pec­ted, every rot­ted fa­ce tur­ned to­ward him, the­ir ra­ge sto­ked on­ce mo­re. They mo­ved down the fen­ce li­ne and clo­ser to him.


    




    

      “Jim, lo­ok out!” Aman­da sho­uted.


    




    

      Jim tur­ned and saw se­ve­ral cre­atu­res mo­ving to­ward him in­si­de the har­bor com­po­und. He poc­ke­ted the whist­le and ran back to the gro­up as Griz ra­ised his we­apon to fi­re.


    




    

      “No!” Jim sa­id. “Use the si­len­cers. No mo­re no­ise.”


    




    

      Mick di­sap­pe­ared in­to the ve­hic­le and re­tur­ned with two pis­tols with si­len­cers at­tac­hed to the bar­rels. He ga­ve one to Jim and kept the ot­her. The strays we­re de­alt with qu­ickly and jo­ined the ot­her car­cas­ses lit­te­ring the gro­und. The­re we­re no ot­hers in­si­de the fen­ce as far as they co­uld tell. Jim ins­pec­ted the area be­fo­re re­la­xing.


    




    

      They fo­und a fi­re de­part­ment ne­ar the wa­re­ho­use, a two-story struc­tu­re with a si­ren in an enc­lo­sed bell to­wer on the ro­of. On the ot­her si­de, a po­li­ce sta­ti­on and a con­ve­ni­en­ce sto­re, both in ru­ins.


    




    

      Jim han­ded the pis­tol to Aman­da. “It lo­oks li­ke we’re okay for now, but we’d bet­ter mo­ve fast. We’re at­trac­ting too much at­ten­ti­on. Mick, you stay with Aman­da and Griz whi­le Le­on and I find a bo­at.”


    




    

      Leon grab­bed a to­ol­kit from the Grizzly and ran with Jim to the docks. Milly fol­lo­wed, mo­re in­te­res­ted in the sa­fety of her mas­ter than yel­ping at the gho­uls at the ga­te.


    




    

      They ran past se­ve­ral bo­ats that we­re eit­her da­ma­ged by storms or in a sta­te of dis­re­pa­ir un­til they ca­me to a blue and whi­te Sting­ray ti­ed to a pi­er. It was clo­se to the fen­ce that ran all the way to the wa­ter. A pe­des­tal se­at was at­tac­hed to the mo­tor co­ver in the re­ar. Jim tri­ed to re­mo­ve it but the po­le was rus­ted in­to pla­ce. He left it the­re and swung open the mo­tor co­ver, which smas­hed in­to the se­ats in the front of the bo­at as it drop­ped.


    




    

      The bat­tery ter­mi­nals we­re co­ve­red with cor­ro­si­on and a gritty whi­te pow­der. Jim spra­yed the pow­der with cle­aner and most of it di­sap­pe­ared. Everyt­hing el­se lo­oked to be in pretty go­od sha­pe. He mo­ved to the cock­pit and be­gan cut­ting wi­res un­der the dash, wor­king qu­ickly.


    




    

      Leon knelt on the deck and watc­hed thro­ugh the winds­hi­eld as Jim held two wi­res inc­hes apart.


    




    

      “Which one is gon­na ca­use this thing not to start, the bat­tery or the old fu­el?” Jim as­ked.


    




    

      Leon crac­ked a grin. “You got­ta ha­ve fa­ith, my fri­end.”


    




    

      Jim to­uc­hed the wi­res to­get­her. The mo­tor sput­te­red and ca­me ali­ve as he twis­ted the wi­res to­get­her.


    




    

      Leon jum­ped in­to the cock­pit as Jim rev­ved the en­gi­ne “See? Ya got­ta ha­ve fa­ith!”
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      The can­vas-co­ve­red per­son­nel car­ri­ers aban­do­ned by the army du­ring the early days of the pla­gue we­re al­most lo­aded with the sup-pli­es Hat­ha­way and his men wo­uld ne­ed. Fi­ve trucks we­re re­qu­ired to trans­port the ni­nety-six men to the­ir des­ti­na­ti­on. The trucks we­re not re­in­for­ced, but the men we­re he­avily ar­med. If all went well, they wo­uld be le­aving in the next two days.


    




    

      Hathaway had ho­ped for mo­re men. Less than one hund­red was cut­ting it clo­se for a job of this mag­ni­tu­de, but that was all he co­uld mus­ter un­der the cir­cums­tan­ces.


    




    

      The camp had split in­to two fac­ti­ons. Ben Colby had pub­licly ac­cu­sed Hat­ha­way of the bom­bing. The­re was no pro­of to sup­port Colby’s ac­cu­sa­ti­on, but so­me­how he had gar­ne­red the sup­port of most of the camp. Things hadn’t wor­ked out the way Hat­ha­way had plan­ned. He’d un­de­res­ti­ma­ted Ben Colby’s de­si­re to ta­ke com­mand and his abi­lity to ac­hi­eve that go­al.


    




    

      Hathaway was chec­king off items from his list when Ben Colby and se­ve­ral men ap­pro­ac­hed. Colby wal­ked with a con­fi­dent swag-ger. He had the num­bers on his si­de.


    




    

      Colby stop­ped a few fe­et short of co­ming fa­ce to fa­ce with Hath-away. He watc­hed the men lo­ading the trucks, then sa­id, “I’m not go­ing to let you ta­ke our sup­pli­es and run out of he­re, Bobby.”


    




    

      Hathaway plan­ted his fe­et and fol­ded his arms ac­ross his chest. “And just what do you plan to do abo­ut it?”


    




    

      “I don’t know what you ha­ve in mind, but I can tell you that it’s not in the gro­up’s best in­te­rest,” Colby sa­id, ta­king a step clo­ser. “The­se sup­pli­es be­long to the for­ce as a who­le, not to a se­lect few.”


    




    

      “These sup­pli­es go whe­re I want them to go. It’s you who’s out of li­ne. You’re the one who cir­cum­ven­ted nor­mal pro­to­col by as­su­ming com­mand he­re.”


    




    

      “I didn’t as­su­me com­mand; you did it to yo­ur­self. You ma­de yo­ur bed and now you don’t want to sle­ep in it. Well, I won’t let you ta­ke tho­se sup­pli­es, or the men.”


    




    

      Hathaway grin­ned. “You ha­ve no pro­of. What gi­ves you the right? The­se are my men and they’ll fol­low me. They re­cog­ni­ze pro­per pro­ce­du­re. Are you wil­ling to ha­ve our pe­op­le sho­ot each ot­her over this? The ca­su­al­ti­es will be high.”


    




    

      Colby sto­od his gro­und. “Are you? They’re yo­ur pe­op­le, too.”


    




    

      “Not any­mo­re. I ha­ve my men. The ot­hers are yo­ur pe­op­le now, aren’t they?” Hat­ha­way stif­fe­ned. “I’ll do it, and so will my men.”


    




    

      Colby se­arc­hed Hat­ha­way’s fa­ce for signs of a bluff. Was it pos­sib­le that he was wil­ling to carry out such thre­ats? His de­ter­mi­na­ti­on was un­mis­ta­kab­le. He was con­vin­ced that he had blown up half the camp al­re­ady. “If you le­ave he­re, you’re out. The­re will be no co­ming back.”


    




    

      Hathaway smi­led. “It’ll be you that’s out of the lo­op on­ce we le­ave.”
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      The no­se of the Sting­ray bum­ped aga­inst the pi­er on Tan­gi­er Is­land. Jim throt­tled down and let the mo­tor sput­ter in­to si­len­ce and Le­on ti­ed the bo­at so the star­bo­ard si­de was aga­inst the pi­er.


    




    

      Amanda step­ped out of the bob­bing bo­at, then tur­ned to help the ot­hers. Jim was the last one out and Aman­da de­eply bre­at­hed in the cle­an sea air. She had be­en loc­ked away for so long she had al­most for­got­ten the fe­eling of fre­edom.


    




    

      A flock of se­agul­ls swo­oped low over the wa­ter, cal­ling ra­uco­usly to each ot­her. One of the gulls to­ok a hard di­ve in­to the bay with a lo­ud splash. Aman­da whip­ped aro­und, pis­tol in hand, her he­art po­un­ding.


    




    

      Jim to­ok the gun from her. “I don’t think you’ll be ne­eding this he­re.”


    




    

      Amanda grab­bed the gun back from Jim. “I’ll be the jud­ge of that.”


    




    

      Leon led them to Julio’s bar first. It was his turn to show them a lit­tle hos­pi­ta­lity and he co­uldn’t think of a bet­ter way to do so than to ha­ve Julio ser­ve them a glass of his ap­ple wi­ne and al­low them a mo­ment to re­lax.


    




    

      Jim re­sis­ted the idea at first. He was al­ways thin­king of what had to be do­ne and how fast he co­uld do it. Aman­da had in­sis­ted, tho­ugh. She, mo­re than an­yo­ne, wan­ted a glass of wi­ne (or two) to adj­ust to her new sur­ro­un­dings.


    




    

      The fi­ve of them en­te­red the dark ro­om and ma­de the­ir way to the bar. Jim to­ok a se­at and the rest fol­lo­wed su­it.


    




    

      Leon smi­led as he wa­ited for Julio to ser­ve them. It was his fa­vo­ri­te pla­ce to be. He’d al­ways li­ked the bars, but this bar wasn’t li­ke tho­se of ye­ars past. Julio’s was mo­re la­id back. The juke­box in the cor­ner was al­ways pla­ying, ne­ver too lo­udly, and only what Julio wan­ted to he­ar.


    




    

      Julio was a Cre­den­ce Cle­ar­wa­ter Re­vi­val fan and that was go­od. Cre­den­ce Cle­ar­wa­ter was one of tho­se gro­ups who­se mu­sic ne­ver fa­iled to ma­ke Le­on want to sing along. It wasn’t flashy and crisp li­ke the new stuff; it had so­ul and he­art. Le­on ap­pre­ci­ated that. He had ne­ver be­en one for the new stuff any­way.


    




    

      Julio fi­nal­ly ma­de it over to them. “I’m thin­king you ma­ke lots of fri­ends, Le­on, but the­se are pe­op­le I’ve not se­en he­re be­fo­re.” He lo­oked at Jim. “Except for you. I re­mem­ber you. You are new to the is­lands.”


    




    

      Leon smi­led. “They su­re are. How abo­ut ho­oking all of them up with a glass of wi­ne?”


    




    

      “For you, I do it,” Julio sa­id.


    




    

      Jim scan­ned the dimly-lit ro­om. Two pe­op­le sat at a high tab­le in front of a small win­dow and sip­ped from the­ir glas­ses and ate crac­ked pe­anuts, let­ting the shells fall to the flo­or. An old man with the ti­ni­est bit of ha­ir on top of his he­ad re­ad an old ma­ga­zi­ne in the cen­ter of the ro­om, aided by the light from a lan­tern. In the sha­dows of a far cor­ner, a yo­ung man sat by him­self.


    




    

      Julio pla­ced the glas­ses in front of them. Mick to­ok the first tas­te and his fa­ce puc­ke­red at the tart fla­vor.


    




    

      Julio no­ti­ced his wrink­led no­se. “That is from my ne­west batch. It’s not as swe­et as the ot­her wi­ne. If you don’t li­ke it, I can-”


    




    

      “No,” Mick sa­id. “It’s fi­ne.” He to­ok anot­her sip. “I’m af­ra­id we don’t ha­ve anyt­hing to gi­ve you for it, tho­ugh.”


    




    

      “That’s not a prob­lem he­re,” Julio sa­id. “Mo­ney’s no go­od any-mo­re.”


    




    

      Mick nod­ded, ta­king in the sur­ro­un­dings. “Is this all you do? Work he­re in this pla­ce and ser­ve pe­op­le wi­ne for free? Why?”


    




    

      Julio smi­led thinly. “Why not?”


    




    

      “He do­es his part,” Le­on ad­ded. “Ever­yo­ne he­re do­es. We see to it that ever­yo­ne has what he or she ne­eds. Julio’s job is vi­tal, may­be the most im­por­tant on the is­land. This pla­ce gi­ves us a chan­ce to un­wind, re­lax.”


    




    

      “What abo­ut the ot­her is­lands? Is it the sa­me the­re?”


    




    

      “More or less.”


    




    

      Jim sto­od and wal­ked over to Le­on. “Who’s in char­ge of the is­lands? We sho­uld be se­e­ing them so­on to pa­ve the way for us to mo­ve the ot­hers who want to co­me.”


    




    

      Leon tho­ught for a mo­ment. The­re we­re se­ve­ral who tho­ught they we­re in char­ge, but when it ca­me down to it, the­re was only one who was. “That wo­uld be Ca­rolyn Ma­yes. She’s the one you want to talk to. Her hus­band’s the one who led the in­va­si­on. I gu­ess you co­uld call it an in­va­si­on. He’s the one who ca­me up with the plan to cle­ar the is­land of dan­ger and eva­cu­ate tho­se who still sur­vi­ved on the ma­in­land to sa­fety he­re. He was kil­led ma­king su­re we all got he­re sa­fely. His wi­fe Ca­rolyn fi­nis­hed the job. She’s a strong wo­man. She’ll help you.”


    




    

      “Is she he­re on Tan­gi­er or on one of the ot­her is­lands?”


    




    

      “She’s he­re. The­re are a lot of pe­op­le he­re on Tan­gi­er. It se­ems ever­yo­ne wan­ted to be on this one. It has a re­al to­urist fe­el to it. You kind of fe­el li­ke you’re on per­ma­nent va­ca­ti­on and that’s a go­od thing, con­si­de­ring what’s ac­ross the bay. Know what I me­an?”


    




    

      Jim nod­ded and went back to his bars­to­ol. He subtly watc­hed the yo­ung man in the cor­ner. He wis­hed he co­uld get a bet­ter lo­ok at him, but his fa­ce was in sha­dow. The­re was so­met­hing he tho­ught he re­cog­ni­zed. He watc­hed from the cor­ner of his eye as he sip­ped his wi­ne. It wasn’t long be­fo­re the yo­ung man sto­od and his fa­ce was re­ve­aled.


    




    

      Jim re­ac­hed over and grab­bed Mick’s arm. “Co­ver my back.”


    




    

      “What?”


    




    

      “We’ve got tro­ub­le. Watch my back.”


    




    

      Mick’s hand went to the grip of his pis­tol. He sto­od up but re­ma­ined at the bar as Jim mo­ved to­ward the man in the cor­ner.


    




    

      Jim stu­di­ed the man for any sign that he may be pre­pa­red to draw a we­apon. “What are you do­ing he­re?” Jim de­man­ded.


    




    

      The qu­es­ti­on start­led the yo­ung man. He step­ped back­ward and stumb­led over the cha­ir be­hind him. On im­pul­se, Jim drew his we­apon and tra­ined it on the man’s he­ad. Mo­uth aga­pe, the man sta­red at the end of Jim’s gun bar­rel.


    




    

      “You know me, don’t you?” Jim de­man­ded. “I know you, too. I saw you on the Ni­mitz.”


    




    

      Chris tri­ed to spe­ak but his thro­at had tigh­te­ned. Only his lips mo­ved.


    




    

      “Where’s Hat­ha­way? Is he he­re, too?”


    




    

      “No,” Chris fi­nal­ly ma­na­ged. “Not yet.”


    




    

      “When?”


    




    

      “I’m not su­re. I’m sup­po­sed to ra­dio him to­mor­row. I don’t even know why I’m he­re.”


    




    

      “I know why you’re he­re,” Jim sa­id. “Who el­se is he­re with you?”


    




    

      “No one. Just me, I swe­ar.”


    




    

      Mick mo­ved clo­se to Jim but kept a vi­gi­lant eye on the ro­om. “What’s go­ing on, Jim? Who is this guy?”


    




    

      “He’s part of the mi­li­tia who kil­led Matt and tri­ed to kill me. I saw him on the airc­raft car­ri­er when I was the­re.”


    




    

      “Why is he he­re?”


    




    

      “That’s ob­vi­o­us. He’s a sco­ut.”


    




    

      Jim held out his hand to Chris. “Gi­ve me yo­ur we­apons. All of them.”


    




    

      Chris re­mo­ved his hols­ter and han­ded it to Jim, then to­ok his hun­ting kni­fe from his poc­ket and tos­sed it at Jim’s fe­et.


    




    

      Jim bent down and pic­ked it up, all the whi­le ma­in­ta­ining eye con­tact.


    




    

      “Where are you sta­ying?”


    




    

      “In a lit­tle ho­use down by the wa­ter,” Chris sa­id.


    




    

      “Is yo­ur ra­dio the­re?”


    




    

      “Yes.”


    




    

      “Good. Ta­ke us the­re.”
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      Chris en­te­red the ho­use first and the ot­hers fol­lo­wed. Jim kept the gun tra­ined on him as they mo­ved thro­ugh the small ho­use. When they got to a bed­ro­om in the back, Chris re­mo­ved a co­ver to re­ve­al the ra­dio equ­ip­ment.


    




    

      “That’s it,” he sa­id, po­in­ting.


    




    

      “Where are yo­ur ot­her we­apons?” Jim as­ked.


    




    

      “There’s a rif­le over the­re.” Chris po­in­ted to a cor­ner of the ro­om.


    




    

      Jim mo­ti­oned for Mick to get the rif­le.


    




    

      Chris wi­ped away the swe­at that had be­aded on his brow. “What now?”


    




    

      Jim po­in­ted to a cha­ir by the bed. “Sit down.”


    




    

      Chris did as he was told. He didn’t want to ma­ke any sud­den mo­ves and get him­self shot. This man was not fo­oling aro­und; he wo­uld sho­ot.


    




    

      “I want you to tell us everyt­hing you know. Why are you he­re? What are yo­ur plans for this is­land?”


    




    

      Chris tho­ught hard. This was a de­fi­ni­te cros­sro­ads for him. He co­uld gi­ve them his na­me, rank, and se­ri­al num­ber li­ke a go­od sol­di­er, which might get him kil­led, or he co­uld tell them what they wan­ted to know. They we­ren’t go­ing to li­ke his ans­wers be­ca­use he had no ans­wers.


    




    

      Hathaway was a dan­ge­ro­us, am­bi­ti­o­us man who wo­uld stop at not­hing to get what he wan­ted, inc­lu­ding kil­ling every last per­son, him­self inc­lu­ded, on this is­land if he felt the ne­ed. Chris pra­yed si­lently for gu­idan­ce-a sign, anyt­hing.


    




    

      “I don’t know anyt­hing ot­her than I was told to co­me he­re to check things out and we’d ma­ke con­tact at a spe­ci­fic ti­me.”


    




    

      “He told you to co­me to Tan­gi­er?”


    




    

      “Not exactly. I was told to go to Smith’s Po­int first. If the­re we­re li­ve pe­op­le the­re, I was to blend in. If not, then I was to co­me he­re, to the is­lands.”


    




    

      “To blend in?”


    




    

      “Yes.”


    




    

      Jim stu­di­ed Chris. He was twenty-fi­ve, may­be twenty-six, but no ol­der than that. “What’s yo­ur na­me?” Jim as­ked.


    




    

      “Christopher Smith.”


    




    

      “How long ha­ve you be­en with the Fre­edom Figh­ters, Chris?”


    




    

      Chris shif­ted in his cha­ir. “Only a whi­le. I didn’t me­et up with them un­til af­ter tho­se things star­ted sho­wing up and everyt­hing went to hell. They sa­ved my li­fe.”


    




    

      “So you felt it ne­ces­sary to sha­re in the­ir dirty de­eds in re­turn for them sa­ving you?”


    




    

      “Yes…I me­an, no! The­re we­re no dirty de­eds that I was awa­re of, at le­ast not that I saw. Yes, I saw you on the Ni­mitz but I didn’t know anyt­hing abo­ut you ot­her than you we­re a pri­so­ner.”


    




    

      “But you had to know what they stand for.”


    




    

      “Now how the hell wo­uld I know that? I knew they we­re mi­li­tia-men. But be­ing a mi­li­ti­aman do­esn’t ne­ces­sa­rily ma­ke you bad. This co­untry was fre­ed from Eng­land’s tyranny with the help of mi­li­ti­as. For all I knew they we­re the only ones left ali­ve. I didn’t ha­ve much of a cho­ice.”


    




    

      Maybe the boy wasn’t privy to Hat­ha­way’s plans af­ter all, Jim tho­ught. It did se­em un­li­kely that ever­yo­ne as­so­ci­ated with the mi­li­tia wo­uld sha­re Hat­ha­way’s vi­ews and hat­reds, es­pe­ci­al­ly if they we­re ma­de up of pla­gue sur­vi­vors. Still, he was he­re, spying for him.


    




    

      Jim hols­te­red his we­apon. “Whe­re are you from?”


    




    

      “From the mo­un­ta­ins, a lit­tle pla­ce cal­led Brown­town. It’s in the She­nan­do­ah Val­ley.”


    




    

      The re­ac­ti­on was un­mis­ta­kab­le. Chris saw re­cog­ni­ti­on in the­ir fa­ces. “You know whe­re it is?”


    




    

      “What did you say yo­ur last na­me was aga­in?” Jim as­ked.


    




    

      “Smith. Why?”


    




    

      “Felicia’s last na­me is Smith,” Jim told Mick.


    




    

      Mick ca­me clo­ser. “And she grew up in Brown­town,” he ad­ded, lo­oking at Chris. “You’re not that Chris?”


    




    

      Chris snap­ped to his fe­et and Jim’s hand tigh­te­ned on his we­apon.


    




    

      “My sis­ter’s na­me is Fe­li­cia! Do you know her? Is she ali­ve? Will you ta­ke me to her?” Chris de­man­ded; his qu­es­ti­ons ca­me fast, one af­ter the ot­her.


    




    

      “Wait a mi­nu­te. Slow down he­re,” Jim ca­uti­oned. “This co­uld be a trick.”


    




    

      Chris be­ca­me fran­tic. “No! I’m not lying. My sis­ter’s na­me is Fe­li­cia. I al­so ha­ve anot­her sis­ter. Her na­me is Re­bec­ca. We call her Becky. Do you know her, too? My mot­her…is she okay?”


    




    

      “Felicia is okay,” Mick sa­id. “She’s be­en with us thro­ug­ho­ut this night­ma­re. We don’t know abo­ut yo­ur mot­her or sis­ter.”


    




    

      “Where is she? Is she he­re? Can I see her?”


    




    

      Jim pus­hed Chris back in­to his cha­ir. “She’s not he­re, but you’ll see her so­on, as­su­ming you’re tel­ling the truth. This se­ems li­ke qu­ite the co­in­ci­den­ce. A bit too much of one for my li­king.”


    




    

      “I swe­ar to you: I’m not lying. Ask me anyt­hing.”


    




    

      “Tell us a lit­tle abo­ut Fe­li­cia,” Jim told him. “What’s she lo­ok li­ke? What is spe­ci­al abo­ut her?”


    




    

      Chris co­ve­red his fa­ce with his hands to hi­de his emo­ti­onal sta­te. Unab­le to spe­ak, he slum­ped back in­to the cha­ir and strug­gled to re­ga­in his com­po­su­re. This was so unex­pec­ted, so un­re­al. “She’s tall, blon­de. Thirty-one, I be­li­eve, and, yes, she is spe­ci­al. She has a gift. She se­es things that ot­hers don’t. She’s very spe­ci­al.”


    




    

      “I be­li­eve him,” Jim sa­id.


    




    

      Mick sig­hed. “I do, too. So what do we do now?”


    




    

      Jim pa­ced the flo­or, his hands in his poc­kets. He felt the me­tal­lic sha­pe of the dog whist­le the­re and pul­led it out. He sta­red at it and in that mo­ment it all be­ca­me cle­ar to him, as tho­ugh God him­self had shown him the way.


    




    

      He tur­ned his ra­di­ant fa­ce to them. “I know what we do next.”
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      The ra­dio crack­led with sta­tic as Hat­ha­way tu­ned in to the pro­per fre­qu­ency, Jake watc­hing over his sho­ul­der. Hat­ha­way ten­sed at Jake bre­at­hing down his neck. He dis­li­ked ha­ving so­me­one’s hot bre­ath on him, but he sa­id not­hing.


    




    

      It was al­most ti­me for the call from Chris Smith, if he had ma­de it ali­ve. Re­gard­less, de­ad or ali­ve, he wo­uld ma­ke the mo­ve, but the in­for­ma­ti­on he got from Chris was im­por­tant. It wo­uld gi­ve him a de­fi­ni­te co­ur­se of ac­ti­on, thus cut­ting down on the num­ber of ca­su­al­ti­es.


    




    

      He was con­fi­dent of his men’s abi­li­ti­es. In his opi­ni­on, they we­re the best of the bunch. They be­li­eved what he be­li­eved, not what the ot­hers had ul­ti­ma­tely grown to be. The ot­hers had be­co­me soft in the­ir thin­king. His men we­re strong, pu­re.


    




    

      Hathaway glan­ced at his watch for the third ti­me. Chris was ten mi­nu­tes la­te. His an­ger grew. He ha­ted in­com­pe­ten­ce and it was in­com­pe­tent to be la­te. Ha­ving the pro­per in­for­ma­ti­on now was vi­tal.


    




    

      Maybe Chris is de­ad, he tho­ught. Bet­ter de­ad than in­com­pe­tent. At le­ast de­ad was a va­lid ex­cu­se.


    




    

      Maybe the ra­dio wasn’t wor­king pro­perly. That co­uldn’t be. He’d chec­ked it him­self. It was mo­re than ade­qu­ate to do the job, even at this dis­tan­ce. No, he tho­ught, Chris is de­ad. He’s de­ad and now they’d ha­ve to ma­ke the trip blind, with no re­con.


    




    

      Suddenly, the­re was a vo­ice and Hat­ha­way jum­ped for the mic­rop­ho­ne. He lis­te­ned aga­in be­fo­re ans­we­ring. He had to be su­re it was Smith.


    




    

      Hathaway tur­ned to Jake. “Watch the do­or. Let me know if any-one co­mes ne­ar.”


    




    

      Jake mo­ved to the win­dow be­si­de the do­or and spre­ad the filthy cur­ta­ins just eno­ugh to see out­si­de.


    




    

      The vo­ice ca­me aga­in. “This is Smith to Li­e­ute­nant Hat­ha­way. Co­me in. Do you re­ad me?”


    




    

      Hathaway ke­yed the mic. “Go ahe­ad. I re­ad you.”


    




    

      “Well, sir, I’m he­re. What is it that you ne­ed to know?”


    




    

      “First things first. Whe­re are you?”


    




    

      “I went to Smith’s Po­int just li­ke you told me to. It was over­run with tho­se dam­ned things so I went to the is­lands. I fo­und pe­op­le he­re.”


    




    

      “How many?”


    




    

      “It’s hard to tell but I’d say se­ve­ral hund­red. Mostly wo­men and child­ren.”


    




    

      “Are the men ar­med?”


    




    

      “They ha­ve we­apons. Hun­ting rif­les and hand­guns, but most of them don’t carry them aro­und.”


    




    

      Hathaway co­uld hardly ke­ep his wi­de­ning smi­le from un­le­as­hing full-blown la­ugh­ter. “What is­land are you on?”


    




    

      The ra­dio was si­lent for a mo­ment, then, “Tan­gi­er.”


    




    

      “Do they ha­ve bo­ats on the is­land?”


    




    

      “Yes, sir. They ha­ve fis­hing bo­ats. Most of the­ir fo­od is bro­ught in from the bay.”


    




    

      Hathaway le­aned his he­ad aga­inst the mic­rop­ho­ne as he tho­ught. “Are the­re eno­ugh bo­ats to carry a hund­red men?”


    




    

      Again the­re was si­len­ce. Hat­ha­way re­aso­ned it was be­ca­use Chris was cal­cu­la­ting the num­bers in his he­ad. “Yes, sir. The­re’s a big fis­hing bo­at anc­ho­red he­re. It sho­uld carry that many, if we throw un­ne­eded items over­bo­ard.”


    




    

      Hathaway grin­ned. “Okay, now lis­ten ca­re­ful­ly. I want you to get the guy who cap­ta­ins that bo­at, at gun­po­int if ne­ces­sary, and the two of you bring it over to Smith’s Po­int on Thurs­day. That’s two days from now. I want you to ha­ve it the­re at exactly fif­te­en hund­red ho­urs. Do you un­ders­tand?”


    




    

      “Yes, sir, but that won’t work.”


    




    

      “Why not?”


    




    

      “There are too many pe­op­le aro­und at that ti­me. They ta­ke the bo­ats out du­ring the day to fish. They don’t re­turn un­til aro­und six o’clock. It’s too risky.”


    




    

      Hathaway snor­ted. “Too risky. Too risky for us?” he mu­sed to him­self. He ke­yed the mic aga­in. “Can you ha­ve it the­re by eigh­te­en-thirty?”


    




    

      “Yes, sir. Six-thirty. I can do that, I’m su­re of it.”


    




    

      “You’d bet­ter be su­re, mis­ter! If you’re la­te, it’s re­al­ly go­ing to piss me off and let me tell you: That’s not so­met­hing you want. Is it?”


    




    

      “No, sir, it isn’t. Don’t worry, I’ll be the­re.”


    




    

      Hathaway was se­cu­re in the be­li­ef that his plan was co­ming to­get­her. “That’s it, then. I’ll see you at Smith’s Po­int at eigh­te­en-thirty on Thurs­day. We­ar a watch. It’s thir­te­en-fif­te­en now. Synchro­ni­ze it.”


    




    

      Hathaway tur­ned off the ra­dio and lo­oked at Jake stan­ding gu­ard at the win­dow. Hat­ha­way’s fa­ce be­amed with con­fi­den­ce.


    




    

      Jim pat­ted Chris on the back. “You did that very well. Even I


    




    

      believed you.”


    




    

      Chris re­le­ased the bre­ath he’d be­en hol­ding. “I ho­pe so.”


    




    

      Jim tos­sed the dog whist­le to Mick. “Don’t lo­se that. I ho­pe to


    




    

      hell you can do what you say you can do.”


    




    

      Mick poc­ke­ted the whist­le. “If it can be do­ne, we’ll do it.”


    




    

      “The fa­ding light will be to our ad­van­ta­ge,” Jim told them.


    




    

      “We’ll ne­ed every lit­tle bit we can get.”
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      “The sun will be set­ting so­on,” Jim sa­id. “I’d rat­her wa­it till to­mor­row to do this, but we just don’t ha­ve the ti­me to spa­re.”


    




    

      Mick set down the to­ol­box and ra­ised his bi­no­cu­lars to his eyes. He stu­di­ed the area aro­und the ga­te just up the hill. The­re we­re two cre­atu­res ro­aming abo­ut, but they had not ta­ken no­ti­ce of them yet.


    




    

      He lo­we­red the fi­eld glas­ses and tur­ned aro­und to fa­ce the bay. “The Mi­li­tia will most li­kely as­semb­le the­re, by the wa­ter,” Mick sa­id, po­in­ting to an open area of the par­king lot clo­se to the docks. “They’ll be ab­le to see the ga­te from the­re. We ne­ed to do so­met­hing to block the­ir vi­ew of it.”


    




    

      Jim lo­oked up the hill to the ga­te. The zom­bi­es we­re vi­sib­le from only the sho­ul­ders up. The rid­ge of the hill obst­ruc­ted most of the vi­ew from whe­re he sto­od. He drew Mick’s at­ten­ti­on to the wa­re-ho­use.


    




    

      In a grassy area at the far end, Jim co­un­ted ni­ne tem­po­rary const­ruc­ti­on of­fi­ce tra­ilers ran­ging from twenty fe­et to over thirty fe­et in length. “If we pla­ce tho­se tra­ilers on the crest of that hill, they’ll hi­de that ga­te from sight on­ce the mi­li­tia gets down he­re.”


    




    

      Mick con­si­de­red his plan. “Ye­ah, but on­ce they get down he­re, won’t they re­ali­ze that and eit­her set up lo­oko­uts or mo­ve the tra­ilers?”


    




    

      “I’m bet­ting that they’ll think it’s un­ne­ces­sary. In the­ir minds, Chris will be on the way with the bo­at.”


    




    

      Mick nod­ded. “This has to go just right, do­esn’t it?”


    




    

      “It do­es,” Jim rep­li­ed. “Let’s go check out the fi­re­ho­use.”


    




    

      The fi­re­ho­use was wrap­ped in red brick with fo­ur lar­ge do­ors ac­ross the front whe­re the trucks went in and out. Jim sto­od on his to­es and pe­ered thro­ugh the win­dows in the do­or clo­sest to the per­son­nel do­or. It was hard to see past the trucks with only ten or twel­ve fe­et bet­we­en each one par­ked the­re.


    




    

      He drop­ped down so his fe­et we­re flat on the gro­und. “It lo­oks okay,” he sa­id, pul­ling a crow­bar from the bag he’d be­en car­rying.


    




    

      The small do­or was so­lid me­tal. With no way to see in­si­de, his ad­re­na­li­ne pum­ped as he slid the cro­oked end of the crow­bar in­to the jamb and pri­ed.


    




    

      His arm musc­les fle­xed and bul­ged as he pul­led back with all his strength. The knob bro­ke lo­ose and dang­led lo­osely from the ho­le, then the do­or bro­ke free and flew open. The sud­den re­le­ase of pres-su­re ne­arly sent him off his fe­et.


    




    

      Suddenly, a body was on him and he was on the gro­und. The cre­atu­re’s hands grab­bed Jim by the shirt col­lar; its rot­ting fa­ce le­aked a thick li­qu­id down on him. He shif­ted his fa­ce to pre­vent the vi­le flu­id from ma­king con­tact with his no­se or mo­uth. Its we­ight was in­ten­se; the he­avy brown jump­su­it and oxy­gen tanks strap­ped to the de­ad fi­re­man’s back ma­de it so.


    




    

      Jim bro­ught the crow­bar up and pla­ced it cros­sways in­to the cre­atu­re’s mo­uth as it mo­ved in clo­ser. With a fi­nal hard thrust, he sent the gho­ul up and off to the left. Shat­te­red te­eth sho­we­red down li­ke brown Chick­lets as Jim scramb­led to his fe­et.


    




    

      Mick mo­ved in to help but Jim had al­re­ady re­ga­ined his fe­et. So had the cre­atu­re. Mick bac­ked off to gi­ve Jim ro­om to work.


    




    

      The cre­atu­re wo­re a fi­re­man’s hel­met held in pla­ce by the chin-strap, the brim coc­ked to the left. With his first swing of the crow-bar, Jim hit the hel­met and sent it flying. He swung aga­in and bro­ught the cre­atu­re to his kne­es. On the third swing, the im­pact crac­ked its he­ad li­ke a ri­pe me­lon and it col­lap­sed fa­ce down on the asp­halt. Bra­in pulp spil­led out from the open ca­vity. Now al­most li­qu­efi­ed, its smell was un­godly.


    




    

      Mick wa­ved a hand in front of his no­se and gag­ged. “Phew! That one’s past its sell da­te.”


    




    

      Once in­si­de, they chec­ked out the rest of the bu­il­ding. On the se­cond flo­or, anot­her gho­ul stag­ger-step­ped in a cir­cu­lar mo­ti­on, una­wa­re of the­ir pre­sen­ce. It was very tall, lanky, and bald. It al­so wo­re the jump­su­it and jac­ket of a fi­re­man.


    




    

      It con­ti­nu­ed to walk the circ­le. They no­ti­ced its na­me emb­la­zo­ned on the back of its jac­ket: LURCH.


    




    

      Jim got a bet­ter grip on the crow­bar and mo­ved in, re­ady in ca­se it at­tac­ked. It didn’t. It con­ti­nu­ed its lo­opy dan­ce and Jim bro­ught it down with the first swing, and then wi­ped the we­apon cle­an on its jac­ket.


    




    

      They ne­eded to find the ge­ne­ra­tor first; every fi­re­ho­use had one in ca­se of a po­wer fa­ilu­re. They fo­und it on the first flo­or: a big die-sel-po­we­red mons­ter. It star­ted as tho­ugh it had be­en used yes­ter-day and hum­med evenly. They al­lo­wed the ge­ne­ra­tor to warm up and clo­sed the do­ors.


    




    

      Outside, the no­ise was ba­rely audib­le, al­most si­lent, over the small bre­eze that blew the­ir ha­ir.


    




    

      “They won’t he­ar it down the­re whe­re they’ll be wa­iting for Chris,” Jim sa­id.


    




    

      “Yeah, as long as they don’t co­me over he­re.”


    




    

      “They won’t. They won’t ha­ve the ti­me.”


    




    

      


    




    

      The ge­ne­ra­tor tes­ted and pro­ven, Mick switc­hed it off. “Now for the easy stuff. I get to in­vent a new fi­re si­ren.” Mick grab­bed the to­ol­box and he­aded ups­ta­irs. Jim fol­lo­wed.


    




    

      They pas­sed thro­ugh a do­or be­hind the kitc­hen to a small sto­ra­ge area. To the­ir right, a me­tal lad­der hung aga­inst the wall. Eigh­te­en inc­hes in front of the lad­der, a ven­ti­la­ti­on shaft ran down from the ce­iling and ac­ross the ro­om and di­sap­pe­ared in­to the wall.


    




    

      Mick lo­oked at the trap­do­or at the top. “It’s gon­na be tight,” he sa­id. Gi­ving the to­ol­box to Jim, Mick star­ted his climb up the lad-der.


    




    

      Three rungs up, he had to shift to the si­de of the lad­der to get past the ven­ti­la­ti­on shaft. He pla­ced his fe­et on the si­de of the rungs and con­ti­nu­ed uns­te­adily. Ne­ar the top, he stop­ped. Jim clim­bed up as far as he co­uld and han­ded the to­ol­box up to him. Mick tur­ned aro­und and pla­ced it on top of the shaft and flip­ped open the trap-do­or. Sun­light fil­te­red down as he clim­bed up to the ro­of. On­ce the­re, Jim han­ded the to­ols up to him.


    




    

      


    




    

      From the ro­of­top they co­uld see the en­ti­re har­bor. Out­si­de of the­ir ga­ted re­fu­ge, the bo­di­es of the de­ad ro­amed in scat­te­red gro­ups of three and fo­ur. They plod­ded slowly with steps that to­ok much ef­fort. Li­ke wi­nos who’d had too much to drink, they swa­yed and held on to things for sup­port, con­ser­ving the­ir strength for mo­re pro­fi­tab­le ga­ins.


    




    

      The si­ren was six fe­et high and po­si­ti­oned in the cen­ter area of the ro­of. Twel­ve horns ador­ned its cap. Mick twis­ted his he­ad up­ward from be­ne­ath and lo­ca­ted the bolts to re­mo­ve it. Just un­der the horns, a he­avy fan ro­tor pus­hed air up in­to the horns when it was ac­ti­va­ted. The fan was his hor­ses­hoe. It wo­uld twe­ak his mis­ta­kes. Clo­se was go­od in hor­ses­ho­es, hand gre­na­des, and si­rens.


    




    

      With a lit­tle ef­fort and half a can of WD40, he had the horn as­sembly lo­ose and Jim hel­ped him get it down.


    




    

      Mick rub­bed his chin. “I’ve got to re­mo­ve all the­se. They won’t work,” he sa­id, po­in­ting to the horns. “It’ll be too hard to mo­dify them. I’ll mo­dify fo­ur to rep­la­ce the twel­ve. Fa­ce one in each di­rec­ti­on.”


    




    

      Jim lo­oked at the cont­rap­ti­on. “You’re su­re this will work?”


    




    

      “Yes, if I do it right.”


    




    

      “That is the qu­es­ti­on, isn’t it?” Jim sa­id.


    




    

      “It ne­eds to be 5800 Hertz to 12400 Hertz to work pro­perly. If I get it clo­se, we can chan­ge the spe­ed of the fan to get it right. But I’ve got to get it abo­ve 5800 Hz. That’s im­por­tant.”


    




    

      “Good. You and Griz work on get­ting that right to­night. In the mor­ning, I’ll get Aman­da and Le­on to help me do the rest. We ha­ve till Thurs­day.”
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      Griz and Mick we­re at the air­port han­gar on the is­land the fol­lo­wing mor­ning. They had spent most of the night re­wor­king the fi­re-ho­use horns to su­it the­ir ne­eds. Mick had split the dog whist­le in half and was get­ting exact me­asu­re­ments of the ca­vi­ti­es in­si­de when Jim and Le­on wal­ked in. Griz flip­ped up the brim on his wel­ding shi­eld and tur­ned off the torch.


    




    

      Jim han­ded them each a cup of cof­fee. “The­re’s mo­re over at Chris’s ho­use if you want it.”


    




    

      Mick to­ok a sip. “You left Chris up the­re with the ra­dio all by him­self?”


    




    

      Jim re­ac­hed in­to his poc­ket and pul­led out a small va­cu­um tu­be. “It won’t work wit­ho­ut this. I want to trust him but I won’t risk our li­ves on it.”


    




    

      “My tho­ughts exactly,” Mick sa­id.


    




    

      “What do you ha­ve so far?”


    




    

      From the tab­le Mick pic­ked up a me­tal cylin­der that was six inc­hes long and an inch in di­ame­ter. He til­ted it so the open end fa­ced Jim. The in­si­de was split in­to two com­part­ments. Mick pic­ked up a small pi­ece of me­tal from the tab­le and fit­ted it in­si­de, aga­inst the pi­ece that se­pa­ra­ted it in half, and held it the­re. “Three of the­se will get wel­ded in­to each one of the fo­ur horns.”


    




    

      He threw the small pi­ece of me­tal back on the tab­le and pic­ked up one of the old horns that had be­en cut just be­fo­re it be­gan to fla­re. An adap­ter had be­en wel­ded at the small end and Mick slid it over the cylin­der to cre­ate the new si­ren.


    




    

      “We sho­uld be re­ady for a test aro­und no­on,” Mick sa­id, put­ting the in­ven­ti­on back on the tab­le. “We’ll know then if it works. Are you go­ing over to the har­bor now?”


    




    

      “Yeah, shortly.”


    




    

      “Where’s Aman­da?”


    




    

      “At Ca­rolyn Ma­yes’ ho­use, exp­la­ining our si­tu­ati­on to her. If this do­esn’t work, we’re ho­ping to get eno­ugh men to thwart the mi­li­tia’s at­tack he­re on the is­land. On­ce we do what we’re go­ing to do to­mor­row, the sec­ret will be out and we’ll lo­se the ele­ment of surp­ri­se. If it works, we’ll sa­ve so­me li­ves. If not…” He sho­ok his he­ad.


    




    

      Mick tho­ught abo­ut Fe­li­cia back at the Un­derg­ro­und. “Do me a fa­vor when you get over on the ma­in­land, will you?”


    




    

      “Sure.”


    




    

      “Call Fe­li­cia on the Grizzly ra­dio and tell her we’re okay.”


    




    

      “Of co­ur­se. I ha­ve to check in with Pe­te any­way.”


    




    

      “One ot­her thing, Jim. Don’t tell her abo­ut Chris qu­ite yet. If so­met­hing hap­pens to him, I’m not su­re we sho­uld say anyt­hing to her abo­ut his be­ing he­re.”


    




    

      


    




    

      Amanda was at the kitc­hen tab­le with Ca­rolyn Ma­yes. A he­avy-set black wo­man in her early fif­ti­es, Ca­rolyn had a strong but kind fa­ce, a trust­worthy fa­ce. It was al­so the fa­ce of a per­son who had be­en to hell and back. Her eyes mas­ked an unk­nown tur­mo­il.


    




    

      Over the co­ur­se of the mor­ning, Aman­da had re­la­yed the story of how she and the ot­hers had sur­vi­ved for the past two ye­ars and what had bro­ught them to Tan­gi­er. She al­so told Ca­rolyn abo­ut the mi­li­tia and the dan­gers it po­sed.


    




    

      Carolyn lis­te­ned in­tently, we­ig­hing, as she al­ways did, the gre­ater go­od of the is­land com­mu­nity. When Aman­da told her of the mi­li­tia’s wic­ked de­eds and what they had do­ne to Matt, her eyes dar­ke­ned. A hard exp­res­si­on rep­la­ced her co­un­te­nan­ce.


    




    

      “Why didn’t you just lie to them on the ra­dio? Tell them the­re was no one he­re? Wo­uldn’t that ha­ve ma­de things easi­er? Kept them away?”


    




    

      “No,” Aman­da sa­id. “Jim is con­vin­ced they wo­uld co­me re­gard-less. If not he­re, then back at Mo­unt We­at­her, pro­bably both. Even­tu­al­ly, we’d ha­ve to de­al with them. This way, we ha­ve the ele­ment of surp­ri­se. The only way to be truly se­cu­re is to eli­mi­na­te the prob­lem.”


    




    

      “I don’t know,” Ca­rolyn sa­id. “Mo­re kil­ling. It se­ems so…avo­id-able.”


    




    

      Amanda le­aned in clo­ser. “His­tory has shown us the out­co­me ti­me and aga­in. Think abo­ut it. Ra­iders, con­qu­erors, sla­vers. Did you he­ar abo­ut or en­co­un­ter any gangs of cri­mi­nals who ter­ro­ri­zed com­mu­ni­ti­es when this thing star­ted?”


    




    

      Carolyn nod­ded.


    




    

      “The hor­rib­le things they did? The gang ra­pes, the re­li­gi­o­us ma­ni­acs? How abo­ut the sol­di­ers, strip­ped of fri­ends and fa­mily with lit­tle ho­pe of sur­vi­val them­sel­ves? Do you re­mem­ber the­ir des­pe­ra­ti­on and the ter­rib­le, ter­rib­le things so­me of them did?”


    




    

      “Yes.”


    




    

      “Imagine that, only in gre­ater num­bers. Now add to that. The­se pe­op­le we­re prog­ram­med with hat­red even be­fo­re the pla­gue. That hat­red has be­co­me a bu­il­ding block for the­ir new re­li­gi­on, one dri­ven by the­ir ha­te and led by dic­ta­tors. They will lay to was­te yo­ur tran­qu­il com­mu­nity he­re and rep­la­ce it with the­ir ver­si­on of how things sho­uld be. If the­re’s no ot­her way, then the­re’s not­hing wrong with kil­ling to pre­ser­ve our own li­ves and fre­edoms. And be­li­eve me, the­re is no ot­her way.”


    




    

      Carolyn sto­od. “All right. I’ll call an emer­gency me­eting. We’ll get the men you ne­ed, but I won’t send them off the is­land. We will ma­ke our stand he­re.”


    




    

      Amanda blew out a sigh of re­li­ef. “That’s all I ask.”
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      Jim switc­hed off the ra­dio and clim­bed out of the Grizzly. He slid down to the gro­und and Aman­da re­ac­hed out to catch him.


    




    

      Leon held two me­tal bo­xes in his arms and pla­ced them on the asp­halt. He flip­ped the latc­hes on one and ope­ned it. Chris pus­hed a cart fil­led with oxy­gen tanks from the fi­re­ho­use, the whe­els squ­e­aking as it rol­led.


    




    

      “How is everyt­hing at ho­me, Jim?” Aman­da as­ked.


    




    

      “Pete fol­lo­wed the tun­nel we fo­und the ot­her day. It do­esn’t le­ad to the Whi­te Ho­use li­ke he tho­ught. It only go­es a few mi­les, and then co­mes out in the sub-ba­se­ment of a barn on a back ro­ad just off Ro­ute 50. I tho­ught it so­un­ded a bit far-fetc­hed that it went sixty mi­les to the Whi­te Ho­use. At le­ast they’ll ha­ve an es­ca­pe ro­ute sho­uld the mi­li­tia show up the­re. He’s co­or­di­na­ting a mo­ve­ment of so­me ve­hic­les to the in­si­de of that barn, in ca­se an es­ca­pe be­co­mes ne­ces­sary.”


    




    

      Chris rol­led the oxy­gen tanks to the mid­dle of the open area of the par­king lot and star­ted ran­domly pla­cing them in stacks fo­ur wi­de and three high. When he was fi­nis­hed, he wal­ked to whe­re Le­on squ­at­ted with the me­tal bo­xes.


    




    

      “You’d bet­ter ma­ke su­re that tho­se things are set to a fre­qu­ency we won’t be using,” Chris sa­id.


    




    

      Leon held up a de­to­na­tor. “Do you know how to do it?”


    




    

      Chris to­ok the de­to­na­tor. “Yes.”


    




    

      “Good. I don’t li­ke fo­oling with that stuff.”


    




    

      “I don’t mind,” Chris sa­id. “I used it all the ti­me when I was on a brid­ge crew; I was cer­ti­fi­ed. I’ll try to set this up to de­to­na­te on a fre­qu­ency they won’t use eit­her. We don’t want it go­ing off be­fo­re we’re re­ady.”


    




    

      “No, we don’t,” Jim sa­id, “and be ca­re­ful with it. It’s old and swe­aty, and it’s be­en in hu­mid con­di­ti­ons. When you get that do­ne, mo­ve that one stack of tanks. It’s out in the open too much. We don’t want to draw at­ten­ti­on to them.”


    




    

      Chris nod­ded and went to work bund­ling dyna­mi­te from the ot­her box.


    




    

      


    




    

      Jim and Aman­da used the Grizzly to mo­ve the of­fi­ce tra­ilers. It had a hitch on the back and plenty of po­wer to pull them up the hill in front of the ga­te.


    




    

      One by one, he pla­ced them in such a way as to obst­ruct the mi­li­tia’s vi­ew of that area. The ro­ad from the ga­te ca­me down the hill and sna­ked to the left. On­ce the tra­ilers we­re in pla­ce, the mi­li­tia wo­uld not be ab­le to see anyt­hing hap­pe­ning the­re. The ga­te and a two hund­red fo­ot sec­ti­on of fen­ce wo­uld be con­ce­aled. Mo­re than that was un­ne­ces­sary be­ca­use bu­il­dings clo­sed in the rest. This was vi­tal to the­ir plan.


    




    

      There we­re fo­ur bund­les of dyna­mi­te on the gro­und in front of Chris. He at­tac­hed the de­vi­ces to trig­ger the exp­lo­si­ons and then pla­ced a bund­le in the mid­dle of each of the fo­ur stacks of oxy­gen tanks, hi­ding them.


    




    

      Jim mo­ved the last tra­iler in­to pla­ce. By now he had drawn the gho­uls’ at­ten­ti­on. Twenty or so cre­atu­res had gat­he­red at the ga­te to ra­ke the cha­in link with the­ir hands, le­aving bits of flesh and clot­hing ca­ked on the wi­re, the­ir cri­es mo­re li­ke ple­as than so­unds of an­ger or lust.


    




    

      They we­re pi­ti­ful things, with the­ir blac­ke­ned fa­ces and rot­ted stumps. Rag­ged clot­hing ba­rely co­ve­red the­ir hi­de­o­us bo­di­es. Re­gard­less, they we­re still de­adly in lar­ge num­bers. The­ir num­bers wo­uld grow at the ga­te very so­on.


    




    

      Mick watc­hed as Griz wel­ded the last horn in­to pla­ce. He had be­en pre­ci­se with each mo­di­fi­ca­ti­on so it wo­uld work pro­perly. Tiny to­ols for te­di­o­us work had ma­de the job pos­sib­le. He had fi­led each pi­ece so they we­re exact rep­li­cas, only lar­ger.


    




    

      Mick po­ured a cup of wa­ter over the hot me­tal. Ste­am ro­iled up as the wa­ter co­oled the newly-wel­ded se­ams at the ba­se of the horns.


    




    

      Griz tos­sed the wel­ding mask on the tab­le and slic­ked the gre­asy strands of his un­kempt be­ard back in­to pla­ce. They we­re re­ady to test it.


    




    

      


    




    

      It was up to Jim and Mick to test the si­ren. Po­wer had to be re­ro­uted di­rectly to the fan in or­der to bypass the re­lays and switc­hes that ma­de the fan spe­ed up or slow down, ra­ising or lo­we­ring the pitch. For the­ir pur­po­se, the pitch ne­eded to re­ma­in cons­tant.


    




    

      When Jim tur­ned the po­wer on, a high-pitc­hed whi­ne emit­ted from the horns, then im­me­di­ately di­sap­pe­ared on­ce the fan was up to full spe­ed. The few cre­atu­res at the ga­te be­ca­me agi­ta­ted. They fla­iled the­ir arms and rat­tled the ga­te. They mo­aned and his­sed. The­ir de­ter­mi­na­ti­on grew.


    




    

      From the fi­re­ho­use ro­of­top whe­re Jim and Mick sto­od, the so­unds the cre­atu­res ma­de we­re ba­rely audib­le. To­mor­row it wo­uld be dif­fe­rent. This wor­ri­ed Jim. If the cre­atu­res cre­ated too much no­ise, it wo­uld alert the mi­li­tia and up­set the de­li­ca­te ba­lan­ce of the­ir plan. They had do­ne the­ir best to cre­ate al­ter­na­te plans sho­uld the mi­li­tia be­co­me awa­re of anyt­hing too so­on, but not­hing was gu­aran­te­ed.


    




    

      That night, they all sat aro­und Chris’s tab­le, re­he­ar­sing each de­ta­il of the­ir res­pon­si­bi­li­ti­es. Each had an im­por­tant job to do. If one per­son fa­iled, the en­ti­re plan might fa­il. It wo­uld be dan­ge­ro­us, six of them aga­inst a hund­red sol­di­ers-but they wo­uld ha­ve help from an un­li­kely so­ur­ce. Ho­pe­ful­ly the odds we­re in the­ir fa­vor.


    




    

      Chris ner­vo­usly squ­ir­med in his cha­ir. “I’m not so su­re this plan is go­ing to work li­ke you think it will,” he sa­id. “The­se men are well ar­med and tra­ined. You think we’ll get the help we ne­ed from a bunch of de­te­ri­ora­ting bo­ne bags, but I’m not sold on that.”


    




    

      Jim un­ders­to­od his con­cern, but his own per­so­nal ex­pe­ri­en­ce had gi­ven him the con­fi­den­ce to go for­ward with this bold plan.


    




    

      “When we we­re at the pri­son, we had everyt­hing we tho­ught was ne­eded for sa­fety. We had we­apons, a se­cu­re lo­ca­ti­on, and fen­ces that we­re stron­ger and big­ger than tho­se that sur­ro­und the har­bor. We ma­de one mis­ta­ke, tho­ugh: We let tho­se zom­bi­es know we exis­ted.


    




    

      “When we left the pri­son to find sup­pli­es, they saw us and they fol­lo­wed us. Just a few at first, but tho­se few went on a se­ven-te­en-mi­le jo­ur­ney down the high­way be­hind us. Tho­ugh they lost sight of us, they fol­lo­wed the ro­ad. Even­tu­al­ly it led them to us. By the ti­me they ma­de it to the pri­son, the­ir num­bers had snow­bal­led.


    




    

      “You see, they are cre­atu­res of ins­tinct mo­re than anyt­hing el­se. Cre­atu­res who saw the ot­hers ma­king the­ir way to us ins­tinc­ti­vely fol­lo­wed. May­be they had not­hing bet­ter to do. Who knows?


    




    

      “The clo­ser they got, the lar­ger the­ir num­bers be­ca­me. By the ti­me they re­ac­hed the pri­son, they we­re a tho­usand plus. It was by ac­ci­dent, of co­ur­se. We didn’t in­tend to at­tract them, but to­mor­row we in­tend to do just that. We’ll ha­ve a lot less ti­me, but we ha­ve a sec­ret we­apon. The­re are li­te­ral­ly tho­usands of them aro­und Smith’s Po­int. I don’t ex­pect to draw in all of them, but I think we’ll get eno­ugh. They will he­ar the whist­le for se­ve­ral blocks, may­be mo­re.”


    




    

      Chris le­aned back in his cha­ir. He fi­nal­ly un­ders­to­od but now he had a new con­cern: “What hap­pens if yo­ur sec­ret we­apon works too well, Jim, and the­re are too many even for us to ma­ke our es­ca­pe?”


    




    

      “Then we pray.”
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      It was fi­ve in the af­ter­no­on when they fi­nis­hed pre­pa­ring for the conf­ron­ta­ti­on. Everyt­hing was qu­i­et.


    




    

      Griz and Le­on we­re sta­ti­oned in a bu­il­ding clo­se to the docks. They had bar­ri­ca­ded them­sel­ves in a ro­om with two win­dows that fa­ced the par­king lot. They wo­uld ha­ve a go­od vi­ew of the mi­li­tia.


    




    

      Two gray ba­zo­okas le­aned aga­inst the wall by the­ir res­pec­ti­ve win­dows, along with three re­fill shells for each of them. They wo­re two hols­te­red pis­tols and a mic­ro Uzi. Griz che­wed his fin­ger­na­ils as they wa­ited, spit­ting bits of torn na­il on­to the flo­or. Le­on held his wal­kie-tal­kie, re­ady for inst­ruc­ti­ons.


    




    

      Chris wa­ited with Mick clo­se to the ga­te, which was open to ma­ke the area ap­pe­ar aban­do­ned. Se­ve­ral cre­atu­res had me­an­de­red in­si­de the pe­ri­me­ter, comp­le­ting the pic­tu­re.


    




    

      The Grizzly was par­ked in­si­de the fi­re­ho­use.


    




    

      Chris pla­ced a ra­dio de­vi­ce on top of an old truck ti­re and ex­ten­ded the an­ten­nae. When the ti­me ca­me, he wo­uld use it to de­to­na­te the dyna­mi­te.


    




    

      Mick sto­oped be­hind a conc­re­te wall and stu­di­ed Chris, who was watc­hing gho­uls lum­ber mind­les­sly down the hill. His ha­ir was blon­de li­ke Fe­li­cia’s. The­ir eyes we­re the sa­me, too: bright blue and bot­tom­less. Both had that fa­ra­way lo­ok, the lo­ok of a dre­amer. Mick felt the ne­ed to en­su­re Chris’s sa­fety for Fe­li­cia’s sa­ke.


    




    

      


    




    

      Jim ope­ned the hatch and clim­bed on­to the fi­re­ho­use ro­of. Aman­da han­ded the we­apons to him, then clim­bed up with him.


    




    

      They trot­ted ac­ross the ro­of and to­ok up po­si­ti­ons be­hind a two-fo­ot wall that bor­de­red the ro­of. It wo­uld gi­ve them so­me co­ver.


    




    

      “When they show up, it’s im­por­tant that you stay out of sight,” Jim sa­id. “If you ha­ve to mo­ve, stay low.”


    




    

      Amanda ga­ve him a harsh lo­ok; she al­re­ady knew that. She ha­ted it when he tre­ated her li­ke a naï­ve child.


    




    

      “I ho­pe Ca­rolyn has the is­land re­ady in ca­se this do­esn’t work,” Aman­da sa­id.


    




    

      “She will. It’ll be to­ugh to get over the­re, any­way. They’ll ha­ve a hard ti­me get­ting to the is­land. Mick hid our bo­at and ma­de the ot­hers ino­pe­ra­ti­ve. The har­bor will be the end of the li­ne for the mi­li­tia. Even if we lo­se the bat­tle, eno­ugh of the­ir for­ces will be kil­led to pre­vent any kind of re­al of­fen­si­ve on the is­lands.”


    




    

      


    




    ***




    

      


    




    

      At six twenty-fi­ve Jim he­ard the so­und of ap­pro­ac­hing ve­hic­les. He sco­oted to the si­de of the ro­of and pe­ered over the low wall to the ga­te.


    




    

      A li­ne of gre­en can­vas-co­ve­red trucks pul­led up to the ga­te and stop­ped. Jim ra­ised his bi­no­cu­lars and saw se­ve­ral men jump from the back of the le­ad truck and ta­ke up de­fen­si­ve po­si­ti­ons. Fo­ur mo­re trucks stop­ped in li­ne be­hind it. Jim watc­hed as Hat­ha­way step­ped out of the first truck to sur­vey the area.


    




    

      Three cre­atu­res mo­ved to­ward them. A man ra­ised a we­apon but Hat­ha­way stop­ped him be­fo­re he fi­red. The man used the butt of his rif­le to crush in the skulls of the int­ru­ders.


    




    

      Jim co­uldn’t he­ar what they we­re sa­ying, but it lo­oked as tho­ugh Hat­ha­way was gi­ving or­ders. Se­ve­ral men ran thro­ugh the ga­te and past the const­ruc­ti­on tra­ilers. They wal­ked briskly down the hill, the­ir rif­les ra­ised, sigh­ting down the bar­rels as they mo­ved. Af­ter a qu­ick eva­lu­ati­on, the po­int man wa­ved the ot­hers thro­ugh and the trucks inc­hed for­ward. Hat­ha­way wal­ked up to the ga­te as the ot­hers mo­ved thro­ugh


    




    

      The ori­gi­nal lock hung on the latch. Hat­ha­way to­ok the ba­it and used it to lock the ga­te on­ce ever­yo­ne was in­si­de. The lock was easily pic­ked and so­on Mick wo­uld re­open it.


    




    

      Just as they had ho­ped, the trucks stop­ped in the open area by the docks. It was the most con­ve­ni­ent pla­ce to wa­it for the bo­at. It was the sa­me spot whe­re Jim had met Le­on al­most a we­ek be­fo­re.


    




    

      Two men we­re sta­ti­oned at the ga­te to ke­ep watch.


    




    

      


    




    

      The sun was low in the west. Dusk ar­ri­ved aro­und se­ven-fif­te­en and the dim­ming light wo­uld help add to the con­fu­si­on sho­uld the bat­tle be pro­lon­ged.


    




    

      Jim sco­oted back to Aman­da and pic­ked up his wal­kie-tal­kie. “Mick, co­me in,” he whis­pe­red.


    




    

      “Yeah, I’m he­re,” Mick whis­pe­red back.


    




    

      “As so­on as you think they won’t see you from be­low, use yo­ur gun with the si­len­cer and ta­ke out the two gu­ards. As so­on as you’ve do­ne that, I’ll start the si­ren.”


    




    

      “Ten-four.”


    




    

      Jim watc­hed as the two gu­ards wal­ked be­hind the tra­ilers and out of his li­ne of sight. A mi­nu­te or two la­ter, they re­tur­ned. Jim ra­ised his bi­no­cu­lars as one of the gu­ards ma­de a slight hand ges­tu­re to­ward him.


    




    

      Through the bi­no­cu­lars Jim saw that Mick and Chris wo­re the jac­kets and hats of the gu­ards they had just dis­patc­hed. From a dis­tan­ce, no one wo­uld know the dif­fe­ren­ce.


    




    

      Jim tur­ned to Aman­da. “Okay, it’s ti­me. Start the whist­le.”


    




    

      Amanda crept ac­ross the ro­of to whe­re they had re­ro­uted the po­wer to the si­ren and plug­ged the two ends to­get­her. The fan tur­ned fas­ter and fas­ter and the high-pitc­hed whi­ne squ­e­aled from the horns for an ins­tant. Jim to­ok a qu­ick pe­ek over the ed­ge to see if an­yo­ne had no­ti­ced.


    




    

      Soldiers con­ti­nu­ed to un­lo­ad pro­vi­si­ons and we­apons from the trucks, ob­li­vi­o­us to anyt­hing but the­ir job. Three mi­li­ti­amen wal­ked the par­king lot, using the butts of the­ir rif­les to dest­roy the bra­ins of the gho­uls that had ga­ined entry be­fo­re the­ir ar­ri­val.


    




    

      Amanda re­tur­ned to Jim’s si­de. “Are you su­re this will work? I can’t he­ar a thing from that si­ren now.”


    




    

      “You’re not sup­po­sed to, but the cre­atu­res will.” Jim lo­oked to­ward the ga­tes. Ten or twel­ve cre­atu­res we­re the­re and ot­hers we­re ap­pro­ac­hing. “That si­ren will at­tract every vi­le mons­ter wit­hin ears­hot of this pla­ce. In a short ti­me, the­re will be too many to co­unt.”


    




    

      Amanda pul­led her jac­ket clo­sed and sunk clo­ser to the gra­vel­ly ro­of sur­fa­ce.


    




    

      Jim gently to­uc­hed her sho­ul­der. “Don’t worry. They can’t get up he­re. We’ll go down when it’s sa­fe.”


    




    

      “What abo­ut the ot­hers? What abo­ut Mick and the ot­hers?”


    




    

      “They know what to do.”
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      Mick bac­ked away from the ga­te, pul­ling Chris with him, to a pla­ce out of si­te of the ap­pro­ac­hing ho­ard, which was be­gin­ning to ma­ke a lot of no­ise. They mo­ved to a pla­ce whe­re they co­uld see both the sol­di­ers and the ga­te but whe­re the cre­atu­res co­uldn’t see them.


    




    

      The sol­di­ers we­re mo­re spre­ad out now, the­ir pro­vi­si­ons stac­ked clo­se to an open dock. A stack of oxy­gen tanks sto­od clo­se by.


    




    

      


    




    

      Hathaway le­aned aga­inst a wo­oden post at the end of the dock and watc­hed the bay. He chec­ked his watch. It was six-forty. The­re was still no sign of a bo­at or Chris Smith.


    




    

      He des­pi­sed tar­di­ness. Even if he ca­ught sight of the bo­at now, it wo­uld ta­ke it ten mi­nu­tes to re­ach the sho­re. He won­de­red if Smith had run in­to tro­ub­le ac­qu­iring the bo­at. May­be the bo­at’s cap­ta­in had put up a fight. May­be he had be­en dis­co­ve­red. Tho­se we­re go­od re­asons for be­ing la­te. Any ot­her re­ason re­qu­ired dis­cip­li­nary ac­ti­on.


    




    

      


    




    

      Mick tur­ned aro­und in his cro­uc­hed po­si­ti­on to fa­ce the ga­te. The mob of cre­atu­res had swel­led un­be­li­evably in the last fif­te­en mi­nu­tes. They pus­hed no­isily aga­inst the fen­ce, bul­ging the mes­hed wi­re with the­ir com­bi­ned we­ight. Mick fe­ared they wo­uld burst thro­ugh be­fo­re it was ti­me. He sta­yed out of sight, not wan­ting to agi­ta­te them furt­her.


    




    

      


    




    

      Chris ed­ged clo­ser to Mick and pe­ered out at the cre­atu­res from be­hind a conc­re­te jer­sey wall. “Jesus, I’ve not se­en that many things in one pla­ce for a whi­le,” he sa­id.


    




    

      “Neither ha­ve I,” Mick sa­id. “Let’s just ho­pe the fen­ce holds. If it co­mes down, be re­ady to mo­ve fast.”


    




    

      


    




    

      Jim watc­hed the ga­te and wa­ited. From his po­si­ti­on he co­uld see only a small por­ti­on on eit­her si­de of the fen­ce, but he co­uld see far-ther out be­hind it. A hu­ge mob of gho­uls crow­ded the lands­ca­pe. For blocks on end the­re was a ste­ady stre­am that stretc­hed down the ro­ad li­ke a li­ne of ants on its way to a pic­nic. The­re we­re simply too many to co­unt.


    




    

      The first lar­ge wa­ve hit the fen­ce with a fury. The sud­den ad­di­ti­on of the­ir we­ight stres­sed it even furt­her.


    




    

      Mick and Chris mo­ved to a sa­fer spot and wa­ited.


    




    

      Now even Jim co­uld he­ar them as they cri­ed out in frust­ra­ti­on and hun­ger. It was only a mat­ter of ti­me be­fo­re the mi­li­tia to­ok no­ti­ce as the­ir cri­es grew in strength and vo­lu­me.


    




    

      Another wa­ve ar­ri­ved at the ga­te and pus­hed aga­inst the ones al­re­ady the­re. So­me clim­bed the wi­re and hung over the top. Less ca­pab­le ones we­re tramp­led and bu­ri­ed be­ne­ath the pres­sing mob.


    




    

      Jim’s ra­dio crack­led to li­fe and he grab­bed it.


    




    

      “Jim, this is Mick,” he whis­pe­red, his to­ne ur­gent. “They’re go­ing to co­me cras­hing thro­ugh any mi­nu­te. We ne­ed to mo­ve now and get this thing in ge­ar.”


    




    

      Jim watc­hed the mi­li­tia for signs that they we­re awa­re of the co­ming dan­ger. Hat­ha­way ran from the dock in­to the crowd of men. The jig was up.


    




    

      “How many cre­atu­res are the­re, Mick? Can you gi­ve me an ap­pro­xi­ma­te he­ad co­unt?”


    




    

      “Jesus, Jim, the­re’s a shit­lo­ad! And the­re’s a shit­lo­ad mo­re on the way!” Mick sa­id, not whis­pe­ring any­mo­re.


    




    

      “Open the ga­te and get the hell out of the­re!” Jim sa­id. “Don’t lin­ger!”
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      Hathaway, bre­ath­less, his eyes wi­de, ran to Jake. For the first ti­me in his li­fe, Jake saw re­al fe­ar in him.


    




    

      “Something’s wrong!” Hat­ha­way cri­ed.


    




    

      “He’s la­te, Bobby, that’s all. He’ll be he­re.”


    




    

      “No! No! Lis­ten!”


    




    

      Jake tur­ned his ear in­to the light wind. He he­ard a fa­int, rhythmic so­und. Kind of li­ke be­es but ligh­ter and hig­her pitc­hed. It ca­me from the di­rec­ti­on the wind was blo­wing, to­ward the ga­te.


    




    

      Hathaway stra­ined to see the ga­te but the const­ruc­ti­on tra­ilers bloc­ked his li­ne of vi­si­on.


    




    

      “It’s a trap, Jake! God­damn it, it’s a trap!”


    




    

      Hathaway tur­ned aro­und and scan­ned the en­ti­re area. His he­ad felt light when the truth sud­denly hit ho­me: It was a se­tup and he was not in com­mand of the si­tu­ati­on.


    




    

      “What is that so­und?” he de­man­ded. “It so­unds li­ke it’s co­ming from the ga­te!”


    




    

      Hathaway clic­ked on his ra­dio. “Billy Ray? What the hell’s go­ing on up the­re?” Only sta­tic ans­we­red him. “Billy Ray, god­damn it, you’d bet­ter ans­wer me now!” Hat­ha­way bel­ted the ra­dio and pa­nic­ked. He tur­ned to Jake. “Get so­me men and go up the­re and…” His words tra­iled off as he sta­red to­ward the ga­te, his mo­uth aga­pe.


    




    

      Jake tur­ned and saw cre­atu­res swar­ming all si­des of the tra­ilers, a mul­ti­tu­de of hi­de­o­us ap­pa­ri­ti­ons that out­num­be­red the mi­li­tia fo­ur to one. They shuf­fled with un­cer­ta­in steps down the hill, cra­zed even mo­re by the sight of the­ir prey.


    




    

      Jim watc­hed as mi­li­ti­amen hur­ri­ed to ta­ke de­fen­si­ve po­si­ti­ons. He pres­sed the but­ton on his ra­dio. “All right, pe­op­le, let’s un­le­ash hell!”


    




    

      Two flas­hes erup­ted on the ot­her si­de of the har­bor as Griz and Le­on sent the­ir first bar­ra­ge of ba­zo­oka fi­re. The exp­lo­si­ons hit de­ad cen­ter of the mi­li­tia’s po­si­ti­on. They re­tur­ned fi­re, mo­men­ta­rily ig­no­ring the ap­pro­ac­hing mob of wal­king de­ad.


    




    

      Griz and Le­on duc­ked for co­ver.


    




    

      Jim and Aman­da sent the­ir own vol­ley next, then Chris de­to­na­ted the dyna­mi­te. The re­sul­ting exp­lo­si­ons sent the oxy­gen tanks blas­ting out in all di­rec­ti­ons and the mi­li­tia scat­te­red for co­ver. A qu­ar­ter of the enemy went down amid flying shrap­nel from the me­ga fi­res­torm.


    




    

      Hathaway das­hed for co­ver be­hind a half-full wa­ter bar­rel by the dock. Jim saw him as he ma­de his dash and hur­ri­ed to lo­ad the ba­zo­oka. He to­ok aim and fi­red at the bar­rel. The exp­lo­si­on sent the bar­rel flying amid a clo­ud of smo­ke and fi­re. When the deb­ris cle­ared, he se­arc­hed for Hat­ha­way’s re­ma­ins.


    




    

      Chips of brick and mor­tar blas­ted Jim’s fa­ce as enemy bul­lets ne­arly hit the­ir mark. Jim threw him­self on Aman­da and the two went down be­hind the small led­ge. Ri­coc­he­ting frag­ments ra­ined down on them as they lay fa­ce down for sa­fety.


    




    

      


    




    

      Mick tur­ned to wa­it for Chris. A se­cond ago Chris had be­en right be­hind him; now he was now­he­re to be se­en. He backt­rac­ked and ran down a gra­vel walk­way bet­we­en the docks on the right and an eight-fo­ot wo­oden fen­ce on the left. The walk­way tur­ned to conc­re­te and Mick ran up a ramp to a lo­ading area with a loc­ked ga­te. A de­ad end.


    




    

      Mick tur­ned. “Chris?” he yel­led abo­ve the ra­pid gun­fi­re. He cal­led aga­in but the­re was still no ans­wer. He wan­ted to con­ti­nue lo­oking for him, but his fri­ends ne­eded him to be part of the bat­tle.


    




    

      He ran down the ramp and right in­to the first cre­atu­re co­ming aro­und the cor­ner of the walk­way. The sud­den im­pact ca­used him to lo­se his grip on his we­apon. It skid­ded away from him.


    




    

      The cre­atu­re lurc­hed for­ward.


    




    

      Mick stumb­led back un­til he was aga­inst the loc­ked ga­te of the lo­ading ramp. Eight mo­re gho­uls tur­ned the cor­ner of the nar­row walk­way and ma­de the­ir way to him. He re­ac­hed up to climb the ga­te and drop down the ot­her si­de in­to the wa­ter, but he was grab­bed from be­hind. Two cre­atu­res mo­ved in to co­ver him.


    




    

      Mick whe­eled aro­und and sent a de­vas­ta­ting blow to the jaw of the one that had pul­led him back. It fell in­to the cre­atu­re be­hind it and both went down. The re­ma­ining gho­uls mo­ved in and sur­ro­un­ded him with surp­ri­sing spe­ed. The two on the gro­und strug­gled to re­ga­in the­ir fo­oting.


    




    

      A cre­atu­re re­ac­hed for Mick’s col­lar. What it got was a hand­ful of the neck­la­ces Izzy had gi­ven him.


    




    

      The cre­atu­re yan­ked hard and the neck­la­ces bro­ke, ca­using a flo­od of lit­tle be­ads to bo­un­ce on the conc­re­te. They rol­led down the ramp and un­der the fe­et of the ad­van­cing re­ani­ma­tes that des­pe­ra­tely tri­ed to get to Mick.


    




    

      The gho­ul that had bro­ken the neck­la­ce slip­ped on the be­ads and fell in­to the one be­hind it. Wit­ho­ut so much as an at­tempt to ke­ep its fo­oting, it fell in­to the next one and so on un­til they re­semb­led a row of do­mi­nos fal­ling, each in­to the ot­her, un­til the last gho­ul lay squ­ir­ming on the ramp.


    




    

      At first Mick was too shoc­ked to mo­ve. It had be­en a co­mi­cal sight, li­ke so­met­hing out of a Three Sto­oges mo­vie. Izzy’s neck­la­ces had sa­ved his li­fe! So­me­how the lit­tle girl had known.


    




    

      Mick sta­red at the pi­le of bo­di­es un­til one of them got to its kne­es, then he sco­oped up his we­apon and ran down the cor­ri­dor.


    




    

      


    




    

      The gun­fi­re stop­ped af­ter two mo­re exp­lo­si­ons. Jim pe­ered over the led­ge. Griz and Le­on had fi­red the­ir ba­zo­okas and the mi­li­tia-men had scat­te­red.


    




    

      The throng of wal­king de­ad ad­van­ced in­to the sol­di­er’s ranks. Many fo­ught for the­ir li­ves in hand-to-hand com­bat. They we­re no lon­ger ab­le to fight both the army of un­de­ad and the small band of at­tac­kers.


    




    

      Jim fi­red his Uzi, tar­ge­ting only the li­ving sol­di­ers. The mi­li­tia’s num­bers dwind­led.


    




    

      


    




    

      Leon lo­we­red his Uzi and watc­hed from the win­dow. Most of the enemy had be­en dis­patc­hed by eit­her we­apon fi­re or the hor­de of un­de­ad ra­va­ging the­ir bo­di­es. The cre­atu­res at­tac­ked both the re­ma­ining sol­di­ers and the freshly-kil­led ones on the gro­und. The mi­li­tia was no match for the enor­mo­usly-gro­wing un­de­ad. Le­on tur­ned his fa­ce from the car­na­ge.


    




    

      


    




    

      Jim pul­led Aman­da ac­ross the ro­of and stop­ped un­der the si­ren. He jer­ked the po­wer cords apart and sat down next to her.


    




    

      “It’s over, we did it,” he sa­id.


    




    

      “It was hor­rib­le,” Aman­da sa­id in a sub­du­ed vo­ice. “So much de­ath. Now we ha­ve to fi­gu­re out how to get out of he­re.”


    




    

      Jim got to his fe­et, but sto­oped low in ca­se any of the mi­li­ti­amen we­re left ali­ve to ta­ke a pots­hot at his he­ad. “Go back to the led­ge and start sho­oting the gho­uls. I’m go­ing to find Mick and the rest and get the ga­te shut aga­in. Ke­ep an eye out for an­yo­ne who might sho­ot back at you.”


    




    

      “Be ca­re­ful. The­re’s a who­le lot of tho­se things down the­re.”


    




    

      “Don’t worry,” Jim sa­id. “I will. You just ma­ke su­re you stay he­re. Don’t go down the­re.”
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      Jim shim­mi­ed down the lad­der, jum­ping the last six fe­et to the flo­or. At the far end was a do­or that ope­ned to a bal­cony on the op­po­si­te si­de of the ac­ti­on. He wo­uld go down the sta­irs the­re. It wo­uld be the sa­fest ro­ute to the ot­hers.


    




    

      Jim ope­ned the do­or and step­ped out­si­de.


    




    

      “YOU!” Hat­ha­way scre­amed.


    




    

      A fo­ot apart, they both ra­ised the­ir we­apons to fi­re. Unab­le to get a cle­an shot, Jim used his rif­le to knock Hat­ha­way’s to the si­de as each rif­le disc­har­ged. Both men grab­bed on­to the ot­her’s we­apon and fo­ught to ga­in the up­per hand.


    




    

      Jim bul­led for­ward and pus­hed Hat­ha­way hard aga­inst the ra­iling. Hat­ha­way’s rif­le went flying over the ed­ge and clan­ged to the gro­und.


    




    

      Jim’s we­apon was now bet­we­en them and they wrest­led to ga­in pos­ses­si­on of it. Hat­ha­way twis­ted the rif­le un­til the butt was tur­ned up­ward, un­der Jim’s chin. “Whe­re’s yo­ur big oaf, Hat­ha­way?” Jim spit. “The­re’s no one he­re to fight yo­ur bat­tle now!”


    




    

      Several gho­uls saw them and be­gan clim­bing the sta­irs.


    




    

      Hathaway ga­ve a qu­ick thrust and the butt slam­med in­to Jim’s chin. The im­pact ca­used him to lo­se fo­cus.


    




    

      Hathaway to­ok aim at Jim’s he­ad. He pul­led the trig­ger. CLICK! The gun mis­fi­red but Hat­ha­way tho­ught fast. He flip­ped the we­apon aro­und, to­ok it by the bar­rel end, and swung it aga­inst the si­de of Jim’s he­ad. Jim stag­ge­red back and te­ete­red on the ed­ge of the top step.


    




    

      A cold hand grab­bed Jim’s arm and the blac­ke­ned te­eth of the clo­sest gho­ul bit in­to his left sho­ul­der. Jim cri­ed out and sho­ved the cre­atu­re back down the steps. Hat­ha­way la­ug­hed ma­ni­cal­ly as Jim pres­sed down on the inj­ury.


    




    

      Enraged, Jim char­ged at him. He grab­bed Hat­ha­way by the col­lar and dro­ve an up­ward kick in­to his gro­in. Hat­ha­way ex­ha­led and bo­wed. Jim sent an up­per­cut to his chin and with new­fo­und strength tos­sed him down the sta­irs.


    




    

      As Hat­ha­way fell, he to­ok the gho­uls with him. Da­zed and con-fu­sed at the bot­tom of the sta­irs, he fa­ced the aw­ful truth as eight gho­uls co­ve­red him. He was fa­ce to fa­ce with the sa­me zom­bie that had bit­ten Jim in the sho­ul­der.


    




    

      As tho­ugh bob­bing for ap­ples, the gho­ul lo­we­red its fa­ce and bit in­to Hat­ha­way’s no­se. Warm blo­od flo­wed over his fa­ce as its te­eth tigh­te­ned the­ir grip and it twis­ted its he­ad back and forth. The fleshy part of Hat­ha­way’s no­se to­re free, le­aving the open na­sal ca­vity to fill with blo­od.


    




    

      Jim lis­te­ned to Hat­ha­way’s scre­ams and watc­hed as the cre­atu­res to­re in­to him. He wa­ited un­til ot­hers no­ti­ced him and star­ted up the sta­irs.


    




    

      Realizing the inj­ury to his sho­ul­der, Jim sud­denly com­pu­ted his fa­te.
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      Jim met up with Mick, Griz, and Le­on in the midst of fe­as­ting gho­uls. They ran to­ward the docks, away from the dan­ge­ro­us fe­eding frenzy.


    




    

      Chris bo­un­ded out from un­der one of the docks, his clot­hing drenc­hed.


    




    

      “Chris!” Mick smi­led. “I was lo­oking for you. What hap­pe­ned?”


    




    

      “I had to ta­ke co­ver. I got shot in the arm.”


    




    

      Mick grab­bed his arm and ins­pec­ted his inj­ury. “Hell, boy, it’s only a flesh wo­und. You’ll be fi­ne.”


    




    

      Chris al­lo­wed a bri­ef smi­le, which fa­ded when he saw the gho­uls te­aring at the bo­di­es of so many men. They had syste­ma­ti­cal­ly kil­led al­most a hund­red men. Tho­ugh the­ir ac­ti­ons we­re jus­ti­fi­ed, that didn’t pre­vent the sic­ke­ning fe­eling in the pit of his sto­mach.


    




    

      Mick no­ti­ced the torn shirt and the blo­od on Jim’s sho­ul­der. He tho­ught if he wa­ited, may­be the exp­la­na­ti­on wo­uld be dif­fe­rent than what he sus­pec­ted. But his he­art sank. He’d se­en that kind of inj­ury be­fo­re.


    




    

      Jim saw the sad­ness and re­sig­na­ti­on in Mick’s eyes. “Go clo­se the ga­te and get the bo­at re­ady,” he sa­id. “I’ll get Aman­da.” He tur­ned to­ward the fi­re­ho­use and ran back thro­ugh the ghastly fe­eding zo­ne.


    




    

      


    




    

      Amanda had not se­en the fight bet­we­en Jim and Hat­ha­way. She’d be­en too busy sen­ding mo­re than forty cre­atu­res to the­ir fi­nal rests. She was still pluc­king away at them when Jim step­ped out on­to the ro­of.


    




    

      Jim did his best to hi­de his wo­und, but the blo­od still flo­wed and so­aked his jac­ket. He slung his rif­le over that sho­ul­der by the strap, ho­ping Aman­da wo­uldn’t no­ti­ce.


    




    

      “Come on!” he cal­led to her from the trap­do­or. “Let’s go. We’re go­ing to ma­ke a run for the bo­at.”


    




    

      Amanda pic­ked up her things and eagerly ran to him. “You okay?”


    




    

      “I’m fi­ne.”


    




    

      Amanda swi­ped her hand ac­ross his sho­ul­der. Her fin­ger­tips we­re red with blo­od. “No, you’re not! What hap­pe­ned?”


    




    

      “I’m fi­ne,” he as­su­red her.


    




    

      The lo­ok on his fa­ce told her a dif­fe­rent story and she pul­led the we­apon from him. Be­fo­re he co­uld re­act, Aman­da jer­ked back his jac­ket and ex­po­sed the bi­te. Aman­da gas­ped and the rif­le slip­ped from her hand. “Oh my god, Jim! We’ve got to get you to a doc­tor.” Te­ars wel­led up in her eyes.


    




    

      “It’s all right. It re­al­ly is. The­re’s only one thing left to do and that’s get all of you back to the is­land.”


    




    

      “No, Jim, I won’t let you go. You can’t le­ave me.” The te­ars ca­me har­der and a knot for­med in her thro­at. “You can be­at this. God-damn it, you can be­at this!”


    




    

      Jim pul­led her clo­se and held her tight.
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      The next day Mick to­ok a small gro­up of men back to the Smith’s Po­int, kil­led the rest of the cre­atu­res, and cle­aned up the bo­di­es. It ga­ve him ti­me to use the Grizzly’s ra­dio to con­tact Fe­li­cia and tell her what had hap­pe­ned. He told her abo­ut the neck­la­ce and how it had sa­ved his li­fe. He told her abo­ut her brot­her and let her spe­ak to him. Chris and Fe­li­cia cri­ed as they spo­ke to one anot­her. They wo­uld be re­uni­ted in two days, when Mick re­tur­ned to the mo­un­ta­in with Chris. Then they wo­uld ma­ke pre­pa­ra­ti­ons to mo­ve ever­yo­ne to Tan­gi­er.


    




    

      Amanda was de­vas­ta­ted. Un­li­ke Fe­li­cia, who had fo­und hap­pi­ness in the post-pla­gue world, Aman­da was in dan­ger of lo­sing the lo­ve of her li­fe. Her first mar­ri­age to Will had be­en a happy one, but Jim was her so­ul ma­te. The wo­und wo­uld so­on ta­ke him from her and she wo­uld be alo­ne aga­in. He wo­uldn’t even ma­ke lo­ve to her for fe­ar of trans­mit­ting the in­fec­ti­on.


    




    

      The stra­in was too much for her and now she slept at Chris’s ho­use. A mild se­da­ti­ve had be­en gi­ven to her and she was fi­nal­ly get­ting the rest she ne­eded.


    




    

      When she awo­ke, Jim was go­ne.


    




    

      


    




    ***




    

      


    




    

      Jim dro­ve in­to Fre­de­ricks­burg in one of the mi­li­tia trucks. A stran­ge thing was hap­pe­ning. He had co­me to find Matt and put an end to his une­arthly exis­ten­ce. So far he had not fo­und him, but so­met­hing was hap­pe­ning to the cre­atu­res.


    




    

      As he ma­de his way thro­ugh town, Jim saw that the­re was less ac­ti­vity from them. Many lay mo­ti­on­less on the gro­und. At one po­int he had left the sa­fety of the truck to ad­van­ce on a cre­atu­re he tho­ught might be Matt. A gho­ul crept up on him, un­no­ti­ced.


    




    

      Jim tur­ned aro­und to me­et the me­na­ce, only to watch it sli­de down his chest and fall de­ad. Even the ac­ti­ve ones we­re not very ac­ti­ve. They we­re slo­wer now, and very we­ak. It was no tro­ub­le to pass lar­ge gro­ups of them wit­ho­ut much tho­ught of a cha­se. On ave­ra­ge, three out of fi­ve of the cre­atu­res he en­co­un­te­red had lost the­ir abi­lity to func­ti­on.


    




    

      Jim le­aned aga­inst the front of the Hum­vee. He had be­en wa­iting for Matt for mo­re than an ho­ur. It was the sa­me spot whe­re they had first en­co­un­te­red the mi­li­tia, the spot whe­re Matt had di­ed. The wrec­ked pla­ne was a hund­red yards up the ro­ad.


    




    

      He was su­re Matt wo­uld re­turn. His mal­func­ti­oning body had pro­bably re­tur­ned many ti­mes, not su­re exactly why it was drawn back to this pla­ce. It was just so­met­hing the un­de­ad did.


    




    

      Jim wasn’t one for long go­od-byes. Mick had un­ders­to­od that and had do­ne his best to ke­ep his emo­ti­ons abo­ut Jim’s fa­te to him-self, but Aman­da had be­en gri­ef stric­ken. He mis­sed her now, wis­hed she was the­re with him. Her lo­ve wo­uld be of so much com-fort.


    




    

      His emo­ti­ons we­re ne­ver clo­se to the sur­fa­ce, but now that de­ath was ne­ar, de­ep fe­elings gna­wed at his sa­nity. He tri­ed hard not to let it get the best of him. Not yet. Not un­til this one last res­pon­si­bi­lity was car­ri­ed out.


    




    

      The sun fa­ded and dark­ness ca­me. The Hum­vee was wrec­ked, da­ma­ged by the pla­ne when it ca­me down, but it af­for­ded him bet­ter pro­tec­ti­on than the can­vas-co­ve­red truck. He rub­bed his sho­ul­der as he sat in the front se­at. It bur­ned li­ke fi­re and he ho­ped he wo­uldn’t die be­fo­re mor­ning.


    




    

      He held the.44 in his lap thro­ug­ho­ut most of the night, thin­king that it might be best if he used it on him­self be­fo­re the ine­vi­tab­le hap­pe­ned. The doc­tor on Tan­gi­er Is­land had shot him up with pe­ni­cil­lin, but it wo­uld do no go­od, not aga­inst the pla­gue.


    




    

      His des­tiny was set in sto­ne now. If he co­uld ma­ke it thro­ugh the night, just long eno­ugh to ta­ke ca­re of Matt, then he wo­uld do it. He wo­uld ta­ke ca­re of him­self, but not un­til then.


    




    

      Jim wi­ped the swe­at from his fo­re­he­ad. His fe­ver was get­ting wor­se. His body ac­hed all over li­ke a bad ca­se of the flu and he fa­ded in and out of cons­ci­o­us­ness. His eyes ope­ned and clo­sed as sle­ep drew him in­to its grip.


    




    

      


    




    

      The scent of spring flo­wers waf­ted thro­ugh the crac­ked win­dow. Jim ope­ned his eyes, yaw­ned, and sat up­right in his se­at.


    




    

      Matt sto­od in front of the ve­hic­le. His gla­zed eyes sta­red in­to Jim and he le­aned uns­te­adily to one si­de, the palm of his left hand on the ho­od. His mo­uth mo­ved as if to spe­ak but no so­und ca­me. The sight was a bit funny, as tho­ugh Matt tri­ed with all his might to find a bit of dig­nity in his cur­rent con­di­ti­on.


    




    

      Jim step­ped out of the dri­ver’s si­de. Matt watc­hed him as he ra­ised the.44.


    




    

      “Hello, Matt,” Jim sa­id. “It’s go­od to see you aga­in. I to­ok ca­re of everyt­hing for you. I got the men who did this to you.”


    




    

      The zom­bie-Matt gro­aned and sto­od away from the Hum­vee. He stag­ge­red, but then stra­igh­te­ned his pos­tu­re.


    




    

      Jim smi­led at the al­most hu­man at­tempt by Matt to ap­pe­ar in cont­rol. “Are you re­ady to go ho­me now?”


    




    

      Zombie-Matt mo­aned aga­in, then stag­ge­red to­ward Jim in an ag­gres­si­ve man­ner.


    




    

      Jim pul­led the trig­ger and ful­fil­led his pro­mi­se.


    




    

      


    




    

      Jim had bro­ught a sho­vel with him from Tan­gi­er. He pul­led it out from the back of the co­ve­red truck. Birds sang in the dis­tan­ce whi­le lar­ge black buz­zards ho­ve­red over­he­ad, wa­iting to pick at the un­bu­ri­ed corp­ses lit­te­ring the gro­und. They pa­id no mind to Jim as he dug Matt’s gra­ve.


    




    

      In an ho­ur the job was do­ne and the last sho­vel of dirt was thrown on top. Thank­ful­ly, no cre­atu­res had in­ter­rup­ted him. The­re we­re no­ne to be se­en when Jim scan­ned the area. The­re we­re mo­re bo­di­es on the gro­und now than the­re had be­en the night be­fo­re. Du­ring the night mo­re had co­me, only to die.


    




    

      For the first ti­me that day Jim re­mem­be­red his inj­ury. It wasn’t hur­ting as much now and the fe­ver was go­ne. Less than twel­ve ho­urs ago he had be­en wor­ri­ed that he wo­uldn’t ma­ke it thro­ugh the night. Now it ba­rely bot­he­red him.


    




    

      Was he be­ating it? If so, why? This was the third day. By now he sho­uld be in­co­he­rent and too we­ak to walk. Ins­te­ad, he felt go­od, alert, hungry even. When he re­tur­ned to Tan­gi­er he’d ha­ve to ask the Doc why he was ab­le to be­at it when no one el­se co­uld.


    




    

      Jim stab­bed the sho­vel in­to the gro­und be­si­de Matt’s gra­ve and wi­ped the swe­at from his fo­re­he­ad. His sto­mach grow­led. He hadn’t eaten in mo­re than a day. A ni­ce thick, ju­icy ste­ak wo­uld be go­od, he tho­ught…Ra­re.


    




    

      


    




    THE END
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