
        
            
                
            
        

    


 



REVELATION

 

Arize #2







By Scott Nicholson







Copyright©2018 by Scott Nicholson

Published by Haunted Computer Books

Sign up for Scott’s newsletter



 



“One of the most thrilling writers working today. Miss him at your peril.” 

– Blake Crouch, Wayward Pines



TABLE OF CONTENTS

Title Page

Quote

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33



Arize #3: Tribulation

About the Author

Other Books

UK Kindle Links





 



“And it was given unto him to make war with the saints, and to overcome them: and power was given him over all kindreds, and tongues, and nations.” 

—Revelation 13: 7





 

 

CHAPTER ONE







The graveyard was a hundred silently screaming mouths of hell. 

As rain slithered down in long silver streaks against the creeping dusk, Dr. Meg Perriman stared into the abyss that had recently held her daughter. 

“Who took her, Mom?” asked her son Jacob. 

Nobody took her. It looked like she’d dug her way up from the ground where they’d buried her the day before. The fresh grave had been disturbed along with all the others. Now there was only a hole in the ground. Red mud slowly trickled down into a dark pool below. 

“She’s out there somewhere,” Meg replied. “We’ll find her.” 

But she wasn’t sure she wanted to find Ramona. Her dead daughter might be walking with all those others who’d crawled up from the earth. 

Jacob clutched the soggy teddy bear, Mister Grizz. The beloved stuff animal had been buried with his sister. Whoever or whatever Ramona was now, she’d shed her last connection with this world. 

The rest of the group searched the surrounding forest, looking for clues of what had happened here. The Klondike Flu had caused a zombie outbreak five days earlier, and Meg had come to accept the reality of flesh-eating monsters—made all the worse because she’d unknowingly had a hand in the infection’s spread. She’d brought the virus home from a research station in Alaska, and although she’d recovered from her exposure, she’d passed the sickness to Ramona. 

The sight of Ramona as a zombie had been unbearable enough. 

Encountering whatever she was now, carrying a day’s worth of wet rot, would send Meg the rest of the way over the edge. 

But Jacob was still alive, and her son needed her. She forced away the panic that twitched in the alleys of her skull. 

“We need to find shelter before dark,” she said, pulling him away from the open grave. 

The ten-year-old boy tried to shake free, squeezing the filthy teddy bear so hard that brown water dripped from its feet. “We can’t leave her. Not again.” 

“She’s not Ramona anymore.” 

A flash of lightning cast a stroboscopic glow along the surrounding trees. 

Something moved just beyond the creeping gloom. 

“Zombies,” Jacob said, barely audible above the hissing raindrops. 

“Let’s find the others.” Meg only had two rounds in her Glock

semiautomatic pistol. If they were swarmed, she had no hope of fighting them off. 

Squinting against the rain, she led Jacob back to the cemetery gates. 

Smoke from the ruins of downtown Raleigh mixed with the Easter mist that lay low over the ground. Lightning stitched the dark clouds above, casting an ominous pall over the outskirts of the city. For a moment, Meg lost her sense of direction—she didn’t recognize the road from which they’d arrived. 

“Over here,” a male voice boomed from the shadows. 

It was Rocky Maldonado, the Army specialist who’d volunteered to escort the group. He stepped out of the murk, his face a grim, furrowed mask. He gripped his M16 as if expecting to swing it into firing position at any moment. The three of them gathered under the scant protection of a massive oak. 

“Where are the others?” Meg asked him. 

He tilted his head to the right. “Up the road. No zombies. Nothing else, either.” 

Meg took “nothing else” to mean they hadn’t encountered the recently disinterred. “Any survivors?” 

“I saw what looked like some flashlight beams inside a few of the houses, but I didn’t want to surprise anybody.” 

“Something was moving in the forest, but I didn’t get a good look.” 

“She was afraid it might be Ramona,” Jacob added. “That’s why she made us leave the graveyard.” 

“This is something new,” Rocky said. “We can put down zombies with a shot to the head. But how do you kill something that comes back from the grave?” 

“I don’t want to think about it,” Meg said. 

“Better to think about it now than when one is crawling toward you, knocking its bones together and slapping rotten meat.” 

“You’re talking about my sister,” Jacob said. 

“Sorry, kid. But we’ve got to keep it real if we’re going to make it. And I promised to get your mom to a research facility so she can help find a cure.” 

“We’ve got a couple of days to go,” Meg said, even though she was reluctant to leave Ramona’s grave. What if her daughter returned to it? 

“We’re not getting there tonight,” Rocky said. “Let’s get out of this rain and find a place to hole up for the night.” 

“What about the others?” 

“They’re waiting for us. I told them I’d be back in fifteen minutes. Let’s move.” 

Rocky waved them up the road and into the rain. With the electrical grid down, the surrounding houses were cold, dark husks that harbored hungry things inside their walls. Each flicker of lightning turned windows into leering yellow eyes. The naked trees with their April buds shivered at what seemed to be the onset of an eternal winter. 

Abandoned vehicles sat parked against the curbs, water pounding against sheet metal and glass. Stretches of the road were open enough to allow passage, but the traffic jams were so frequent that jacking a series of cars was impractical. Many of the vehicles contained rotting bodies. The passenger doors of an SUV were open, and a hand dangled from a doorway, most of the meat stripped from the bone. Meg shielded Jacob’s eyes from the sight, but he’d already turned away, inured to such commonplace horrors. 

A distant light ahead shimmered as it approached them. Meg clenched her palm around the Glock’s grip but relaxed when she heard the high whine of a motorcycle engine. The bike slowed as it grew near, the engine throttling back to an idle. 

The lone rider flipped up the helmet’s visor. “We found a place,” said the blue-eyed young woman. “About half a mile up the road. We cleared it. 

There’s food and some dry clothes.” 

“Nice,” Rocky said. “Good sight lines in case something comes bumping during the night?” 

“Backyard’s open and no cars out front. You can see farther than we can shoot straight.” 

The rider glanced at Meg and then looked away. Hannah still felt guilty over Ramona’s death, but Meg held no ill will. The woman had tried to get her daughter to a medical clinic. She’d risked her own life to help, and now she stuck with the group even though she had no obligation. 

“All right,” Rocky said. “Tell the others we’ll be along soon.” 

“I can take Jacob,” Hannah said, meeting Meg’s eyes again. 

“After Ramona, I promised Jacob we’d never be separated,” Meg said. 

“Come on, Mom,” Jacob said. “What if I catch pneumonia from this weather?” 

Every choice carried a risk now. And all Meg had was her instinct, because most of her knowledge had proven invalid. Hers was the realm of science, rigid rules that governed a more or less orderly natural world. The virus had turned such a reality into a lie, and the recent freak storms shattered any pretense that nature was predictable. 

And now the dead not only walked, they rejected the grave. 

“All right,” she said, uneasy but knowing she couldn’t protect Jacob all by herself. The boy had faced so much terror and pain in the last few days that he’d already become a new person. Anxiety haunted his features, and she had to look hard to see any semblance of his father in him. 

Her husband Ian was somewhere back there in the city, and each step carried her farther from him. She refused to contemplate the slim odds of his survival. Better to focus on the living. 

She helped Jacob swing into the saddle seat behind Hannah, gave him a quick kiss on his damp forehead, and watched as the Kawasaki motored up the road. Its red taillight winked like a coal dying in the night. 

Rocky and Meg hurried along the road, both of them exhausted. Meg’s clothes were soaked and a chill seeped deep into her bones. She thought of the roof waiting ahead and fell into a near trance, slopping her wet sneakers along the pavement. One step after another, taking her closer, taking her farther away. 

She was lost in the numbing rhythm of the rain when Rocky shouted her name. She blinked water from her eyes and looked up. 

Three silhouettes stood on the road ahead of them. 

“The motorcycle must’ve attracted them,” Rocky said. 

Meg wasn’t up for a fight. “Can we go around them?” 

“It’s safer here in the open. If we go off into the dark, who knows what we stumble into? At least on the road, we have room to run. Or we can duck

into a car for protection.” 

“I can’t.” 

Rocky nodded. She didn’t need to explain. The shock of her daughter’s resurrection was etched into her face. “I’ll take them out. Watch my back.” 

Rocky drew a KA-BAR knife from a sheath strapped above his boot. He wanted to work close because shots might attract more of them. He slung his semiautomatic rifle across his back so he could engage them more freely. That left Meg and her two rounds to protect his flank if things went south. 

The zombies shuffled toward them in their stilted, leaning gaits. Meg was pretty sure she could outrun them, and she wasn’t going to let the creatures keep her from Jacob. 

The rain drilled down even harder, ripples of lightning punctuated by muted thunder. The heavens seemed to sink down as if intent on suffocating them in thick, gray clouds. The faces of the zombies grew visible in the flashes. Their mottled faces and opalescent eyes revealed an uncanny hunger. 

As they drew near, Meg had to remind herself they’d recently been human. Now their clothes and hair were in disarray, and though she could tell two were female and one was male, the trio of zombies projected a peculiar sexlessness. Which made sense, in a way—they were driven by only one need now. 

To bite and chew and maul and feed. 

Rocky crouched into a battle stance, shoulders arched forward as he balanced his weight over his ankles. He held the seven-inch blade sideways, ready to either slash or thrust depending on the initial attack. The gaunt zombie on the left, water streaming from a black mop of hair, growled and lurched toward him. Rocky stepped back and let it reach for him, and when it was bent low he drove the tip of the KA-BAR into the base of its skull, severing the spinal column and piercing the brain. 

It flopped onto the street with a splash, and the second one stumbled over the newly dead corpse as it attacked. As it lost its footing and fell forward, Rocky grabbed one of its arms and drove the knife under its chin. The strike missed, peeling an inch-thick slab of infected flesh from one cheek as Rocky yanked the blade free. 

The zombie fell onto all fours and crawled toward Rocky. 

“To your right,” Meg said, aiming the pistol in a two-handed grip. 

Rocky kicked the fallen zombie, which raked out a hand and grabbed his other boot. Rocky danced away but the thing’s fingers were caught in his laces. Rocky stomped on the attached wrist with his free boot, but the zombie dragged itself within biting range. 

While he was engaged, the third zombie closed in. Rocky swung a fist and struck the plump zombie in the chest. It staggered back a few steps but didn’t fall. Its mouth opened wide to issue a sickening hiss of hunger. It steadied itself and shambled forth. 

Rocky knelt in the streaming roadbed and plunged the knife into the forehead of the fallen zombie. The zombie, oblivious to pain and even to oblivion itself, refused to let go of Rocky’s boot. Rocky hacked at the hand that still clutched him. After a few strokes of the blade, Rocky was free. He spun toward the last attacker, three bloody fingers dangling from his bootlaces like obscene talismans. 

This zombie was larger than Rocky, its affliction not diminishing its prior obesity. Meg wondered if the thing was stuffed with human flesh, and if even now some mysterious digestion was taking place inside that corpulent mass. 

Rocky moved backward to regain his fighting stance, but then he flailed his arms as he fell backward. He’d stepped into a pothole hidden by the rain. Meg called his name but was too far away to help him up. 

The zombie, operating on an instinct it couldn’t have learned in only a few days, dropped down onto him like a wrestler coming off the ropes. 

Rocky swung the knife up in time to meet the body blow, but the blade pierced the creature’s shoulder. Rocky’s arm was wedged between their two bodies, locked in place by the zombie’s weight. 

The zombie’s slavering mouth descended toward Rocky’s exposed face. 

“Shoot it!” Rocky bellowed. 

Meg moved closer, arms trembling. She couldn’t see well enough to aim properly and didn’t trust a head shot with Rocky in the line of fire. 

“The head,” Rocky roared in a near panic. “Do it now.” 

Meg curled her finger inside the trigger guard, jammed the tip of the Glock against the zombie’s temple, and blew its brains out the opposite ear. 

The zombie went slack, pinning Rocky to the asphalt. 

“G-get it…off me,” Rocky gasped. “I can’t breathe.” 

Meg knelt in two inches of filthy water and shoved her shoulder against the zombie. On the third try, with Rocky twisting and turning, they

managed to roll the massive corpse to the side. Rocky sat up, wiping blood from his face. 

“Are you okay?” Meg asked. 

“Got a little blowback, that’s all.” He rubbed his wet sleeve across his mouth. “I won’t get infected from this, will I?” 

“No,” Meg said, but she wasn’t sure. The Klondike Flu had spread like a cold, both via direct contact and airborne particles. But she didn’t know what kind of mutations occurred once an infected person became a zombie. 

Either way, direct contact with infected blood wasn’t exactly endorsed by the American Medical Association. 

But they could worry about that later. First they had to find the others. 

“You think any of them heard the shot?” Meg asked. 

“Probably was masked by the thunder,” Rocky said. “The storm’s so loud, I doubt their hearing is sophisticated enough to pinpoint the source.” 

She helped him up, and he collected his knife from the bloated corpse, wiping the blade on its sodden blouse. He finished cleaning his face by turning it up toward the rain. He closed his eyes as he threw back his head. 

“Rocky?” she asked. 

“What?” 

“You were wrong.” 

A mob of zombies came out from the surrounding yards, drifting between the cars and trees and mailboxes and utility poles. 

The zombies had pinpointed the source after all. 

 



CHAPTER TWO







“When you think about it, heaven’s just a bigger prison,” Arjun Sharma said. 

“That’s a weird thing to be worrying about right now,” said Sydney Hall, playing her flashlight around the kitchen of the dark house. 

“Those dead people came up out of their graves,” he said. “Where are they going to go now?” 

“You tell me. You’re the expert on the apocalypse.” 

“Just imaginary ones. I can write a script for a videogame and do some basic code. But I don’t have to worry about what happens to the avatars once they’re eliminated.” 

“Well, let’s try not to get eliminated here, okay?” 

Arjun opened a cabinet and shined his flashlight on the shelves. “Score. 

Canned goods, spaghetti, rice, and frosted flakes.” 

“Look for some candles. We need to save our flashlight batteries and the others will be here soon.” 

Arjun checked the drawers underneath the counter, working his way to the refrigerator. The usual—silverware, utensils, hand towels—and then he came to the drawer that every American household had: the one with all the junk in it. 

He pocketed some of the loose batteries and prowled through spare keys, odd tools, and dead electronics until he found a pack of wax candles. “Still got your Bic?” 

“You bet.” She flicked the lighter to life and Arjun touched the candle wick to the flame. He jammed the burning candle into the mouth of a soda bottle and used it to light the other three candles in the pack. He spaced them around the kitchen so they could conduct a more thorough search. 

“No water,” Sydney said, trying the sink tap. “I was hoping they’d have a private system with a generator.” 

“A nice subdivision like this, too bad they didn’t prep for doomsday. 

Anyway, back to this ‘heaven’ thing.” 

“What, you’re wondering if maybe we should have stayed at Promiseland with Reverend Ingram? With the Army and the FEMA supplies and

electricity?” 

“No way. Once Ingram made everybody get tattoos, I was out of there. I just mean, once you’re dead, people like to say you’ve been set free. But is that true, if you really think about it?” 

“Look, I don’t know what happens to people’s souls once they become zombies. I guess technically they’re dead, since their hearts aren’t beating. 

But their brains still work, sort of.” 

“Right. I guess Dr. Perriman would have a theory on it. So you have to kill a zombie twice—dead, deader, deadest. But now it looks like the deadest can come back one more time. Where does it end?” 

“So what does that have to do with heaven and prisons?” Sydney brushed back a strand of her long blonde hair. She was pretty in the candlelight. She was pretty all the time, even under the stress and filth of the apocalypse. 

If all hell hadn’t broken loose, Arjun would’ve never gotten to know her. 

She would just be that apartment neighbor that he barely ever spoke with. 

“Let’s say you’re a believer and that your soul goes to heaven,” he said. 

“Well, it’s not like you can ever leave heaven. So it just becomes a bigger prison, right?” 

“Hold your nose,” Sydney said, grabbing the refrigerator handle. “I’m going in.” 

The smell washed over the room in a tidal wave of sour cottage cheese and rancid sausage. Unlike the first two houses they’d searched, this one was free of rotting bodies and was otherwise relatively hospitable. But with the power being out, most of the food in the fridge had spoiled. Sydney salvaged some vegetables from a lower bin, half a bottle of apple juice, and a jar of pickles before slamming it shut again. 

“We should have enough to feed everybody,” Arjun said, waving his hand in the air to disperse the stench. “Anyway, I’d just as soon be a deader as go to heaven. Forever’s a long time. Can you think of anything worse than being aware of how stuck you are?” 

“Yeah,” Sydney said, slamming cabinet doors. “Not having any beer is worse. Were these people holy rollers or something? I don’t even see a bottle of cooking wine.” 

“Getting drunk might not be the best idea right now.” 

“Sure, Downer Boy. Tell me about all the things I have to look forward to with Armageddon happening.” 

Arjun confronted her, awkward in her personal space. “This will all be over one day, and we’ll get back to normal. Maybe not the old normal, but we’ll adapt.” 

Sydney studied his eyes, waiting for him to avoid her as he usually did. 

But he stayed with her, daring her to blink first. 

“You’re right,” she finally said, opening the jar of pickles and pulling out a dill spear. She crunched it between her straight white teeth. “Could be worse. At least we got some free food out of the deal.” 

Arjun shook his head. She refused to take him seriously. Or Armageddon seriously. Or anything, really. 

But maybe she was the genius. She wasn’t invested in any particular outcome. She would adapt faster than most because she had no

expectations. 

Sydney held up her half-eaten pickle. “You might say I’m relishing these.” 

“Ugh. I’ll check on Sonia,” Arjun said, leaving the kitchen with one of the candles, careful not to burn himself on the dripping wax. 

Sonia Thorpe was standing watch in the living room, posted by the picture window where she could survey the entire front yard. She was a North Carolina Public Safety director, probably the highest-ranking state official left. She could’ve stayed at Promiseland and held a position of authority at the emergency shelter, but she’d opted to help escort Dr. 

Perriman to a research facility instead. In truth, Reverend Ingram’s odd behavior and the cultish devotion of his followers had scared her just as much as it had Arjun and Sydney. 

Arjun found Sonia at the front door, peering out into the violet dusk. “I hear Hannah,” she said. 

“Good. I’ll feel better when we’re all safe behind locked doors.” 

Sonia carried a revolver that Rocky had requisitioned from his outfit. 

Arjun felt a little emasculated without a weapon, but she was far more competent than him. Plus she was standing sentinel while he was messing around in the kitchen. He privately vowed to learn more about guns. He harbored a wealth of academic knowledge about weapons, researching them for use in videogame scenarios, but he had almost no experience with them. 

The bobbing headlight of the motorcycle illuminated the long needles of rain as it approached. Hannah eased back on the throttle when she came within fifty yards of the house. Arjun had to give her credit. She was smart enough to minimize the noise that might attract deaders. 

They were all adapting fast. 

The ones who were still alive, anyway. 

“She’s got a passenger,” Sonia said. “Looks like the boy.” 

Arjun set the candle on a coffee table and pulled his flashlight from a rear pocket. He flicked it on and muted the beam with his free hand. “I’ll help them.” 

He slipped past Sonia and out the door, a faint orange fuzz of light leaking between his fingers. He didn’t know how well the zombies could see. If he’d have designed them for a game, they would’ve had a slight touch of infrared perception, allowing them to detect body heat even in the dark. But these real ones seemed to operate primarily on scent and auditory stimulus. 

Hannah coasted the Kawasaki up alongside the porch and Arjun stepped into the rain to help Jacob dismount. “Where’s your mom?” he asked Jacob. 

The boy waved into the darkness. “Back there with Rocky.” 

A sharp crack sliced through the hammering of raindrops, the tinkling of water in the downspouts, and the low throb of thunder. “Did you hear that?” 

he asked Hannah. 

She pointed to her helmet and shrugged. 

“Sounded like a gunshot,” Sonia said from the doorway. 

“Mom!” Jacob cried. 

“I’ll go,” Hannah yelled, working the throttle on her motorcycle. Hannah had a revolver she’d found scavenging a convenience store, but the group’s firepower was weak overall. Arjun wished they’d searched more houses. 

They probably could have found more weapons if he wasn’t so afraid. 

“Stay here,” Arjun said to Sonia, not waiting for her to make a decision. 

The group had ceded to her authority and made her leader, but Arjun told himself no vote had been taken and he was free to do what he wanted. It was a weak rationalization at best, but he jumped on the bike behind Hannah and told her to hit it. 

The motorcycle was already roaring down the street, rain stinging his eyes, when he realized he’d abandoned Sydney. At least she’d be safe, and

maybe she’d be impressed. But he could already hear her voice in his head:

“You don’t even have a gun. This isn’t a videogame, Downer Boy.” 

Hannah weaved in between the abandoned cars, leaning left and right to balance her weight. Arjun initially resisted, feeling like the bike was going to topple over, but he soon relaxed and trusted Hannah’s experience. But he wished he still had his protective skateboarding gear. 

He squinted into the misty murk ahead, his bones vibrating in sync with the powerful engine. At first he didn’t believe what he was seeing—his vision was blurred by rain and wind—but Hannah must’ve seen the same thing, too. She clamped on the brakes and the bike went into a sideways skid, foot pegs scraping asphalt. Arjun’s left knee nearly touched the ground before he let go of Hannah and slammed onto the wet road bed, rolling to reduce the impact. She stayed with the bike as it careened into a pack of zombies, scattering them like bowling pins. 

Her leather pants and jacket protected her as she slid along beneath the bike, but some of the deaders fell atop her. She fumbled for the revolver in her pocket, and Arjun wished he’d asked her for it. It would’ve made sense, because his hands were free and hers were occupied, but he’d been too hesitant. And now she was going to die. 

He debated fleeing back to the protection of the house. He was sure he could outrun the zombies, at least over such a short distance. But then what? Tell Sydney he’d left Hannah? 

So he did the stupidest thing imaginable. He let out a howling screech and sprinted toward the mob of deaders that gathered around Hannah as if a cook had rung the dinner bell. 

A couple of the zombies turned toward him—mission accomplished, at least partially. But he didn’t know what his next move would be. He was winging it. 

And then a wonderful, terrible thing happened. He just imagined that he was a heroic protagonist in a videogame and that he was invincible. He even kept up a running commentary in his mind, complete with a driving electronic soundtrack. 

 Arjun Sharma, star of the hot new franchise, Avatar of Vengeance. Sent by the gods to battle the living dead, power rating off the charts, lethal hand-to-hand combat skills, black-belt holder in four martial arts disciplines. Primed for action, and this time it’s personal. 

He leaned forward and dove between the two zombies standing near the rear of the motorcycle. He extended his arms as if he were tackling two football players at the same time. The closest he’d ever come to football was beta-testing a soccer game, but the Avatar of Vengeance had been an all-American college fullback recruited by the CIA. 

His shoulders slammed the two zombies in the guts, knocking them onto the pile that Hannah’s bike had created with the slide. He lay atop the writhing mass of arms and legs, punching and screaming and calling Hannah’s name. Something cool and wet slid along one of his wrists— a tongue? —and he pushed himself up and stomped on the pile, moonwalking toward Hannah. 

She was flat on her back, legs kicking at the deaders moving in to feed. 

One arm shielded her face, and a zombie’s twisted mouth was latched onto her leather sleeve. Its head worried the sleeve back and forth, growling loud enough to be heard over the motorcycle’s hiccupping engine. Arjun kicked the zombie in the head, but still it clung tight. 

“Move back,” Hannah said, swinging her free arm forward and slamming the revolver against the thing’s skull. 

 THWACK THWACK THWACK, three blows in succession, and finally the dead thing sagged and released its grip. 

The Avatar of Vengeance didn’t wait for the next deader to take a chomp. 

He grabbed it by the back of the shirt collar—Bonobos Daily Grind Wrinkle Free, classy business wear for the apocalypse—and drove the creature’s face into the upturned handlebar. The throttle entered its eye socket with a soggy  sloosh, gore and juice flying. But that wasn’t enough to slake the Avatar of Vengeance’s bloodlust. He held the skull in both hands like a cantaloupe and shoved down until the throttle met the back of the skull. 

He tried a couple of corny lines—“Keep an eye out for me” was the best

—but it came out in Arnold Schwarzenegger’s voice instead of the narrator’s. Arjun released the dead zombie and drove his elbow into the neck of the nearest attacker. He’d succeeded in drawing most of the zombies away from Hannah and onto him. Half a dozen flailed and clawed at him, their weird eyes glinting reflected lightning and their gaping mouths clacking together in hunger. 

 BLAM. 

The first shot startled him. A deader dropped, and before it even hit the ground, a second shot rang out. Then came more shots, and these weren’t

from a revolver. Zombies shivered, juddered, and collapsed as if they were wired on ecstasy and raving to industrial techno music. 

The Avatar of Vengeance danced with them, kicking at their bullet-riddled bodies. One female deader, wearing a sodden bathrobe that was parted to reveal her mottled cleavage and abdomen, raked a hand along his thigh. It had been shot in the lower spine, disabling the legs, but the arms and neck still sought warm flesh. 

The Avatar paused just for a moment—he’d been raised a gentleman and his CIA training hadn’t dulled his sense of decency—and then kicked it square in the mouth. A few of the teeth broke off and bounced away like shards of chalk. 

 The Avatar of Vengeance is facing long odds, but his survival means nothing when it comes to fighting evil. If tonight is the end, let him go out with honor. Hit GAME RESET and play on, fellow travelers. 

He leapt into the air and tucked his legs under his butt, then drove down with all his weight. The soles of his shoes crushed the thing’s head against the pavement. The Avatar nearly lost his balance, but utilizing the skill he’d earned through gridiron glory, he repositioned himself and jumped again. 

The second blow cracked the skull. The Avatar gave a final kick for good measure, almost oblivious to the semiautomatic volley going on all around him. 

Another deader gripped the Avatar’s shoulder, and he balled up a fist and swung—

—only to have the blow caught by Rocky, who held an M16 in his free hand, the barrel steaming from the heat of rapid fire. 

“Easy, dude,” the specialist said. “What was that all about?” 

Arjun blinked and looked around at the slew of twice-slain deaders littering the road. “What was what all about?” 

“You were ranting like a crazy person,” Hannah said, who was dragging bodies off of her motorcycle. “Some ‘avatar of vengeance’ nonsense, like you were talking in the third person.” 

Arjun looked at Dr. Perriman, who was equally confused. “Did you get bitten?” she asked. 

“No, I…” Arjun didn’t know how to explain. He stepped away from a corpse, horrified by the blood on his shoes. 

“You didn’t even have a gun,” Rocky said. “What were you thinking?” 

“I wasn’t. Do you think I would’ve done this otherwise?” 

“Well, it worked,” Hannah said. “Thanks. You bought me enough time to get to my revolver.” She flexed her forearm. “Going to have a bruise tomorrow, but the bite didn’t penetrate the leather.” 

“Let’s be sure we have a tomorrow,” Dr. Perriman said. “I hear we’ve got a house.” 

 



CHAPTER THREE

 

 

 

Promiseland was thriving in the midst of devastation. 

The U.S. Army had fortified the megachurch and its surrounding walls, FEMA had established an emergency shelter with food and medical equipment in the complex’s gymnasium, and the church sanctuary had proven to be a living testament to the power of God’s love. The army had even managed to clear the undead demons from the vicinity and expand the perimeter of the haven. The terrible storms had prevented further airlifts of reinforcements and equipment, but the church had withstood the worst of the tornadoes, hailstorms, and fires that ravaged the city of Raleigh. 

 God’s wrath is a wonder to behold, the Reverend Cameron Ingram thought as he surveyed the ruins from his office window on the fourth floor. 

God had spared the church, further proof of His blessing. And Ingram took that as a sign of his own righteousness. He was, after all, an agent of the Lord. 

Col. Benton Hayes, Army commander of field operations, had not yet come around to acknowledging Ingram’s divine authority, although he’d certainly ceded to Ingram’s political power as the president’s “zombie czar.” 

Officially Ingram had been promoted to Special Director of Homeland Security and given control of all shelter operations in the country, all because Ingram had survived a zombie bite without showing symptoms of infection. 

Some people accepted miracles at face value, while others, like the colonel, had to be convinced. 

Or ordered. 

“Have all your soldiers been marked, Colonel?” Ingram said without turning from the window. He could see the colonel’s face reflected in the glass. 

“We’re working on it,” Hayes said. “You’ve only got five tattoo artists and our unit has nearly two hundred soldiers. Not to mention maybe five

hundred civilians in the shelter.” 

Ingram glanced at the site of the original bite on his hand. The eye-shaped scar was punctuated with what looked like a numeral 3 in the center, and Ingram had adopted it as the mark of the elected. Those who wanted protection would bear the mark, which would allow Ingram to separate the believers from the demons in disguise. All zombies were demons, but so were many of the human survivors who had not yet accepted the truth. 

This had all been foretold long ago. And God always kept His promises. 

“How is our infrastructure?” Ingram asked Hayes. 

“We’ve established a network of gennys, which should keep us in the running unless we get another one of those shitstorms. FEMA has a team working at the power company’s substation in hopes of lighting up this area. That will get the water flowing again. Sewer plant might take two or three more days. Of course, when we turn on the power, we might jumpstart a bunch of electrical fires in all these damaged buildings.” 

“Just make sure you establish a safety zone around Promiseland. We’ll have more refugees soon.” 

“We’ve already got more than we can handle,” the colonel said. “Even with turning some of them away. Some of them refuse to get marked and others are sick.” 

“Any signs of infection among those already inside?” 

“Not since the outbreak.” 

FEMA and Hayes’s unit had established screening procedures for

refugees. All noticeably sick people had been turned away, and some were terminated after a zombie outbreak erupted at the shelter. “Those who take the mark are immune from the Klondike Flu,” Ingram said. 

“Not if they get bitten,” Hayes said, a tone of challenge in his voice. The officer resented Ingram’s sudden ascension to power. 

Ingram finally turned from the window to face the colonel. “Your job is to keep that from happening.” 

“We’re pushing as far as we can, and teams are out on scouting missions around the clock. The air strikes did a good job of erasing the downtown area, but the birds are grounded until this weather clears. Right now it’s almost door to door, so it’s going to take some time.” 

“We have a thousand years,” Ingram said. 

“What do you mean?” 

“Are you a believer, Hayes?” 

“Of course. Raised Methodist and I’ll die that way. I pray for the safety of my unit every morning and night.” 

“Even Methodists accept the Book of Revelation, the visions of Daniel, and the prophecies of Matthew and Luke.” 

“I’m no expert on any of that. My orders are to hold this ground, and that’s as far as I need to think.” 

“You proclaim your faith,” Ingram said. “And yet I can see great concern on your face.” 

“Because this shit has turned people into flesh-eating monsters. I’ve lost soldiers. Half the world’s burning down and the rest’s turned into a soup sandwich. And we don’t even have enough of a surveillance grid left to know how other countries are reacting.” 

“We only need to worry about one Kingdom now. It’s a time to rejoice, because He is coming.” 

“You’d know better than I do.” 

“True. That’s why President MacMillan appointed me. He sees what’s happening and knows his days are numbered. ” 

A sudden gust of wind drove a sheet of rain against the window. Despite the weather, the husks of buildings still smoldered on the horizon, marked by deep red smudges against the darkness. Here and there, electric lights winked in the storm, probably powered by gasoline generators. Those poor souls were lost and alone, bewildered by the sudden disruption of their world. So many had yet to find their way to Promiseland. That was where the Army should devote its powers. 

And the Army’s powers were his powers. 

“We have another problem,” Hayes said. “One of our squads reported some deaders that were half rotten. Way too decomposed to be recently turned. The squad blew them all to hell and brought back a tissue sample for the medics to examine. Medical report suggested these zombies had been dead at least a month, maybe more. And they had formaldehyde in their systems.” 

Ingram smiled. “You’re still clinging to science in the age of miracles?” 

“These things were already dead and buried before the Klondike Flu. I don’t know where they came from, but something kick-started them back into action.” 

“Satan.” Ingram let the name hang in the air, studying the colonel’s expression. Despite the man’s profession of faith, he was clearly skeptical. 

He was willing to accept a scientific theory but immediately rejected the most obvious answer. 

“Well…it’s a new threat, whatever it is.” 

 Is that FEAR in the colonel’s eyes? So much for courage in the face of the enemy. 

“Satan will summon allies in whatever form he can. The Bible plainly says he will command great armies. The only question is whether the Lord’s armies will be equal to the task until His return.” 

Hayes stiffened. “I’ll perform my duty and so will my soldiers.” 

“That might include expanding our list of enemies. Those who refuse the mark are free to take their chances outside official shelters and sanctuaries. 

But at some point, Satan will recruit them and use them against us.” 

“Our recon suggests they’re lucky to survive out there. They have more to worry about than Promiseland and the people inside our walls. And they’re still United States citizens.” 

“Are they, though? The final lines are being drawn. And there will only be two sides in the end.” 

“I’m sorry, but I won’t ask my troops to kill innocent civilians.” 

“You already have. You slaughtered the sick.” 

Hayes grimaced. “That’s different. That was eliminating a clear and present danger.” 

“They’ll prove themselves a danger soon enough.” 

“Are you giving me an order?” 

Ingram realized the man was perfectly willing to commit any atrocity, as long as he had plausible deniability and political cover. “I’ll leave it to your discretion. For now.” 

Hayes stood at attention for a moment longer. “Is that all?” 

“Dismissed. Send in my assistant on your way out.” Ingram waved him away, already turning to the satellite telephone system FEMA had installed on his desk. The technicians had explained the encrypted transmissions, but Ingram didn’t care about the specifics. All he knew as that he had a direct line to the president and the lack of a communications grid wouldn’t affect him. 

The assistant, Olin Starnes, was young and sharp-faced, a devout Christian who’d pledged loyalty to Ingram long before the apocalypse. 

Despite the living conditions, he looked well-scrubbed and tidy. Starnes had been mentored by Cyrus Woodley, Ingram’s personal bodyguard. Woodley

had not yet returned from his mission to retrieve Ingram’s wife from the regional airport. 

“Help me rig this thing up, Olin,” Ingram said. “Get me the president’s line and put it on speakerphone.” 

“Yes, sir.” Starnes’s duties included broadcast production, and he was a whiz at any kind of telecommunications or video equipment. Within a minute, he’d placed the call. 

President MacMillan answered on the third ring with relief in his strained voice. “Reverend! Good to hear from you. Any news? ” 

“We’re holding on. How are things in Washington?” 

“Broken down worse than ever.” The president paused, perhaps measuring whether Ingram believed the rumors of government evacuation of the capitol. “At least that’s what I’m hearing. Hard to tell with so many lies making the rounds. Here we are on the brink of collapse, and people are still jockeying for political points. ” 

“At least you have the wisdom to rise above it,” Ingram said. A well-placed ego stroke never hurt, especially when politics was involved. “I’m honored by your trust in me, and I’ve already connected with several of the regional directors who are establishing shelters.” 

“So I’ve heard. This mark thing…is that going to cause a logistical problem? It’s one thing to ask for I.D. or passports, but simply taking people’s word for it? ” 

“They can fool us, but they won’t fool the Lord. Besides, it’s working well so far. The ones who want to join us stay healthy. Proof that our shelters are resistant to the Klondike Flu.” 

“Thank God we don’t have to worry about the courts on this one. 

 Lawyers would have a field day.” 

“I suspect most of the lawyers have turned, Mr. President. Nothing personal.” 

“True, I graduated from law school but then I went into honest work instead.” 

Ingram didn’t consider politics to be an honorable field, but it was a useful field. Influence could be channeled to further the Lord’s will. Look how easily Ingram had ascended to power in a matter of days. “Have we made any progress on containing the outbreak?” 

“The Secretary of Defense tells me we’re pushing back in some areas, but we’re a long way from victory. Our theater commands are fragmented and

 our infrastructure is shaky at best. We had infestations at all levels of command, and we’re still cleaning that up. Your plan of setting up shelters and expanding their perimeters looks like a good one. The trouble is finding good people like you to lead them. ” 

“I have some friends in the ministry who share our beliefs. I’ll see how many I can round up.” 

“Praise the Lord. And listen to this…I’ve been in touch with the British and Canadian prime ministers, and they’re interested in a joint effort. 

 They’ll be in touch with you for guidance. Levesque is a little bit of a heathen, but she’s about to be scared straight. And you know how the British are. The church has been running the show there for centuries.” 

“I’m honored you have so much faith in me, Mr. President.” 

“I have faith in your FAITH, Reverend.  That’s what we need in these dark times.” 

“I’m here to serve.” 

“Thank you on behalf of our nation. Or what’s left of it. I’ll touch base in the morning. Good night and God bless.” 

After the call, Ingram turned to Starnes. The young aide’s face had remained implacable during the call. He could be trusted. 

“Do you have my sermon ready to go out?” he asked Starnes. 

“Yes, sir. We can transmit it to the seventeen shelters on our list, as well as the broadcasting corporations still in operation. We’ve got a satellite feed, too, so we can reach anywhere on the globe. Of course, we have no way to make an announcement or conduct any publicity campaigns.” 

“We just have to pray that it reaches those who need it.” 

“Everyone needs it, Reverend.” 

“Amen to that.” 

 



CHAPTER FOUR







The Raleigh-Durham International Airport was dark, and the traffic control tower had been sheared in half. 

A Boeing 747 lay in pieces around the tower, and several other jets had rammed the terminal. On the runway, flames flickered inside the ruptured fuselage of a smaller jet that canted down on one wing as if its wheels had collapsed. If any planes had landed here recently, their pilots must have been masterful at manual controls. 

And lucky. 

Cyrus Woodley studied the terminal with his binoculars. The odds of Sarah Beth Ingram surviving were slim, but he’d promised the Reverend. 

He imagined the crashed jets have suffered deader outbreaks in flight. Sarah Beth had flown from Asheville in a charter turboprop plane, likely with only the pilot and a couple of other passengers. Even if she’d landed safely, she would’ve been exposed both to the infection and zombies in the terminal. 

“Do we go in?” asked Specialist Horowitz, who’d driven the Humvee from Promiseland. A trip that might’ve taken half an hour in regular traffic had taken most of the day. They’d had to change a tire and at one point fought their way through a pack of zombies when the Humvee got stuck trying to squeeze between two vehicles. 

“The storm’s easing up a little,” Cyrus said. “We better try it while we still have the noise as cover.” 

“What’s the plan?” asked Private Brown from the Humvee’s gunner turret. 

“Look for groups of survivors,” Cyrus said. “If she’s alive, she won’t be alone.” 

“Do we separate?” 

“No. Stick together. If we lose each other, gather at the front of the terminal within one hour.” Cyrus checked the LED on his digital watch. 

“It’s just after three a.m. now.” 

“Pretty big place,” Horowitz said. 

“Yeah, but with the power out, it will be quiet. We’ll go concourse by concourse, shout a little, and see if we get any response.” 

“What if that brings out the deaders?” 

Cyrus wracked the slide of his Glock. “That’s why I brought you gentleman with me.” 

Several lines of vehicles blocked the terminal entrance, an assortment of buses, cabs, and sedans. The Humvee’s headlights had revealed bodies heaped along the sidewalk, some of them torn to pieces. After all the destruction Cyrus had seen on the journey, he was now inured to the slaughter. Reverend Ingram said that God had a plan, and Cyrus had no business second-guessing it. 

Brown passed Cyrus an AR-15. “Civilian weapon but it holds thirty rounds.” 

Cyrus accepted it and studied it under the interior light. “If that’s not enough, we’re not getting out of there anyway.” 

“What’s so important about this woman?” 

“She’s the reverend’s wife. He needs her. And we need him.” 

Horowitz slapped the steering wheel. “Whatever. I just want to make it back to base.” 

“What does she look like?” Brown asked. “Just in case we find her body.” 

“Assuming her face isn’t eaten off,” Horowitz added. 

Cyrus glared at the driver. “She’s middle-aged, attractive, short, wavy red hair. She’ll be wearing a pearl necklace and green eye shadow. She’s classy but not uptight. Healthy skin, a few freckles, cute little nose.” 

“Damn, boy,” Brown said with a whistle. “Sounds like you’re into her. 

You been hitting it?” 

Cyrus spun and lurched out of the passenger seat, grabbing the front of Brown’s field jacket. He pulled the man close enough to smell liquor on his breath. Brown’s eyes bugged out in surprise. “She’s a fine Christian lady. 

Don’t you dare talk that way about her!” 

Horowitz put a restraining hand on Cyrus’s shoulder. “He’s on our side, remember?” 

Cyrus gave Brown a final vigorous shake and let him go. “You guys don’t understand what we’re up against. This is it. The final battle. God is

watching and sinners are going straight to hell.” 

Brown lifted his palms in supplication. “My bad, brother. I didn’t know you were like that.” 

“Like what?” Cyrus cocked an eyebrow in challenge. 

“A holy roller. You’re serious.” 

“I have a mission. And you have orders. Let’s go.” 

The soldiers glanced at each other but exited the Humvee after Cyrus. He swept his high-powered beam along the terminal entrance, searching for movement among the bodies. Whatever had fed here was long gone. 

Not surprising, considering what a sumptuous banquet had been served. 

Satan was generous indeed. 

Although the doors were inoperable because of the lack of electricity, the glass in one of them had been shattered. They made it inside the main gate without incident. More bodies lay along the tiled floor and a raw musk of decay hung in the cool air. Here and there, tiny lights glowed like dim stars

—electronics and phones that had been abandoned during the attacks. The terminal was as cavernous as a cathedral, darkness encroaching against the tall windows. Despite his plan, Cyrus now felt that shouting would be a mistake. 

The ticketing desks were barren, suitcases and carry-on bags strewn along the carpet. They came to the security checkpoint and discovered the first mottled corpses bearing bullet holes. 

“Looks like the TSA fought back,” Horowitz said in a whisper. “Put some of them down.” 

Brown played his flashlight along the scanner checkpoint. A woman in uniform was sprawled across the conveyor belt, her limp arms ending in ragged stumps. “A real crowd pleaser. Had them eating out of her hands.” 

Cyrus pushed his way through the metal detectors and onto the open concourse. The entrances to a set of restrooms were blocked with bodies. 

“They tried to run and tripped all over each other,” Horowitz observed. 

“Either that, or they had the shit scared out of them,” Brown said with a chuckle. 

“You think this is funny, don’t you?” Cyrus asked. 

“Sorry. Forgot you were so serious.” 

“This place is giving me the creeps,” Horowitz said. “Let’s get this over with.” 

“Ready?” Cyrus asked, raising the AR-15 into a ready position. 

The two soldiers did likewise. “Bring it on,” Horowitz said. 

“Hello!” Cyrus yelled, his voice reverberating along the concourse. He listened as the echo fell away, straining to hear any movement or response. 

Something groaned and screeched like a giant reptile, glass shattering in the distance. 

“One of those jets,” Horowitz said. “Must’ve been rubbing against the building in the wind.” 

The trio worked their way past a number of boarding gates: United, jetBlue, Delta, Air Canada. More bodies, more stench of death. Cyrus’s flashlight beam fell upon a family that probably had been traveling for the Easter holidays. The father had tried to defend the two children, but great strips of flesh had been ripped from his back and shoulders. The mother had wrapped the children in a protective hug and had been likewise mauled. 

The deaders must’ve enjoyed the softer flesh of the children, because they’d been stripped nearly to the bone, their dress clothes hanging in rags around their tiny skeletons. 

“Appetizers,” Brown observed. 

“I want to know where the zombies went,” Horowitz said. “They left plenty of… food lying around.” 

“Plenty more where that came from.” 

“Where?” Cyrus said. “Nobody’s left alive. The deaders probably got out somewhere, maybe where the planes crashed into the terminal.” 

“Or else they’re waiting for dessert to walk in and serve itself,” Brown said. 

“I almost wish they would come out,” Horowitz said. “This waiting is even worse.” 

“Let’s give it a try,” Brown said. He took a deep breath and bellowed, 

“ANYBODY HOOOOOOME?” 

They waited in near silence for a moment, the only sounds being the wind whipping against the building, rain against the windows, and the soft grinding of broken metal. 

Horowitz sighed. “I think it’s—” 

“Shh.” Cyrus turned his head toward the shops along the concourse. “I heard somebody.” 

He headed off in the dark, playing his beam back and forth in front of him. He sidestepped ravaged corpses and dried, gummy pools of blood. He

called once more, bracing for an attack. Despite the cool air accompanying the storm, sweat dotted his neck and forehead. 

“Here!” came a weak voice somewhere ahead, followed by a second and a third. 

Cyrus searched the shops—a Starbucks, a newsstand, a bar—and then came upon a Hudson convenience store with the metal security fence drawn tight and locked. 

“Help,” someone said from the rear of the store, and Cyrus settled the soft yellow circle of light past the T-shirts and candy racks to a small office door behind the counter. Several sets of eyes stared back at him. 

“Anybody sick?” Cyrus asked. 

A young woman in a pink pantsuit stepped from the doorway. Her eyes were puffy with exhaustion but otherwise she looked healthy. “None of us are zombies, if that’s what you mean.” 

“How many are in there?” 

“Six.” 

“Is Sarah Beth Ingram in there?” Cyrus tried to see past the woman but the others were hidden inside the office, evidently as frightened of Cyrus as they were of deaders. 

“Nobody by that name,” the woman said. 

“How long have you been in there?” 

“Four days. Almost since the beginning. Zombies banged around the fence trying to get in for a day or so, and then they moved on.” 

Cyrus rattled the fence, testing the lock. “Do you have a key?” 

“No. Only management can open it. We’ve been stuck here. Lucky we had food.” 

A man’s head popped up over the woman’s shoulders. “Reese’s cups, Ritz Crackers, and Slim Jims. Get us the hell out of here.” 

Horowitz and Brown had caught up and scanned the surrounding

concourse. “I don’t like it,” Horowitz said. “They’ll hear us.” 

“Then let’s get them out and move.” Cyrus glanced at his watch. It was nearly four. “Go inside and take cover,” Cyrus said to the people in the office, and then stepped back and raised his AR-15. 

“No, dude,” Brown said. “That’s too messy. Let me do it.” 

He pulled a hand grenade from a jacket pocket. “Concussion grenade, not a frag. So you don’t have to worry as much about shrapnel. But you might want to get your ass around the corner there.” 

Cyrus and Horowitz retreated to safety, bracing behind a column. “If there are any zombies in the place, this will bring them out,” Horowitz said. 

Even though he was expecting it, the explosion stunned Cyrus and the report thundered through the entire terminal. By the time he returned to the storefront, Brown was pushing aside the mangled metal near the lock. 

People emerged from the shop’s cramped office like sleepwalkers fleeing a bad dream. 

“Get them to the Humvee,” Cyrus told the soldiers. “I’m going to make a final sweep.” 

“Check that,” Horowitz said, pointing his flashlight up the concourse. 

Dim shapes moved in the murk just beyond the reach of the beam. Feet shuffled on the tiled floor. 

“We better open up,” Brown said, dropping into firing position. “Sounds like a metric fuck-ton of deaders.” 

“Hold on,” Cyrus said. 

The first figure staggered into the beam. Cyrus recognized him. Ted Weatherby, the reverend’s personal pilot. More people came forward, drawn by the flashlight and commotion. 

One of them was Sarah Beth Ingram. 

 



CHAPTER FIVE







Meg awoke before the others, taking advantage of the privacy to remove her shirt and wash herself using water from the toilet tank. 

They’d taken turns using the bathroom, and miraculously they’d all resisted their instinct to flush. She was grateful for the preserved water but not the smell. Meg avoided breathing through her nose as she swabbed her skin, finishing up by soaping her hands. She certainly wasn’t worried about her appearance, but she knew that bacteria could be just as deadly as a virus. 

In the faint light of dawn through the window, she studied her reflection in the mirror above the sink. She barely recognized herself. 

“Ian, wherever you are, I hope you can still love me like this.” 

She couldn’t afford to dwell on her missing husband, or her dead daughter, for that matter. Much of her initial research on the virus that caused the Klondike Flu was stored on her Google Drive. She could only hope that the IT experts at BioGenix had restored enough of their computer capacity for her to retrieve the data. No doubt they were already studying the virus and looking for ways to suppress it. Meg was under no illusion that she could offer any breakthrough insights, but she was driven to tackle the problem with all her heart and mind. 

Even if that meant shutting off the part of her heart that had once been filled with family. 

She checked on Jacob, who was sound asleep in the bed they’d shared. 

When she went downstairs, she found Sonia and Rocky going over the map spread across the coffee table in the living room. Rocky sipped from a cup of steaming coffee. The rich aroma almost made Meg’s head swim. 

“Where’d you get that?” she asked. 

“Le Café de Sydney,” Sydney said in a mangled French accent. She came from the kitchen with a metal percolator pot and some ceramic mugs that

she placed beside the map. “From some camping gear I found in the hall closet.” 

“Do I smell eggs?” 

“There was a propane burner. The eggs were in the fridge. Snacks on the dining room table. Help yourself.” 

“This is better than room service,” Meg said. 

She poured herself a cup of coffee and sat on the sofa beside Rocky. He used the width of his thumb to measure the distance on the map. 

He tapped the X Meg had drawn on the map on the east side of Research Triangle Park. “If BioGenix is here, and we’re somewhere around here, then we’ve got about twenty miles to go.” 

“If we’re going on foot, we can cross Umstead State Park and go past the airport,” Sonia said. “If we want to try the roads, then Interstate 40 is best.” 

“I don’t trust the interstate,” Rocky said. “Our intel was that much of it is jammed. We maybe could get around the worst of it using a four-wheel drive to navigate the shoulders, but I’d imagine parts of it are impassable.” 

“We could take the long way and use Highway 70,” Meg said. “But that’s the same problem, plus it could take us an extra day or two.” 

“Well, if we wanted to split up, Hannah could take you on the

motorcycle,” Sonia said to Meg. 

“No. I’m not ever leaving Jacob. You guys can do what you want, but I’m not losing anybody else.” 

“Easy,” Rocky said. “We signed up for this. We’re a team.” 

“Sorry I lost my temper,” Meg said. “I guess we’re all a little wired. And I know you guys have missing loved ones, too.” 

Sonia reached over from her chair and touched Meg’s knee. “That’s why we need to solve this thing and end it. And if we can help do that, it’s worth the fight.” 

“Where’s Arjun and Hannah?” 

“Arjun’s outside on sentry duty and Hannah’s exploring some other houses. That woman just can’t sit still for five minutes.” 

“If we could all ride motorcycles, we’d be there by noon,” Meg said. 

“But I can barely operate a bicycle.” 

“We can keep on like we have been,” Rocky said. “Send Hannah up ahead to scout while we hoof it. And if we find a good ride, we’ll hop it and take it as far as we can.” 

“Sounds good to me,” Sydney said. “These sandals are giving me blisters.” 

“Maybe you should look for some boots or sneakers,” Sonia said. 

“I’d feel icky wearing a dead person’s shoes.” 

“But you have no problem eating their food?” 

Sydney grinned. “You’ve got a point.” 

“I’ll wake up Jacob and meet you at the table,” Meg said. 

“I’ll take over for Arjun,” Rocky said, picking up his field pack. 

The sun was all the way over the horizon by the time they were packed and ready to leave. The storm had passed but great gray rags of clouds still stretched overhead, shredding and then recombining in the breeze. The earth was saturated and the temperature had dropped ten degrees, unseasonably chilly for April. 

Hannah had found a hunting rifle and a box of bullets in a neighboring house, and Arjun eagerly volunteered to carry it. Rocky showed him how the bolt action worked and how to operate the safety, as well as aiming by use of the iron sights. Sonia and Jacob were now the only ones without firearms, and Sonia was happy with the knife Rocky had given her. Meg wasn’t quite ready for Jacob to learn the art of murder. 

They set out heading northwest, using street signs to lead them to Umstead Park. Meg reasoned that the park would be relatively free of zombies, since there would be no people to eat. They spotted a lone deader shortly after they embarked, but Hannah led it away when it chased the noise of her Kawasaki. By the time she rejoined them, they’d already covered several miles. 

Along the way they encountered a number of bodies, some of them relatively fresh. Meg couldn’t tell how many had died from the virus itself and how many had been killed by deaders. One thing was certain, the virus had a multiplier effect by virtue of being spread via bites. She imagined the CDC and other research centers were compiling census data and

epidemiological surveys, but no doubt they were working with limited resources. Despite her determination and firm belief in science, she was afraid they were all flying blind. 

Some of the land and buildings were churned up by bombing runs made before the storms. The military in its obsessive desire to establish boundaries had blasted large portions of the suburbs to ruins. The roads were pocked with potholes and debris, inhibiting vehicular traffic. The

damage eased as they drew nearer to the park, probably because of a lack of targets. 

They came to a service station that had caught fire, a few threads of smoke still rising from the ruins. A number of vehicles were parked outside the garage area and Rocky checked them for keys. He hit pay dirt with a Silverado pickup truck with a camper shell and started it with a deep rumbling of its engine. Meg and Sonia explored the camper and found two rumpled sleeping bags and a scattering of groceries inside. 

“Hold it,” somebody behind them said, and Meg turned to find a double-barreled shotgun pointed at her stomach. 

She raised her arms in surrender and Sonia did the same. The man sported a long, stringy beard and a tangle of hair beneath a leather bushman’s hat. His eyes were red and darted wildly around at the rest of the group, which was waiting at the intersection. He was half hidden by the kerosene pump. 

“We’re friends,” Meg said. 

“Sure you are. I saw your weapons.” 

“Those are for killing deaders,” Sonia said. “Seen any around?” 

“A few. And I don’t need you folks around here stirring up any more. Jets have already bombed us back to hell because of them.” 

“We’re just passing through,” Meg said. “We were looking for a ride.” 

“Well, you can’t have that one.” 

Rocky must’ve witnessed the confrontation in the side mirror, because he killed the engine. He stayed inside the cab, and Meg realized he was probably rearranging himself to target the man with his M16. She didn’t like having a gun pointed at her, but she didn’t want the man to die. He was as scared as they were. 

“Don’t do anything stupid,” Sonia said to the man. “We’ve got you outnumbered.” 

“Maybe you do and maybe you don’t,” the man said. “You think I’m alone? For all you know, we’ve got twenty guns aimed at you right this second.” 

Meg glanced at Arjun, who was maybe seventy or eighty yards away, waiting with Jacob and Hannah. They were too far away to hear the discussion, but Arjun nervously shifted the rifle around. Meg was afraid Arjun would react under the delusion of playing some kind of hero. She had to defuse this situation fast. 

“We don’t want your stuff,” Meg said. “We’ve got more than we can carry already, and there are plenty of cars around.” 

“If you’ve got so much, then I guess you don’t mind sharing,” the man said. He nodded to Sonia. “Put down your pack, and you”—he motioned his shotgun at Meg— “throw down that handbag and the Glock in your

waistband.” 

“What’s the effective range of that shotgun?” Sonia asked. “Thirty yards at most? We’ve got rifles that can knock you down at a hundred or more. 

You might get the two of us, but you’re going down.” 

“Clem,” a woman’s voice called from behind a parked Toyota. “Don’t risk it.” 

“Why the hell not?” the man answered without turning. “Everything’s a risk these days.” 

“Your reasoning is flawed,” Sonia said. “You’ve got a scarcity mindset, but do some math.” 

Clem glowered, his bushy eyebrows wriggling like electrified

caterpillars. “What the fuck?” 

“Population’s probably been reduced by, what, eighty to ninety percent? 

That means there’s ten times more to go around for the survivors. That’s why we’re willing to give you some of our stuff in exchange for not having to kill you.” 

“Clem! ” the unseen woman shrieked. 

“Then what’s the problem?” Clem said. “Put down your stuff and your guns and go.” He raised his voice so the others could hear. “That means you, too, if you don’t want your friends turned into potted meat.” 

The shot, the shattering of glass, and Clem’s grunt of surprise seemed to occur simultaneously. He swayed bug-eyed for a moment as the red dot in the center of his forehead expanded into a weeping wound. He folded up as he dropped to the ground, the shotgun clacking across the tarmac. The woman behind the Toyota rushed from concealment, wailing and waving her arms. She collapsed next to Clem, cradling his head and moaning his name over and over. 

Meg pulled out her Glock and approached cautiously. The woman was thin and scab-faced, and her lack of hygiene wasn’t a recent development. 

“This didn’t have to happen.” 

The woman looked up, tears making streaks in her dirty face. “He wasn’t going to hurt nobody.” 

Meg felt sorry for her. But they’d all suffered losses. Some just deserved it more than others did. 

“Come on,” Sonia said, pulling Meg away. 

Rocky stood by the driver’s-side door of the truck, his M16 pointed at the ground. The bed of the truck was filled with shards of glass. Rocky’s shot from the cab had blown out the rear windshield and the camper shell’s windshield and still hit its target dead center. 

Hannah rumbled up on her motorcycle and Arjun and Jacob soon joined them. “We’re taking the truck,” Rocky said. 

Meg and Sonia slid the sleeping bags from the truck bed, along with the plastic sacks of groceries. They piled the woman’s possessions on the ground. She gave them a disconsolate stare, contemplating a future alone. 

“Did you have to kill him?” Arjun asked Rocky. 

“No. But he didn’t have to threaten us, either.” 

“You don’t seem too torn up about it.” 

“I’ve killed before.” 

“But he was a civilian.” 

“This guy stopped being a civilian when he pointed a gun.” 

“At least you got him clean,” Jacob said, with some admiration. “He’s deadest for good.” 

“I didn’t want to have to waste another round if he came back,” Rocky said. “Let’s load up and get the hell out of here.” 

 



CHAPTER SIX







If you wanted to shoot a lot of people, it was best to be in a high place. 

Lee Harvey Oswald only killed one person from a sixth-floor window, but he could’ve bagged plenty more if his handlers had let him. Charles Whitman slaughtered eleven from an observation deck at the University of Texas atop the twenty-seventh floor. The maniac who shot up the concert in Las Vegas—picking the wrong era to be even remotely memorable for mass murder—set the record with fifty-eight kills from the thirty-second floor of a hotel. 

For killing, the higher the better. 

Bill Flanagan was in a church belfry only forty feet above the ground, so his expectations were modest. He wasn’t even sure his targets counted as

“people.” They were already dead, for one thing. The radio even called them “deaders,” which Bill thought was a dumb name until he heard a scientist describing them as “re-animated postmortem entities,” which was even dumber

The building was a quarter of a mile from his house. He’d never attended services at the little white Episcopalian church, but he lived close enough to hear the singing on Sunday mornings. Bill had no particular religious leanings, but he didn’t mind the music, and he figured regular services kept a few people out of trouble. Now Bill had a much stronger opinion about God—the bastard was either a sadist or had one hell of a sense of humor. 

He sighted through the Leupold scope mounted on his Winchester .30-30. 

The targets were moving slowly enough that he could’ve pegged them without the scope, but he’d wasted a box of rounds before figuring out you had to hit them in the head. Since that discovery, he’d taken pride in knocking them down for good on the first shot. 

Pride was one of the seven deadly sins, but at age sixty-two, he’d pretty much burned through all seven and was making a victory lap. Besides, he was in a church, so that protected him from sin, didn’t it? 

Bill targeted a frumpy-looking woman in a white sweater and floral dress. 

She must’ve been dolled up for Easter when she turned. She shambled across the lawn with her quivering arms held before her, oblivious of the corpses around her. Maybe some instinct was pulling her toward the sanctuary of the church, or maybe she got a whiff of Bill’s flesh. He hadn’t showered in a few days, which he could’ve chalked off to the

circumstances, but in truth he wasn’t much for personal hygiene. 

He squeezed off his last round and watched her skull explode in the crosshairs of the scope. He racked the lever and the smoking shell kicked out of the chamber, rattling among the others on the wooden floor of the belfry. The bell had been removed some years before due to a local noise ordinance that imposed a maximum allowable decibel limit. That was fine with Bill—he had plenty of room to maneuver and a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree view of the church property. 

The graveyard to the west was a mess, the ground all torn up and plastic flowers and wreaths scattered amid the red mud. Bill wondered if it had been hit by a bomb, but instead of a single impact crater, there were dozens. 

One of those tornadoes could’ve touched down, too, but the church was relatively unscathed and only a few of the grave markers had tumbled over. 

Considering the scale of the recent destruction, maybe it was just the way things were now, but something about the plowed-up earth made Bill uneasy. 

Beyond the hedged borders, several pillars of smoke rose from the adjoining town of Beckworth. A siren whooped and faded in the distance, and an occasional scream punctuated the spring morning. As Bill reloaded, he conducted a quick body count. He was well ahead of Oswald but still trailing Whitman. 

Another figure came out of the trees that lined the parking lot, and Bill rested the Winchester’s muzzle on the ledge to steady his aim. But this one was moving too fast for an easy bead. It was a kid, with tangled and floppy hair, black T-shirt and baggy jeans that made it impossible to tell the gender. 

Bill wasn’t as cynical about modern youth as many of his fellow Baby Boomers. After all, Bill’s generation had soaked up the post-war economic growth, turned selfish and given itself massive tax cuts as a loan against the future, and refused to accept the slightest sense of responsibility or any obligation to those that followed. He wouldn’t be at all surprised if Boomers were to blame for this shitshow happening right now. 

The kid tripped and stumbled, squealing in pain and panic. The deaders made deep groaning noises, nothing like this kid. She was alive. 

A breathing human. 

“Hey!” Bill shouted. 

The kid stopped running and spun around, confused. She was female, maybe twelve or thirteen, wearing lime-green sneakers. Her chin was brown with dried blood, and the skin around her eyes was so bruised that Bill wondered if maybe she was dead after all. But she looked up and blinked into the veiled sun and managed an expression so human—fright, relief, and confusion all rolled into one—that Bill’s heart gave an extra twitch in his rib cage. 

“Head for the back door,” Bill shouted, waving her around to the rear of the church. She’d have to cross the parking lot and a stretch of lawn, but it was relatively open. Not many bushes from which hungry things could jump out. Bill conducted a quick surveillance to make sure she had a running head start, and then he slung the Winchester’s strap across his shoulder and descended the narrow ladder that ran from the belfry access. 

When he reached the vestibule landing, he double-checked to make sure the front door was locked. A group of deaders scratched at it, shielded from his line of fire by an overhang. He didn’t want to deal with them yet, so he sprinted through the nave, ignoring the dead perched in various postures in the pews. Some of them seemed to be bowing and kneeling in a creepy kind of penance. Bill had no idea whether their prayers had been answered, and he doubted if  they had any idea, either. 

He crossed the altar to the rectory office just off the wing, the route he’d taken to enter the church. The office was a mess, with books and sheet music littering the floor, a filing cabinet overturned, and rumpled liturgical robes draped across the furniture. Blood was spattered across one wall, but no bodies were in sight. Maybe the priest had turned and gone out in search of communion. 

Bill flipped the deadbolt and twisted the door handle, triggering the safety lock. He angled the Winchester in his right hand so he could bring it to bear if necessary. He cracked the door open, leaving one boot in place as a stop in case a deader was waiting to push through. Satisfied, he swung open the door and let in the watery light of a dreary day. 

“You coming, kid?” he asked, stepping outside onto a narrow portico. 

She nearly tripped over a curbstone as she darted onto the lawn, and Bill saw the reason for her panic. Two deaders staggered and shuffled after her. 

But something about them was off. They were gray-green with rot and bits of bone showed through here and there inside the rags draped along their gaunt frames. 

“Double deaders,” Bill muttered under his breath, wondering what that smart-ass scientist on the radio would say about these two fine specimens. 

He told the girl to duck, and as she crouched low, still running as best she could, Bill aimed and fired. The bullet sheared a chunk of gray meat off the nearest creature’s shoulder. But it didn’t tear away in a spray of juice and gore. Instead, a soft gray powder arose from the wound as if someone had shaken a dust cloth. The deader wobbled and juddered for a moment, and then continued its pursuit, although it lagged behind its tag-team partner. 

Bill levered another round into the chamber, this time aiming for the head of the nearest one. The shot wasn’t perfect—the round punched a hole just above the wrinkled mess lurking inside the eye socket—but it was enough to scramble the brain. 

Yet still the thing staggered forward, barely slowed at all. 

Bill fired again, this time taking away a fist-sized chunk of skull. The thing still came, the stretched skin of its face giving the impression of a leering grin. 

“Out of the way!” the girl yelled, and at first Bill thought she was just going to blow past him and keep running until she reached the end of the world. 

But at the last second she swiveled on one foot and turned toward him, pumping her arms as she ran up the steps. “Get inside! You can’t kill them.” 

Bill stood to the side as she breezed past him. He gave the two creatures a last look—they weren’t moving fast, but they were steady and didn’t seem to tire—and decided he’d seen enough. He slammed and locked the door behind him as the kid collapsed into a desk chair, panting and wheezing. 

“What was that all about?” Bill asked. 

“You don’t get it,” the girl said, giving him a skeptical glance. 

“Deaders, zombies, and all that,” Bill said, and then, feeling the need to impress her, added, “What some are calling ‘re-animated postmortem entities.’ I’ve been shooting at them for days.” 

“These things are more than dead,” the girl said, wiping sweat from her forehead. She wore a leather bracelet on her left wrist that held a little

wooden charm. 

“I know,” Bill said. “They caught the Klondike Flu and died, and then turned into flesh-eaters. Or else they got bit and became infected that way.” 

“Do you even Instagram?” she asked, incredulous. “These gray creepers were dead when all this happened. I saw a video a guy took in a mortuary. 

A body was under a sheet on a gurney, and then the sheet just starts rising up. The corpse was sitting up, you see. And this was even before the Klondike Flu hit Raleigh.” 

“I would’ve heard about something like that,” Bill said. “It would’ve been all over the news. Sounds like a hoax.” 

“You think Fox News would cover something like that? You look like you watch Fox News.” 

Bill wasn’t sure if that was an insult or not. “I don’t even have a TV. 

Can’t afford cable and can’t get shit with an antenna these days.” 

Something thumped against the rear door. 

“They may be hard to kill, but they’re not too smart,” she said. “These two had me cornered in a Whole Foods but I faked them out.” 

“Whole Foods is nearly a mile from here. They followed you all that way and you didn’t give them the slip?” 

Her lips curled in a pout of defiance. “Give me a break. I’ve been running for three days straight.” 

“They don’t seem to move too fast.” 

“Have you been chased yet?” She waved at the door. “Maybe give it a try and see for yourself.” 

Bill glanced at the door, where the thumping had grown louder and more insistent. 

“That’s what I thought,” the girl said. 

They waited without speaking for half a minute, the office filled with the muffled thumps. Softer pounding from the front door added to the mix as well. 

“We’ve got them at both doors,” Bill said. “No way out for now. My name’s Bill. Bill Flanagan. And you are…?” 

“Kit Marr.” The girl leaned back in her chair and sagged with a heavy sigh. “Thanks for saving my life, by the way.” 

“You’re welcome.” 

“I probably could’ve gotten away anyway, but I figured—” 

“Maybe you should just stop at ‘thanks,’” Bill said. “It’s okay to do that without adding an explanation.” 

“What are you so uptight about? Besides the zombie apocalypse and natural disasters, I mean?” 

Bill studied her. “How old are you?” 

She looked away. “Fourteen.” 

“So, twelve then.” 

“Thirteen!” 

“Fine. Where are your folks?” 

“Dead. Got scorched by one of Uncle Sam’s bombs. I was in school when the shit hit the fan, and by the time I made it home that evening, all I found was a smoking black hole.” 

Her defiant anger made more sense now. “Sorry to hear that.” 

“You?” she asked, a little subdued. 

“I’m a widower. Don’t have anybody.” 

“Well, looks like we’re stuck here, so you have  me.” 

“Looks like it.” 

 



CHAPTER SEVEN







The Humvee’s return trip to Promiseland was much slower. 

The median the Humvee had taken on the way in was now blocked, and Cyrus assumed more survivors had tried to flee and ended up adding to the traffic jam. They’d seen a few headlights last night but hadn’t stopped to interact with anyone. Not many vehicles had the traction and power of a Humvee, but people were desperate enough to give it a try. Even the shoulders were impassable due to people driving into the mud and getting stuck. 

The Humvee was crowded with the people they’d rescued from the

airport, and three of them were riding on the vehicle’s roof. Others had declined the offer to return to Promiseland, afraid to make the trip across exposed territory. 

“What do we do?” Horowitz asked from the driver’s seat, idling the engine. “I don’t think we can plow our way through this.” 

“Maybe drive around?” The forest encroached from both sides, and Cyrus didn’t think the Humvee could navigate through the trees. 

“You have four-wheel drive,” Ted Weatherby offered from the rear. “You could backtrack and find a field or even a shallow creek, and go from there.” 

“Can’t risk it,” Cyrus said. “I don’t want to lose any ground.” 

“Surely you don’t expect us to walk it?” Sarah Beth said. 

“No, we just cross through this pile-up and find wheels on the other side of it,” Cyrus said. “Repeat as necessary.” 

“I don’t like being out in the open,” Private Brown said. 

“Looks like it might rain again,” Horowitz said. “If we’re out there when tornadoes hit…” 

“No wall clouds are forming,” Weatherby said. “We should be good unless we get some more of that freak hail.” 

Cyrus wasn’t about to put the matter to a vote, but he deferred to Sarah Beth on the decision. “What do you think, Mrs. Ingram?” 

“Maybe if we all stick together, and you guys with the guns can protect us, we can do it,” she agreed. 

“We got your back, ma’am,” Brown said with a sudden cockiness. Cyrus was amused at the soldier’s attempts to impress the woman. She was way out of his league, even if she wasn’t already taken. 

“What about  my back?” asked the clerk from the Hudson shop. 

“I can do two at once,” Brown said with a snicker. 

“Let’s do it,” Horowitz said, killing the engine and opening his door. 

Cyrus got out and helped Sarah Beth from the vehicle, and then the others piled out after them. Cyrus asked one of the men on top of the Humvee if he spotted any deaders. 

“Nothing moving,” he said as he climbed down via the metal ladder attached to the rear. Cyrus conducted a head count. Eight people, not counting Brown and Horowitz. 

“Private Brown, why don’t you take point?” Cyrus asked. 

“I promised these ladies I’d watch their backs.” 

“You want to watch something else, but we need your eyes on the job. 

Use your training. Horowitz can bring up the rear.” 

Brown muttered what was probably a string of curse words, but he picked a path between the congested vehicles toward the nearest gap. The pile-up was maybe twenty cars deep, and more were scattered at intervals for miles beyond: tractor trailers, vans, SUVs, sedans, a garbage truck, and even a motor grader. Cyrus noticed that no motorcycles had been abandoned—

their drivers had taken to the woods. 

He vowed to steal one if the opportunity arose, even if he had to kill the owner. He’d take Sarah Beth and leave the rest of the group to fend for itself. 

A couple of the civilians followed Brown, including a man who’d scavenged a handgun from a dead security guard. Cyrus figured Sarah Beth would be safest in the middle of the line, so he urged her forward. A bloody hand slapped the inside of a window beside them. 

A young woman, diseased and ravenous, banged her head against the glass, teeth clacking together. In her lap was a stained blue blanket. She’d eaten her own infant. 

Sarah Beth nearly fell backward from shock and Cyrus put a supportive arm around her. This was her first close encounter with a zombie. 

“Are they…are they all like that?” she asked. 

“Plenty are,” he said. “Some of them died from the infection. And others turned after getting bitten. Whatever you do, don’t let them get close to you.” 

“The poor things,” she said. “No chance for salvation.” 

“Your husband said the Lord will sort it out. But we have a responsibility to take care of each other. And we can do that at Promiseland.” 

“‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself,’” Sarah Beth quoted, unable to tear herself away from the horrifying sight. 

“These aren’t neighbors,” Cyrus said. “They’re not even people. They’re certainly not children of God.” 

The deader’s banging grew more insistent, her milky eyes glaring at Sarah Beth. The gleam of hunger was somehow more disturbing than the strings of flesh between her teeth and the blood on her chin. The low, raspy growl that emanated from the thing’s mouth was otherworldly. Reverend Ingram was right when he called them demons. 

The noise caused movement in more of the vehicles. Cyrus saw at least three zombies thrashing against their seat belts. One, fastened into the driver’s seat, pitched forward and bumped the horn, then remained pressing against it while reaching toward the front windshield at the passing group. 

The blare echoed across the valley. 

Horowitz darted up to the Kia, putting the muzzle of his rifle against the glass. 

“Don’t!” Cyrus said. “A shot will just bring more of them.” 

“Like that horn won’t?” 

Cyrus pushed the man out of the way and opened the door. The odor of rot and disease wafted out. The blaring died away instantly. When the driver, who’d once been a balding man in a business suit, twisted and lunged toward Cyrus, he grabbed the back of the deader’s neck and slammed it against the metal framework. Then he slammed the door, crushing the skull with a sickening crunch. 

“Nice work,” Horowitz said. 

“Keep them moving,” Cyrus said. “More of them will be along soon.” 

When Cyrus rejoined Sarah Beth, he said, “Sorry you had to see that.” 

“Cameron said you could handle yourself,” she said. “I see what he means. I’m glad we have you to protect us.” 

“I learned it in the ring,” he said. “I’m not proud of it, but it’s just a tool. 

Violence isn’t a sin if I use it for the Lord.” 

Brown was now nearly past the most concentrated mass of traffic. He climbed atop a truck bed to survey the area. He pointed in the direction of the airport. “Pack of deaders coming this way.” 

The news increased the urgency of the group, and a couple of them slammed into each other trying to squeeze between the packed cars. Cyrus took Sarah Beth’s hand and led her on a labyrinthine path through the pile-up. She squeezed hard when a scream erupted behind them. 

“They’re in here with us!” somebody shouted, and a panic ensued. 

Horowitz fired off a burst of rounds as several people clambered across the hoods and roofs of cars, desperately seeking traction on the slick metal and glass. The Hudson clerk was pulled down behind a U-Haul truck, grabbing at the handle of the rear door. Before Cyrus could react, she was gone, dragged under the truck where her cries and screams were muffled and soon gave way to a deep moan of agony. 

“Go help them!” Cyrus bellowed at Brown, who’d maintained his perch in the bed of the truck, unsure of what to do. 

“Sharks in the water!” Brown raised his M16 and aimed at the deaders in the distance, but the attack was taking place in the tight cluster of cars where they were largely hidden. 

Cyrus stopped long enough to aim at a dark-skinned zombie teen

creeping past a Mercedes. His first two shots missed, one of them glancing off the shoulder that sent the zombie into a spin. The zombie regained its balance and turned to the sound of the gunshots, unaffected by the wound. 

Cyrus shot it just below the eye and it vanished behind the Mercedes. 

Only four of the civilians were left now, in addition to Horowitz bringing up the rear. Sarah Beth ran from the screams, and even though she was dressed in her usual fashion of knee-length skirt with a blouse and jacket, she’d donned sensible flat-heeled shoes for the trip. Cyrus sprinted after her, yelling at her to run for the open road instead of the trees. 

Once they were clear of the jam, Cyrus checked a few of the vehicles but couldn’t find any keys. Deaders swarmed after the rest of the group, who were cut off by some zombies that had drifted in from the woods. 

“We have to help them,” Sarah Beth said. 

“I can’t risk your life,” Cyrus said. “I made a promise.” 

“Where did they all come from?” 

“They were already here.” 

Horowitz and Brown both fired a series of bursts that shattered windshields and punctured sheet metal. Horowitz emptied his magazine and as he dug into his belt to replace it, a deader scrabbled over the trunk of a sedan and grabbed his field pack. Horowitz swung an elbow and caught the thing in the mouth, but the teeth tore through his jacket and stripped his flesh. He spun away, flinging blood, and punched at the deader with the full magazine. While he was engaged, a second zombie slid out of nowhere and dug into his thigh. 

Seeing this, Brown sprinted after Cyrus, followed by the last two survivors. Dozens of zombies emerged from the pile-up, giving chase in their stilted, slouching gaits. They moved much faster than a dead thing had a right to do. 

Cyrus had a choice to make, and his choice was Sarah Beth, so it was really no choice at all. God would forgive him. 

Cyrus dropped to one knee and fired his AR-15 at Brown and the others, laying a sweep of bullets across their path. He intentionally aimed low, taking their legs out from under them. Brown gave him a wide-eyed look of disbelief as he fell writhing onto the asphalt. The other two also collapsed, groaning and trying to crawl away from their pursuers. 

Sarah Beth opened her mouth in horror but Cyrus didn’t give her time to contemplate his actions. He pulled her to the next vehicle and tried the door. 

It was locked even though the driver’s corpse was slumped behind the wheel. 

The first wave of zombies reached the injured people and fell upon them, growling and moaning around mouthfuls of flesh. Screams pierced the desultory sky, but the heavens gave no response. 

“Come on,” Cyrus said. “While they’re busy eating.” 

Sarah Beth broke from her stupor and followed him, dragging her feet as if refusing to accept what was happening. Cyrus found a Ford SUV with the door unlocked, dragged the dead driver from the seat, and got behind the wheel. He yelled at Sarah Beth as he kicked the engine to life. She staggered past him as if she herself was a zombie. 

Cyrus leaped out of the SUV, grabbed her by the shoulders, and dragged her to the passenger’s side. He shoved her inside and circled back around. 

The zombies who didn’t find room at the banquet table headed for Cyrus, who tossed his rifle into the back seat, slammed his door, and slipped the transmission into gear. 

He punched the accelerator just as the first contaminated hand touched the rear bumper. 

 



CHAPTER EIGHT







The truck made it to the border of Umstead Park before Rocky had to ditch it at a gate on Graylyn Drive. 

Arjun had ridden shotgun with Sydney sitting in the middle, and he was proud that he now had an actual gun, even if it wasn’t a shotgun. The others had piled into the cab, with Hannah alternately following them and bringing up the rear on her motorcycle. As they gathered at the gate, Hannah rode her Kawasaki through the woods to bypass the obstacle and headed up the trail on a scouting run. The others walked through the forest for several miles, alert for any sounds, but only heard the stirring of birds and chattering of squirrels. 

“Peaceful out here,” Sydney said. “You’d never know it was the end of the world.” 

“I don’t like nature,” Arjun said. 

“What’s the problem?” 

“Bugs and snakes and diseases.” 

“But no zombies,” Jacob said. 

“Not yet,” Rocky replied. “But the day’s only half over.” 

They came upon a wrecked bicycle, its front wheel hopelessly warped and some of the spokes smashed in. They saw no sign of its rider, although Sonia spotted some blood on a rock and a pair of cycling sunglasses in the leaves. Soon came the roar of Hannah’s motorcycle in the distance, and she pulled up and killed the engine. 

“I checked the ranger station and a lodge,” she said. “Deadsville. 

Literally, in the case of the lodge. A few corpses in sleeping bags.” 

“Guess nobody felt like vacationing once they heard about the Klondike Flu,” Sonia said. 

“Ironic, since this would’ve been one of the safest places to be,” Meg said. “Not many carriers.” 

Hannah pushed her bike along a downhill stretch and they soon came to a small lake. The boathouse was locked but a number of canoes and kayaks were stacked on a wooden rack beside it. 

“Faster to go across than walk around,” Sonia said. 

Arjun didn’t like the idea. He couldn’t swim, but he wasn’t about to admit it. 

Rocky pulled a multipurpose tool from his pack and spent fifteen minutes sawing and clipping through the security cable. Sonia tried to break into the boathouse for life jackets and paddles, but it was windowless and the wooden door was too stout. She searched a refuse pile around back and found two boards they could use as paddles. 

Soon they had two canoes in the water. As they boarded, Hannah told them she’d meet them on the other side of the lake, staying in touch via walkie-talkie. Arjun almost asked her for a ride—she needed a spotter, didn’t she?—but he was reluctant to leave Sydney. He wasn’t even sure Hannah would be able to find them, since she’d have to detour several miles. 

He kept his eyes fixed on the far shore as they crossed the lake. The water was nearly still, with a slight breeze at their back. The clouds that had haunted them for days had thinned to allow the afternoon sun to spill onto them. With Rocky paddling, Sydney leaned back and closed her eyes, her head swaying back and forth with the rocking of the canoe. 

Sonia paddled the other canoe, and Jacob and Meg talked quietly, their voices carrying over the open water. “You think zombies can swim?” Jacob asked his mother. 

“I don’t know,” Meg said. “They might hold some vestigial memory of it

—‘vestigial’ means rudimentary or residual—but they don’t seem to have any higher thinking functions. If they did swim, it would purely be instinctive. But since they don’t need to breathe, I suppose they could walk under water.” 

Arjun sat up straight and studied the murky depths around the canoe. He had an image of a mottled, gray-green hand, complete with an algae bracelet, rising up and clamping onto the gunwale. Its body weight would tip the canoe, and then the others would swim away while Arjun sank down to where the other zombies lurked on the muddy bottom. 

 If I live through this, I’m putting that scenario into a videogame. 

“If they can’t breathe, how do they make sounds?” Rocky asked. “I’ve heard them grunt and groan and growl, and sometimes it sounds like something’s clicking in their throats.” 

“My hunch is some sort of autonomic action of the lungs, another leftover instinct from their days as living people. Even though their lungs aren’t working, some air is circulating when they open their mouths. To be honest, we won’t know more until we actually get some specimens on the autopsy table.” 

“Yuck,” Sydney said, not opening her eyes. 

“Don’t you think researchers have already done that?” Sonia asked. “The CDC or Walter Reed?” 

“Who knows? In the wake of the outbreak and the chaos, we haven’t seen many signs of order and control. Promiseland was one example, but even there, the military and FEMA seemed a little disorganized and

overwhelmed. Survival is the main priority, and I’d guess most people are still figuring out how to do that.” 

“The ones who are left,” Jacob said. 

“We’ll have to fight this thing on multiple fronts,” Meg said. “We’ve already seen the military is going to just blast the problem out of existence, no matter how many innocent lives it costs. Reverend Ingram is willing to close his doors to people in need. The government doesn’t really exist anymore—no offense, Sonia.” 

“None taken,” Sonia said. “At least people will stop accusing us of wasting tax dollars.” 

“Yeah,” Rocky said. “I haven’t been paid in a week.” 

“And that’s just the short game,” Meg continued. “We’ll need forensic analysis of the dead, virology profiles of the flu strain, and a database of observable zombie behaviors.” 

“Don’t forget whatever came up from those graves,” Jacob said. 

 This kid’s turning morbid. But I can’t really blame him. “Nobody’s forgetting,” Arjun said. 

“Even if we figure them out and find a cure, there might be millions of them across the globe,” Rocky said. “Maybe even billions.” 

“And once we beat them or fix them, we’ll still need to rebuild the infrastructure and get the electrical and communications grids back up. Just clearing the roads would take months, if not years. We’re a long way from normal.” 

Sydney giggled. “That would make a cool song title. ‘Long Way From Normal.’” She started humming a smooth melody and tapping on the side of the canoe. 

“Don’t do that,” Arjun said. Did a shadow move down there in the murk? 

“No fun allowed?” she asked drowsily. 

“Paddle faster,” Arjun said to Rocky. The shore was still a quarter of a mile away. 

“Do you hear Hannah’s bike?” the soldier asked. 

“No. Just a bad feeling.” 

“Feelings aren’t facts,” Meg said. But both Sonia and Rocky paddled faster anyway, the slim pieces of lumber dipping and splashing in a steady rhythm. 

“I have this theory,” Sydney said. “You can tell everything you need to know about a person from their favorite Beatles song. We’ve been hanging together for a few days but we hardly know anything about each other. I’ll go first. ‘And Your Bird Can Sing.’ A John Lennon stoner song.” 

“It’s ‘Tomorrow Never Knows’ for me,” Sonia said, panting a little from exertion. “A John Lennon acid song.” 

“I’ll bet yours is ‘Yellow Submarine,’” Sydney said to Jacob. 

“Are you serious? That’s kid’s stuff. I’ll go with ‘Paperback Writer.’” He made a  da-dadda-da noise in imitation of the bass line. 

“Paul McCartney wrote that one,” Sydney said. 

“Whatever. It’s a killer song. And Mom likes Paul, too. Her favorite is

‘Let It Be.’” 

“He sings that one like an angel,” Meg said. “And with that beard and those dreamy eyes…mmm.” 

“Wait ’til I tell Dad he’s got some competition,” Jacob said, and the mood turned solemn for a moment as they all contemplated his absence. 

“Well, Paul’s nearly eighty and he’s probably a zombie now,” Sydney said with forced cheer. “What about you, Rocky? I bet it’s ‘Rocky Raccoon,’ right?” 

“Hell, no,” the soldier said. “They called me that in basic training. Hated it. My favorite varies, but these days I’ll go with ‘Happiness is a Warm Gun’ since it’s helping me stay alive. What about you, Arjun?” 

“Uh.” Arjun stared down into the water. Every ripple and shift of light seemed like a monster. 

“Can you even name one?” Sydney teased. 

“I like those early ones. With the ‘Ooh, yeah, yeah, yeah’ stuff.” 

Sydney laughed. “You seriously don’t know any of them?” 

“Of course I do,” he lied. He didn’t know the names of those convoluted songs. It was easier just to repeat someone else’s favorite. “‘Paperback Writer’ is pretty cool. Good lyrics.” 

Before anyone could ask him to recite the lyrics, Sonia said, “So that’s three for John and three for Paul.” 

“I figure you’d like George Harrison because of the sitar stuff,” Sydney said to Arjun. “Or is that racist?” 

“It’s culture, not race,” Arjun said. 

“George needs some love, too,” Meg said. “I’m changing mine to ‘Here Comes the Sun’ because I could use some optimism. Tie-breaker. John wins.” 

They were nearly to the shore now. In Arjun’s anxiety over exposing his ignorance, he’d forgotten about the monsters. Maybe Sydney was a genius after all. 

The thrumming of a small engine sounded through the trees, and Hannah emerged from the forest about a hundred yards up the shoreline. She waved and rolled through the marshy ground to meet them. When they landed, she gave them an update on her run. 

The park was largely empty, but she’d come upon a ranger’s truck and a couple of more bodies. These were apparently dead of infection, since they exhibited no external wounds, but Hannah couldn’t rule out the possibility of a double suicide, since they’d died holding hands. 

Arjun suddenly remembered the title of a Beatles song—“I Want to Hold Your Hand”—but he kept his mouth shut. 

“Okay,” Sonia said. “Do we backtrack to the ranger’s truck, or walk out of here using the trails?” 

“Trails might be better,” Hannah said. “I only saw two roads leading out of here, and they both go to main highways. And the trails are too narrow for a truck.” 

“Sounds good to me,” Meg said. “What about you, Jacob? Rested

enough?” 

“Yeah,” he said. Arjun was jealous of his youthful energy. “But first…

Hannah, what’s your favorite Beatles song?” 

She looked at their faces and realized some game had gone on in her absence. “‘Paperback Writer,’ of course.” 

“Hooray!” Jacob leaped toward her and gave her a high five. 

They walked for perhaps a mile, Hannah idling far enough ahead on her motorcycle that the noise wouldn’t draw attention to the group. Then she cut her engine and the hush made it seem like they were the last people on Earth. 

“She must’ve found something,’ Rocky said. “Let’s go see.” 

They jogged as best they could, considering the gear and supplies they carried, and soon came upon Hannah. She stood amid a cluster of tents that were shredded and sagging. A campfire smoldered with black charcoal, a tiny wisp of smoke rising from the ashes. Food trash and beer cans were scattered around the site, and some clothes hung from a piece of rope strung between two maple saplings. 

“It hasn’t been long,” Meg said, stooping to check the heat of the fire. 

“Where did they all go?” 

Rocky and Hannah swept their weapons around in slow arcs. “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Rocky said. “They probably didn’t leave voluntarily.” 

Sydney peered into one of the tents. “Guys?” 

Arjun looked over her shoulder. Two mutilated children lay on a blanket, their skeletons nearly stripped clean. Scraps of organs and intestines were draped around the bones. Arjun fought down a knot of nausea. 

Sonia took a look. “All right. We’re out of here. Now.” 

 



CHAPTER NINE

 





“I found some crackers,” Kit said, her head inside an office closet. 

“Those are communion wafers,” Bill said. 

“They’re stale as hell,” Kit said around a dry mouthful of them. 

“I thought you were looting the Whole Foods.” 


“It’s not looting in a disaster,” Kit said. “It’s gathering supplies, especially if you’re white. Those two creepers out there jumped me before I had a chance to hit the snack aisle.” 

“Well, I don’t want to be here when the sun goes down. And I can’t shoot them from the belfry because of the angles and the overhang. They don’t seem to be giving up.” 

Something fell with a clatter inside the closet. “What was your plan before I came along? Just sit up there until you ran out of ammo and starved to death?” 

“I didn’t have a plan. I just wanted to kill as many of those things as possible.” 

“Hey!” Kit said, ducking back out of the closet with a grin. “This is what I call gathering supplies.” 

She held up a glass decanter of ruby red communion wine. Bill shook his head. “You’re a minor, plus I don’t want to be dragging a drunk around when it’s time to scoot.” 

She frowned and placed the decanter on the desk next to a Bible and brass candelabrum. “I’ll just leave this here in case worse comes to worse.” 

The sun had sunk low on the horizon, casting long shadows across the pews. The pounding on the doors had grown softer but the blows were just as frequent. 

“There are probably half a dozen at the front door, and maybe three or four at the back,” Bill said. “Sounds like our two buddies invited some friends over for dinner.” 

“So do we just try to plow through them?” Kit gave a sly grin. “Or maybe you provide a distraction while I make a run for it?” 

“Why not the other way around? Just because I’m old doesn’t mean my life is worth less than yours.” 

“Plenty of people would disagree,” the girl said. “We’re the future.” 

Her purple eye shadow was smeared and faded. She’d obviously not put much effort into her look since the outbreak. Bill imagined she’d spent a lot of time wondering what other people thought, despite her sullen belief that no one cared. 

“I have an idea that might keep both of us out of arm’s reach,” Bill said. 

“Instead of fighting our way through, we’ll use their hunger against them.” 

“No way am I going to be bait.” 

“All you have to do is open the door, and then run past the altar and down the aisle. I’ll be hiding right hear behind the wall, and when they come after you…” He levered his finger as if pointing a gun. “Bam bam bam.” 

“You make it sound so easy. What if I’m in the line of fire? What if they scatter instead of running in a straight line? What if you keep shooting them in the head and they don’t stop? What if one of them smells you and ignores me? You’ll be too busy saving your own ass to worry about mine.” 

“I already had that opportunity,” Bill said. “Don’t make me regret the choice I made.” 

“Like I said, I could’ve gotten away.” Kit stomped around the room, looking up at the darkening sky through the window. “I’d be miles from here by now.” 

“Do you have a better plan? Stay in here until I starve to death, and then you can play cannibal?” 

“You’re probably tougher than a buzzard. Besides, if I wanted to be a zombie, I would’ve let them catch me already.” 

Bill patted the Winchester. “I’ve got five rounds in the magazine and one in the chamber. I won’t have time to reload. If more than six come in, I guess that’s when we try to plow through them.” 

“What about those two that you already tried to kill?” 

“If I blow their whole heads off, they’ll have to stop. And they wouldn’t be able to bite, anyhow.” 

“Let’s do it,” Kit said. “Anything’s better than spending another hour with you.” 

“I was thinking the same thing.” Bill exited the office and stood to one side at the back of the altar, hidden by shadows. “You ready? We have to do it fast before the ones in the front catch on and come around to see what all the fuss is about.” 

Kit didn’t answer for a few seconds. Bill peeked around the door jamb and saw her talking a gulp of the wine. 

“For luck,” she said, walking to the door. She rattled the handle and turned the lock. Bill took up his position again. 

“Come and get it!” she yelled, followed by the creak of the door opening. 

The soles of her sneakers slapped across the office floor and then she was past him in a blur. The shuffling and growling filled the office as the deaders shoved their way into the church. It sounded like there were more than four. Bill was tempted to look but that would upset the plan. 

Kit was so fast that she reached the far end of the aisle before the zombies stepped onto the altar. Bill decided she was right—she could’ve outrun them if he’d have just left her alone. She doubled back halfway to the altar, cupped her hands, and yelled, “Well, what are you waiting for, dumbasses? Tastes like chicken!” 

A wizened gray head poked out of the office, followed by a stooped figure. It was the one he had shot earlier, bits of skull sheared away to reveal a withered knot where the brain had been. The deader pawed at the door jamb, head tilted as if sniffing the air. The others pushed it from behind and it clambered out onto the altar. Three more burst in behind the old-timer, stinking and rasping and juddering, moving faster. 

Bill lifted the rifle and aimed at the one nearest Kit. He needed to allow them close enough to Kit so they couldn’t turn on him without risking her life. He realized his hands were shaking and the barrel was unsteady as he eyed along the sights. 

 I can’t screw this up. I’d never hear the end of it. 

He steadied himself, relieved only four zombies had entered. The old-timer moved more slowly than the others, who seemed to gain speed with a warm meal in sight. Bill took down the first one with a neck shot that shattered the spinal column at the base of the skull, cocked the lever, and blasted the next one between the shoulder blades. It flopped across a pew, driven by the impact of the bullet, but it kept crawling toward Kit, who was now ashen-faced and pressed against the front door. She reached for the

handle, even though the hammering grew more insistent due to the commotion. 

“Don’t open it!” he yelled. 

The third zombie staggered toward Kit, but the old-timer gave a slow pirouette and lurched toward the source of the loudest noise. 

 Like attracts like, I reckon. 

Bill ignored the approaching deader and took down the third zombie. The second had regained its footing and continued the chase, blood soaking its coat. Bill wasn’t about to let it reach Kit, even though the old-timer was closer to him. Kit didn’t wait for Bill to fire again. She darted to one side, racing around the back row of pews. The zombie changed direction just as Bill fired, and its movement was so uncoordinated that Bill couldn’t anticipate its trajectory. 

As he levered another round into the chamber, he thought:  Two more shots. And two of them. 

Kit was now halfway up the outside aisle, heading back toward the altar. 

The wounded deader took the direct route, sliding between the pews toward her, bumping into the corpses slumped there. That gave Bill the opportunity to deal with the old fart, who was now five yards away, one gummy eye socket staring at him, desiccated mouth gaping to reveal bare gums and a papery gray tongue. 

Bill snorted in laughter and relief.  The old bastard’s lost his dentures. 

But the gnarled hands reached for him, and those filthy nails looked like they could carve a groove deep enough into his skin that the old-timer could scoop up a snack. Bill slapped the probing hands away with his rifle, but the deader was either quick or lucky, because one palm closed around the barrel and held on with surprising tenacity. 

“Shoot ‘em!” Kit yelled, sprinting across the front of the altar, leading the bleeding deader on a merry chase. 

Bill realized she could’ve run through the office and out the back door, leaving him to his fate, but she’d stayed and played her role as a distraction. 

The old-timer even cocked its mottled head her way for a moment, giving Bill the opportunity to slap the butt of the Winchester against that leathery temple. The crack was so loud Bill was afraid he’d splintered the wood, but it was just bone yielding. The deader flopped to the floor onto its knees, where it swayed a moment as if praying for absolution, and then it pitched forward into a heap. 

“Now it’s your turn,” Bill said to the last zombie, stepping over the deadest corpse and walking toward the pews. 

Kit slowed down, jogging onto the altar behind him. The zombie

wobbled toward both of them, the hole in its chest revealing blasted bits of rib and ragged heart tissue. It was an ugly thing—snaggle-toothed, wide-nosed, eyes spaced too far apart. And the gray-green complexion didn’t do it any favors, either. 

Bill was reluctant to use the butt again, since he didn’t want to damage the rifle. He waited until the deader reached the aisle and accelerated toward him. Bill raised the barrel and watched down the sights as that hideous countenance grew larger and larger, and then  blam—

After it fell, he reloaded from the box in his pocket, dropping a couple of rounds on the wooden floor in his haste. “We need to get out of here before the others come around.” 

“I thought you could shoot,” Kit said. 

“Tough conditions,” he said. “This is a long-range weapon. If I had my pistol—” 

“I think you’re just old,” she said. “How old are you, anyway?” 

“Fifty-five,” he lied. To kids, anybody over thirty was ancient, anyway. 

She went to the back door and he followed. The hands and fists slamming and thumping against the front door sounded about the same, so Bill was hopeful the deaders were too damn dumb to know an easy meal was just around the corner. Kit reached for the box of wafers but Bill stopped her. 

“You don’t need that,” he said. “My house is just through the woods.” 

“Why? You got something better?” 

“No, but I shop at Whole Foods.” 

 



CHAPTER TEN







“This is a no-go zone,” Rocky said, peering down on the interstate from the edge of the woods. 

“Must be a thousand cars packed bumper to bumper,” Meg said. “I doubt if Hannah could even get her motorcycle through it.” 

“A thousand deaders, too,” Jacob said, which was a wild guess that was as good as any. Meg put a hand on son’s shoulder in reassurance. 

“That’s why they’re down there instead of up here,” Arjun said. “Looks like they’ve got plenty to eat.” 

They’d emerged from Umstead Park hoping to find Interstate 40 less congested now that they were farther away from downtown Raleigh. Now Meg didn’t see any way they would be able to find a vehicle and drive the remaining ten miles to Research Triangle Park. 

“We have to go around them,” Sonia said. “If we backtrack and circle to the south, we’ll be going twenty miles out of the way. Maybe we’ll have better luck on the backroads, but it’s a crap shoot.” 

“Well, the airport’s straight ahead,” Meg said. “You can see the control tower from here. But it looks like it partially collapsed. 

“We haven’t seen any planes all day,” Rocky said. “Not even military jets.” 

“Infrastructure’s degrading,” Sonia said. “The planes have their own power source, but there’s nobody to direct traffic, service the engines, or operate the terminals. Maybe you could get a flight crew together and an armed squad and get one in the air, but I’d guess the runways don’t look much better than the interstate, so good luck landing.” 

“How many people are at a major airport at any given time?” Meg asked. 

“Thousands? They’re like a small city. So figure that many dead people and zombies.” 

“So what you’re saying is we have to walk between the interstate and the airport,” Sydney said. “And hope we don’t draw any attention.” 

“It’s not all bad news,” Rocky said. “It’s not as developed out this way, and most of it’s commercial. We’ll have plenty of cover. And once we’re past the airport, we can probably try the interstate again.” 

“It’ll be dark before then,” Meg said. “We’ll need a place for the night.” 

“Lots of hotels around the airport,” Sonia said. 

“Sounds good,” Rocky said. “As soon as Hannah gets back from her scouting run, we’ll head out. It won’t hurt to stock up on more supplies, either.” 

They passed the time checking their weapons and taking stock of their food and ammo. Arjun and Sonia stood watch, even though the threat of attack was diminished once they moved back into the forest. Meg sat with Jacob as they chewed on granola bars and washed them down with bottled water. The deep ache of Ramona’s loss and Ian’s absence still haunted her, but she was grateful she still had her son. 

“It’s kind of weird,” Jacob said. 

“What is?” 

“I was thinking this is like a longer vacation, but when you’re never going back to the way it was, I guess it’s not. I wonder how many of the kids at school are dead now.” 

Meg didn’t know what was worse: that her son had become a nihilistic philosopher or that he’d already accepted their new way of life. 

Or new way of  death. 

She almost told the comforting lie that things would turn out fine and eventually life would go back to normal, but Jacob was far too smart to fall for that. Ramona would be dead forever. Ian might find them one day, but they’d never get back the days they had lost. She had no idea if their home was still intact or if it had been bombed or burned to the ground. Even their city was a wasteland, with deaders walking the scarred streets and the only glimmer of light a megachurch headed by a tyrannical psycho who believed himself a man of God. 

But things could change. Otherwise she wouldn’t risk these people’s lives with her mission to isolate the virus. Maybe in her own way she was as arrogant as Reverend Cameron Ingram. But she knew she couldn’t solve this problem alone—she could only contribute all her knowledge, experience, and energy to a team effort that would save the human race. 

Like Ingram, she was driven by faith. 

“I’m sure some of your friends are still alive,” Meg said. 

“I don’t care about them,” Jacob said, sniffling a little. “I want my dad and my sister.” 

She hugged him and kissed the top of his head. He’d not bathed in days and she was startled by his smell, almost as if he were shedding civilization and devolving back to a more primitive animal state. His face was creased with exhaustion. He’d been forced to grow up way too fast, and even though he was determined to not be a burden, she had to remind herself he was only ten years old. It seemed like years had passed since the outbreak even though it had been less than a week. 

Soon she heard the sound of Hannah’s engine, throttling down as she approached their agreed-upon meeting place. Amid the silence of the trees, Meg wondered if the noise would travel to the zombies on the interstate. 

Hannah must have considered the possibility, because she cut her engine before she arrived. A few minutes later, she walked out of the trees, complete with another loaded backpack and a rifle. 

“This is for you,” Hannah said, giving the weapon to Sonia. “Now we’re all ready to kick ass if necessary.” 

“What about me?” Jacob said. 

“I’ll teach you to shoot when we get somewhere safe,” Rocky said. 

“No, I’ll do it,” Meg said. “When you’re ready.” 

Hannah reported that the airport was completely shut down, and she’d spotted no survivors. A few zombies still walked the terminal, but most of the travelers who’d been caught there were dead. She’d run into a group of people holed up in a hotel just off the interstate, but they weren’t open to more guests. Other hotels were located nearby, as well as a residential neighborhood between the commercial zones served by the airport. 

“Best of all, it looks like the interstate opens up a little once you get past the 540 Beltway,” Hannah said. “No signs of bombing, either, so maybe the military gave up on this area.” 

Sonia, Rocky, and Hannah gathered around the map to plot their course. 

Meg pulled her phone from her handbag and used some of her dwindling charge to see if Ian had somehow messaged her. She still received no signal, but she thumbed to her photos folder just to see his face. Then she saw a picture of the four of them a stranger had taken at the beach. She wiped away a tear at the sight of those smiling, carefree people from a different time. 

Sonia called the group together, and they headed out with Hannah again riding ahead. Moving north toward the airport, the forest didn’t end and give way to civilization. Instead, commercial plots had encroached into nature here and there, and soon they encountered subdivisions, 

condominium complexes, and residential areas, but none of the

development was as dense here in the outer suburbs of Raleigh. They were able to stay relatively hidden as they made their way parallel to the interstate, with Hannah’s motorcycle audible in the near distance. 

The only time they were exposed to any great degree was crossing the boulevards that connected the airport with the interstate. A few deaders saw them, or else had been attracted by Hannah’s engine noise, but the group managed to move on before they were close enough for a fight. 

“Do you think they can track us?” Sonia asked Meg. 

“They don’t seem to exhibit any short-term memory. They respond to immediate stimuli based purely on instinct—sight, smell, hearing. My guess is they can’t really detect prey from a distance. It’s just one more thing we’re going to have to research.” 

“You might end up burning through a lot of guinea pigs to find out,” 

Arjun said. 

“Too bad we can’t just do a Twitter poll,” Sydney said. “‘How did you get eaten by zombies? A, B, or C?’” 

The hotel Hannah described was visible above the trees near the interstate. The group veered clear of it, not wanting to be accidentally shot by survivors mistaking them for zombies. Despite Rocky’s killing of the man at the gas station, there was no logic behind survivors fighting each other when they had a far more menacing common enemy. Perhaps at some point resources would become strained, but Meg didn’t think they should take any chances now, while everyone’s nerves were frayed and the shock of the outbreak had yet to wear off. 

With dusk approaching, Sonia suggested they find a hotel while they still had enough natural light to conduct a thorough search of the place. They picked out Hyatt Place because its brick façade looked formidable, even though the parking lot was nearly full. Sonia called Hannah on the walkie-talkie to let her know the location. 

“We’ll check these cars for keys tomorrow,” Rocky said. 

“More likely, we’re going to have to break into some rooms and search corpses for keys,” Arjun said. “These people didn’t die inside their cars like

the people on the highway. These people are up there.” He pointed to the blank rows of windows in the seven-story building. 

“I guess we’ll have to draw straws ,” Meg said. “Nobody wants that job.” 

“Arjun will do it,” Sydney said. 

Arjun swallowed. “Uhh...we can talk about it after we settle in.” 

Meg grinned to herself at their budding relationship. Arjun was awkward and intelligent, and seemingly unsuited for these harsh conditions, but he tried hard to impress them all, especially Sydney. For her part, Sydney overplayed her role as a ditzy blond, whether through manipulation or else a belief that it would inspire Arjun into the role of protector. 

The sliding-glass doors leading into the lobby were shattered from the inside, judging by the direction the glass shards had spread. A broken table and some potted plants lay in the wreckage on the sidewalk. 

“Power probably went out, and maybe some people turned deader in here,” Rocky said. “Guests in the lobby were trapped and couldn’t make it to the emergency exits, so they broke through.” 

“So we have an extra exit if necessary,” Sonia said. 

“I hope they take credit cards,” Sydney said as they entered the lobby. “I could use the travel points.” 

Aside from a few scattered chairs and overturned floor lamps, the place looked largely intact. Papers were strewn around the front of the check-in counter, and the unmistakable rotten-sweet odor of decay hung in the air. 

Meg put her arm around Jacob’s shoulder, her Glock swinging in her free hand. The others had guns at the ready as well, all of them stepping quietly into the hushed space. 

Sonia peeked over the counter. “Two dead here,” she said, not bothering to specify whether they were victims of zombie attacks or had died due to disease. Meg’s scientific curiosity wasn’t aroused enough to ask. She figured she’d get plenty of population data before the epidemic was over. 

Rocky conducted a recon of the dining area, where plates of spoiled food sat on tables as if the outbreak had caught people in mid-meal. With his M16, he pushed open the swinging door that led to the kitchen. 

“Looks like it hasn’t been raided,” he said. “In the morning, we can search for food.” 

“Does our room come with a complimentary breakfast?” Sydney asked. 

“Breakfast might be  you, if the zombies find us,” Arjun said. 

“It’s a little weird,” Sonia said. “Where are all the bodies?” 

“Maybe they either all got out or they’re holed up in their rooms,” Rocky said. “Or some of both.” 

“You know what that means,” Sonia said. “Some of these rooms probably have deaders in them. Maybe even most of these rooms.” 

Arjun turned to Sydney. “And you were so eager for me to search for car keys.” 

“We still need to do that,” Rocky said. “But we’ll do it slow and safe, in teams.” 

“It’s getting dark in here,” Meg said, feeling exposed as the shadows stretched down the hall. “The elevator’s out so we’ll have to take the stairs, and I doubt there are any windows in the stairwell.” 

“Flashlights,” Sonia said. “Keep the beam low so we don’t attract any attention from outside. We’ll take rooms on the second floor. A little bit safer, but closer to the exits if we need to scramble.” 

“So we’re not all sleeping together?” Arjun asked, glancing at Sydney. 

“I don’t know about you, but I’m too tired for anything  but sleep,” Sonia said. 

“What does she mean?” Jacob asked Meg. 

“I’ll tell you when you’re fifteen,” Meg said. 

 



CHAPTER ELEVEN

 





When Cameron Ingram received the radio message that a scout team had encountered Sarah Beth and Cyrus and were escorting them in, he dropped to his knees and whispered a prayer of thanks. 

He left his office on the top floor and descended through the building, now full on all levels except the top, which was reserved as a command center. Col. Hayes and the FEMA officials had stepped up their

organizational efforts and a sense of stability, if not calm, permeated Promiseland. After securing a wide defensive radius around the church, Hayes had applied resources to policing the refugee population and expelling those who refused to take the mark. God had indeed blessed this church. 

Although he’d held a service today, he was surprised how many of the refugees recognized him, and how many of them were active at this late hour. Some of them greeted him warmly on the stairs. When he reached the bottom landing, he’d been swarmed by a crowd of devoted followers. They touched him as if his very presence provided healing, and even though he knew he was only a conduit of the Lord, he couldn’t help the surge of pride over being chosen for this role. 

“Reverend, Reverend!” cried a woman, holding an infant up to him. 

“Bless my child!” 

“I love you, Reverend!” said another. 

“I’m praying for you!” said a third. 

Ingram looked around at the wild, excited faces pressing close and felt a shiver of fear. He’d never had to work his way up through the ranks, even at the Southern Evangelical Seminary, due to his father’s prestige and influence. He never preached at small churches or undertook missionary trips to squalid countries. He started out with big audiences and plenty of media exposure, and in a way, most of his ministry work had been distant from his flock. 

Now, to have their body odor overwhelming him and the barriers evaporated, the raw power of the masses was evident. They could easily tear him apart if they wanted—in some ways, they were just like the zombies, needy and vacuous and driven. But he could also harness that power and make it his own. All he had to do was give them what they wanted. 

He held up his hands, partly in a dramatic display and partly to give himself room from the most eager, and said, “Thank you, my children. I have important work, but each of you is in my heart. And the Lord looks down and sees who among you are righteous in this time of revelation.” 

“I’m righteous!” said a dull-eyed man with a scraggly mustache, raising his fist to show his mark. 

Ingram tilted his hand and waved it in a circle to reveal his own mark. “If you’re righteous, then show me. Show God. Show  Satan!” 

The crowd pumped their fists, their murmurs rising to a feverish pitch. 

Olin Starnes, accompanied by a soldier, appeared in the doorway of the gym and the two of them pushed their way through to him. Ingram fluttered his fingers to quiet the crowd, but they were lost in their blissful rapture. A woman grabbed him by his collar and dragged herself onto him, panting and screeching. She tried to kiss him on the cheek, but Starnes shoved her away. 

“I have a mark!” a man said, wedging himself against Ingram’s back hard enough to leave a bruise. The soldier drove his rifle into the man’s belly, giving Ingram enough space to slip toward the gym. 

“God loves you all!” Ingram shouted above the din as Starnes and the soldier swept him away from the landing

Once he was inside the gym, armed sentries blocked the crowd from following, but Ingram could feel their palpable energy. Despite its danger, he was enthralled, and it flowed into him like electricity. 

 They love me! 

 They worship me! 

He was still buzzing as he was escorted outside to the floodlit courtyard, where the scout team was arriving with Sarah Beth and Cyrus. A lieutenant directed traffic and began ordering vehicles to leave the compound. When he saw his wife in the passenger seat of the Humvee, his first thought was

“Is that really her? ” 

She looked different. Still beautiful, but a little haunted and aged. Then he realized it was he who had changed. 

Sarah Beth approached with some hesitance, perhaps because she could see the change in him. He smiled and opened his arms to embrace her. As he hugged her, he whispered, “I knew you’d make it.” 

“Even the devil couldn’t keep me from you.” She kissed him with dry, chapped lips and looked around bewildered at the activity. “It looks like a fortress.” 

“It’s still Promiseland,” Ingram said. “Adapted to fit the times.” 

“Is it really what we’ve been waiting for?” 

“Yes. All the signs are manifested.” 

“I’m scared,” she said. “It’s different when it’s in the Scripture, but to think it’s all real…” 

He gripped her hand. “We’re on the side of the righteous. And we shall win. Our only task is to stand strong until the Lord returns. We can do it.” 

“I know you can,” she said, lowering her eyes. 

Ingram put his index finger under her chin and lifted her face. He stared into her green eyes and said, “Both of us. I need you. I can’t do this alone.” 

“Cyrus told me the president appointed you as some kind of director. 

What does that mean?” 

“We’re serving the Lord, and He put us where we need to be. I’m taking a helicopter to a couple of other shelters to oversee the management. My orders are from the president, but my duty is to God.” 

“I’m here,” Sarah Beth said over the noise of the trucks rolling out of the compound. “For whatever you need.” 

He nodded. “Thank you.” 

“Thank the Lord.” 

“One more thing.” He showed her the scar where the zombie had bitten him. “Satan couldn’t take me, and God left this mark as a sign that I am righteous. And everyone who stays at Promiseland wears the mark.” 

“The soldiers, too?” 

“Everyone.” He didn’t tell her that those who refused to mark were turned away. She’d find out soon enough. Besides, those heathens weren’t really people, anyway. They were Satan’s pawns, demons in waiting. 

“Chopper’s coming!” the lieutenant shouted, and Ingram saw its green running lights against the midnight sky. The stars were faint and veiled with smoke, and the moon had yet to rise. 

“I’ll have Olin take you to the inking station so you won’t have to wait,” 

Ingram said. “Please come with me. I want you by my side for all of this.” 

She looked up at the heavens, some of the tension drained from her face. 

“God’s will be done.” 

He gave her a final hug before Olin led her away, and then met he with Cyrus to hear about the trip to the airport. “Thank you for bringing her home safe,” Ingram said. “Any trouble?” 

“Nothing unexpected. Unfortunately we lost the two soldiers as well as some other survivors.” 

“All wars have casualties, especially this one. God will protect the elected.” 

“Amen, Reverend.” 

“Get yourself cleaned up and get a bite to eat. We’re leaving in an hour.” 

The Black Hawk helicopter had room for Ingram, Sarah Beth, Cyrus, and four soldiers in addition to the flight crew. After lifting off from the makeshift helipad outside the compound, Ingram marveled at Promiseland’s gleaming cross rising above the devastation. Although there were scattered pockets of light powered by generators and small-scale solar panels, Promiseland stood out like a beacon of hope in the ruins of Raleigh. As they passed over what had once been the capitol district, Ingram saw little sign of earthly government. Where monuments to mortals had once stood, now only embers glowed. 

The trip across the rural landscape was just as bleak—vast swathes of darkness punctuated here and there with tiny lights. Ingram prayed for the lost souls who were so far from shelters and unable to receive their marks. 

How would God know they were good without the marks? He vowed to establish a network of shelters all across the country until such time as the Lord summoned them all for the final battle. 

Sarah Beth fell asleep leaning against his shoulder, lulled by the soft rocking of the helicopter. Cyrus tried to stay awake, but he, too, soon gave in to exhaustion. Ingram felt no desire to sleep. Indeed, he hadn’t slept since the zombie had bitten him. The strength of faith powered him such that he might never need sleep again. 

The chopper touched down briefly in Charlotte, where Pastor Dillard Beauchamp’s shelter was located. Downtown Charlotte had been spared the ravages of a carpet-bombing campaign, and its skyscrapers still stood, but they were lifeless monoliths against the darkness. Beauchamp was

something of a rival to Ingram, although his message was more fire and brimstone than prosperity. Yet Pastor Beauchamp was happy to defer to Ingram’s political power, seeing opportunity for himself once the dust settled. 

Beauchamp had even refined the inking operation and selection process at his United Christ ministry. The Army and the medical screeners examined potential refugees at a satellite base established several blocks away from the shelter. If any problems arose, they were addressed away from the righteous that had already chosen the true path. 

Beauchamp was even stricter than Ingram—his list of undesirable traits included certain racial categories, political beliefs, and those of unorthodox gender identification. Ingram made a mental note to establish a set of consistent protocols for selection once the network of shelters was secure. 

The Black Hawk crossed into Georgia at some point—the dark, rolling hills all looked the same—and Sarah Beth was now awake. She tried to talk to him, but the noise from the engine and the rotors was too much. She borrowed the co-pilot’s headset and asked a few questions, but she appeared reluctant to speak knowing that other members of the crew could overhear. 

A dim red glow lit up the western horizon, growing brighter as they approached Atlanta. “The city’s burning like Sherman’s come through again,” said the pilot over the headset. 

Despite the conflagration, the Army and FEMA had established three large shelters in the metro area, housing an estimated seven thousand refugees. Ingram stopped at the largest one, where Preacher Stephen Harrison oversaw the Living Waters of Everlasting Salvation resort and ministry. 

Ingram appointed Harrison regional head of Homeland Security, 

impressed by his organizational skills. Harrison not only required refugees to receive the mandatory tattoo, he’d recruited a team of barbers and stylists to deliver acceptable haircuts. He suggested Ingram ask the president for uniforms so that it would be even easier to recognize those who’d enlisted in God’s army. 

It was dawn when the chopper landed to refuel at Fort Benning. Ingram consulted briefly with the ranking general, ensuring that all soldiers bore the mark. The Army had suffered heavy casualties, mostly from soldiers becoming infected, but much of the equipment and ordnance was still operational. The staff presented a plan to mobilize units outward to

Savannah, Jacksonville, and Birmingham, supported by bombing runs from the air station. Ingram discussed it with the president via teleconference and gave his support. 

“We’ll bomb them back to the Book of Genesis,” President MacMillan said. 

“My only request is to spare the churches as much as you can,” Ingram said. “We’re going to need them when we rebuild.” 

MacMillan promised an executive order under the Emergency Powers Act to declare all churches the common property of the United States government and its agencies. “I’m not sure if the Third Amendment applies in this case, but since two-thirds of the Supreme Court are zombies, I guess we’ll never know,” he added. “So this should secure your status as head of every church in America.” 

Ingram imagined the order would have to be honed in light of some of the more problematic religions: Unitarian Universalists, Christian Scientists, Muslims, Buddhists, and on down the line. Satan was no doubt hard at work in those congregations already, if indeed any of them had been spared the ravages of the Klondike Flu. 

After the briefing, Sarah Beth and Ingram had their first chance to speak alone while eating in the mess hall. 

“Something’s troubling you, honey,” he said. He knew her well, and the worry in her eyes was from more than just the apocalypse. 

“It’s Cyrus,” she said. 

Ingram knew his right-hand man was attracted to her, but it was a Godly love, nothing crude or lustful. Cyrus was devoted to them both, and Ingram trusted him completely. The bodyguard sat at an adjoining table eating with the helicopter crew and officers, glancing over at the two of them every once in a while. 

“He’s been a blessing in these trials,” Ingram said. “He understands the stakes as much as anyone.” 

“H-he…he killed some innocent people,” she stammered, bloodshot eyes brimming with tears. “We were trapped on the highway, and he shot them so those creatures would attack them instead of us. He sacrificed others so we could live.” 

Ingram pushed his coffee mug aside and took her hand. “Listen to me. 

We’re all going to have to do unpleasant things now. This is the burden the

Lord has laid on us. And we have to trust that He’s guiding our hands and eyes and hearts.” 

She made a moue of misery. “How can we be part of murder? It’s against everything we’ve ever preached and stood for. It’s… evil.” 

“If evil is committed in the name of the Lord, then it is just.” He showed her the bite mark again. “They died with pure souls, before Satan could touch them and turn them. Satan couldn’t turn me. These are tests of faith. 

I’m prepared to do whatever is necessary to fulfill the prophecy until He returns.” 

She smiled and wiped away her tears. “And I vowed to stand beside you for better or worse. I just never thought the worse would look like this.” 

Ingram didn’t tell her that this was only the beginning of the worst. 

 



CHAPTER TWELVE







Rocky knocked on the door of the hotel room. 

Something thumped against it from the other side, and Rocky heard a muffled growl. 

“Deader,” he said. “Maybe more than one.” 

“Why don’t we try another room?” Arjun asked, although he already knew the answer. 

“We’ve searched six rooms,” Sonia said, jangling the keys. “Only one of them was occupied.” 

Rocky tried to forget that one. He’d witnessed atrocities in Afghanistan, including a drone strike at a school that left several children shredded by shrapnel. He’d seen a buddy blown away from the torso down by a roadside IED. But that had been a war zone, if he stretched the strict definition of

“war.” This was home, domestic soil, the land of the free. 

But that family in Room 228 was just as dead, thanks to the father apparently using the shotgun on the wife and child before turning it on himself. The mess had been so gruesome and the odor so foul that no one wanted to scavenge the shotgun or search the room for car keys. Rocky would just as soon fight a deader as risk finding another bloody suicide. 

Rocky nodded at Sonia, who fished out the master key from the ring they’d discovered behind the counter in the lobby. She inserted it and twisted with a click. “Who’s going first?” 

“Don’t look at me!” Arjun said. 

Rocky shook his head. The guy was slowly coming along, but his act was wearing thin. “Sydney not around for you to impress?” 

Arjun blushed, barely noticeable beneath his dark complexion. “She slept in.” 

Arjun and Sydney had shared a room, as had Rocky, Sonia, and Hannah. 

Meg and Jacob slept late in their own room. They’d all lodged on the end of the second floor nearest the stairs and had passed the night without incident. 

Rocky wondered if Arjun’s night had been more incidental than his, but the Indian didn’t seem too cocky this morning. At least not cocky enough to volunteer for point. 

“All right,” Rocky said. “I’ll do it. Back me up, Arjun.” 

“At least we don’t have to worry about noise,” Sonia said. “With the fire doors, nothing can get onto this floor, and the ones on the floor are locked in.” 

“Unless they learn how to open doors, and then we’ve got bigger problems than finding car keys,” Arjun said. 

“Save that one for your next videogame. Let’s deal with what’s real.” 

 Real. 

Rocky could barely comprehend what they were now all forced to accept. 

It had barely been a week since the initial outbreak of the Klondike Flu, and already civilization had not only collapsed but given way to primordial horrors that only the cavemen had seen. And despite Meg Perriman’s theories, he felt a gnawing sense that science had less to do with this than…

well, he wasn’t willing to call it “the supernatural” yet, but he had no problem calling it “the unknown.” 

Rocky stood with his M16 ready, grateful for the extra rounds his platoon buddy Grabowski had slipped him back at Promiseland. If there were more than two deaders inside, he planned to employ a spray-and-pray strategy. 

He glanced behind him to make sure Arjun’s rifle was angled toward the ceiling rather than his back. Then he nodded again at Sonia, who’d positioned herself so that she could step aside after opening the door. 

The first problem was the deader had stood at the door, which opened inward, so it only parted a few inches before stopping. When mottled gray fingers reached through the opening, Rocky lowered his shoulder and rammed the door. He pinned the deader against the wall inside, scanning the interior of the room. Although the sun was out, the shades and heavy curtains cast the room in near darkness. 

“By the TV!” Arjun shouted in warning. 

Rocky pressed his weight against the door to hold the first attacker in place. With his right arm, he swung the M16 into position. He couldn’t attain proper aim, but he fired a short burst anyway. In the reflection on the television screen, he saw the zombie flop backward on the bed, its abdomen torn and leaking. 

“It’s down but not out,” Rocky shouted to Arjun. “Finish it!” 

Arjun hesitated only a moment. Sonia’s shout triggered him into action. 

He brushed past Rocky and lifted the rifle just the way Rocky had taught him. Arjun aimed at the creature writhing on the bed. It became tangled in the bloody blankets as it tried to rise. 

Feathers flew from the pillow as two bullets pierced it. 

“Get closer!” Rocky yelled. He braced his foot against the far wall for leverage. The pinned zombie slid sideways, threatening to squirm out of the trap. Rocky had only seconds at most. 

Arjun managed to hit the fallen zombie with his third shot, but the chest wound did nothing to stop its hunger. It rolled to the floor, crawling toward Arjun. Rocky couldn’t get off a clean shot past Arjun, even if he could drop into a shooting stance. 

“Hold your fire,” Sonia shouted as she burst into the room. 

She brandished the combat knife Rocky had given her, crouching low for balance. As the zombie grimaced, showing its putrid gums and tongue, she drove the blade forward. It struck the thing between the eyes. She withdrew the knife with a moist  thwick and returned to the door. 

“Hold it as still as you can,” Sonia said, staying just out of reach of the zombie’s flailing arm. 

Then she lunged forward, bringing the blade down from above. Drops of blood spattered across Rocky’s face. The blow was hard enough to shake the door. 

“Got him,” she said. 

Rocky stepped inside the room and the door swung closed as the deader collapsed. He jabbed the muzzle of his rifle against the creature’s head, but it was limp and still. 

“You penetrated the skull,” Rocky said to Sonia with some admiration. 

“I’m stronger than I look.” 

They both turned to Arjun, who was looking down at the zombie he’d failed to extinguish. “Sorry,” he mumbled. 

Sonia patted him on the shoulder. “Don’t worry. You’ll get plenty of practice, assuming we live another day. Now let’s find some keys.” 

“Maybe next time, pretend you’re in a videogame again,” Rocky said. 

The keys turned out to match a Honda CRV, and after raiding the kitchen and loading up on some food, towels, and bottles of juice, they set out for the interstate. Hannah rode ahead and radioed back that the coast was clear

all the way to the 540 Beltway, where all the interchanges were blocked. 

Worse, the knot of vehicles was infested with deaders. 

“At least we were spared a few miles of walking,” Sonia said from behind the wheel. 

“Yeah, but how do we get across?” Meg asked. “Four exit ramps means two dozen lanes of zombies.” 

“Hopefully Hannah can spot a way around,” Rocky said. “We sure don’t have enough firepower to force our way through.” 

“We could always turn back,” Arjun said from the rear seat. 

Rocky, in the front passenger seat, swiveled the rearview mirror until he could look Arjun in the face. “We can stop and let you out anytime.” 

“I didn’t mean I was giving up. Just that maybe we can look for some help.” 

“Where?” Sonia asked. “Promiseland? That’s a non-starter for me. 

Besides, I have a feeling they wouldn’t welcome us back.” 

“I meant hitting up some of these other hotels,” Arjun said. “We know some them have survivors inside.” 

“Organizing our own private army could take days,” Rocky said. “And time wasn’t on our side to begin with.” 

“Right,” Meg said. “Any chance we have of curing the virus will have to come before we totally collapse. Otherwise we’re back to magic spells and herbal ointments.” 

“Look!” Jacob said, sitting forward and pointing to the crowded cars in the opposite lane. 

A school bus weaved around vehicles along the shoulder, occasionally scraping against one when the passage was tight. The bus was more than a hundred yards away and difficult to see among the towering tractor trailers, but it was making headway despite the thicket of abandoned cars. 

“I wonder where they came from,” Sydney said. “There aren’t any exit ramps between here and the beltway.” 

“Pull over,” Rocky said to Sonia. When she slowed to a stop, giving the CRV room in case they needed a fast getaway, Rocky leaped out and sprinted across the median. 

He glanced around at the massive traffic jam, which was worse on the inbound lane. There was movement behind some of the windows, but none of it appeared threatening. The rumbling of the bus grew nearer behind a

pair of tractor trailers. He slipped around the front of them and stepped into a clearing on the asphalt, waving at the bus with both arms above his head. 

At first the bus accelerated, and Rocky thought the driver mistook him for a deader. Then it slowed as he walked toward it, screeching to a halt with the diesel engine knocking. He walked up to the driver’s window, and it slid open. 

A round-faced woman with curly gray hair eyed him warily. “I only stopped because of your uniform,” she said. 

Rocky looked along the row of windows. Children, scared and silent, stared back at him with vacant, morose expressions. “Where are you from?” 

“Briar Rose Elementary School. We were stuck for two days and finally made a move. But the road’s blocked.” 

“How many do you have?” 

“Thirteen, but some of them are sick. We already had one…” The

woman’s lower lip quivered and she swallowed to regain her composure. “I can’t let them see me cry.” 

“We can help,” Rocky said, although he wasn’t comfortable dragging the rest of the group into this situation. Meg in particular would oppose the delay, but she was a mother and wouldn’t turn away from children in need. 

He couldn’t be there for his son Nicholas, but maybe he could help these poor youngsters. 

The radio on Rocky’s belt squawked. He answered it. 

“Do you hear that? ” Hannah said. “Sounds like jets.” 

“Can’t be. The airport’s shut down.” 

“From the east.” 

Now Rocky could hear the sound over the bus engine, a tearing shriek across the belly of the clouds. He shielded his eyes and squinted up at the sky. Five silver-gray specks appeared against the clouds. It was clear the squadron was tracking Interstate 40. The jets swooped into a descent. 

 They’re bombing the interchange! 

Rocky yelled at the woman to evacuate the bus, glancing up in horror at the rapidly approaching jets. They were close enough and flying low enough for him to identify them as B-1 Lancers. He’d seen them in action during his Afghanistan tour. Only this time he was the one in the bombers’

sights. 

The first explosion sounded before he could circle the bus and help the children away from the road. The concussion rolled over him, rocking the

vehicles on their shock absorbers. A wave of heat bloomed over him. He tumbled to the ground and crawled on his elbows until he was beneath the protection of a pickup truck. 

The second explosion was somewhere to the west, maybe half a mile away, and he sucked in a gritty breath as dust swirled around him. But the third bomb—Joint Direct Attack Munitions, if he had to guess—was closest of all, and he scrambled on his belly until he’d reached the median. He rolled into the drainage ditch in its center, clamped his hands over his ears, and pressed his face into the dirt. 

The flyboys must’ve ordered a run on the interchange because of the dense zombie population. From the air, the pilots had no way of telling survivors from deaders. They were given coordinates to hit, and that was that. The series of bombs erupted along the length of the interstate toward the beltway, progressively moving farther away. Thick black smoke roiled in the air, making it impossible to see. After what seemed like minutes, the final sonorous  throomp faded away. 

Rocky stayed low for another minute to make sure, and then he lifted his head. Fires raged here and there among the massive traffic jams, with large strips of asphalt peeled away to reveal trenches of bare earth. Cars lay in jagged heaps, twisted together like tin-foil origami, and the sky was dark at mid-morning with the fallout. Rocky brushed dirt and pebbles from his clothes as he stood on trembling legs. 

Meg, Sonia, and the others emerged from the wending curtains of haze. 

All accounted for, but stunned. 

“Bombers,” was all Rocky managed, his throat dry. He staggered back to the lane where the bus had been, even though he could see the tractor-trailers were askew. 

“Good Lord,” he whispered, dropping to his knees. 

The bus had been sheared off at window level, with just a few rags of scorched sheet metal clinging to the cab. Fire danced along the chassis, consuming plastic and diesel and body fat. One tiny charred skull hung from the wreckage, white teeth visible against the black crenulations of flesh. A coloring book had blown free of the blast, miraculously intact. My Little Pony smiled coyly up from its cover. 

The others had followed Rocky and now looked on, not comprehending the hot and senseless carnage all around them. 

“They were just kids,” he said, but maybe that wasn’t true. Maybe youth no longer existed in this world. Evolution had gone too far, grown too old, passed its expiration date. 

He heard the static of his radio. He reached for the clip on his belt but it was empty. He’d dropped it in his quest for safety. 

Sonia found it near the median and picked it up. She keyed the mike. 

“Hannah?” 

“Are you guys all right? ” 

“Yeah, more or less. How about you?” 

“A little shaken, drew some blood, but still kicking. ” 

“Looks like they were bombing the road.” 

“Yeah. I got good news and bad news. ” 

“I think all we want is good news.” 

“Too bad. The good news is the bombs cleared a path for us and smoked a bunch of deaders. ” 

“What’s the bad news?” 

“There’s no road left. We’ll have to hoof it. ” 

 



CHAPTER THIRTEEN







Kit had a large appetite for such a small girl. 

She ate a bowl of soup Bill heated on the gas grill, along with a can of tuna fish, a salad made with wilted lettuce and carrots, a pint of apple juice, and half a can of peaches. She emitted a loud belch without bothering to cover her mouth, patted her tummy, and declared herself as fat as a tick. 

She wasn’t too forthcoming, but Bill eventually managed to coax her plans out of her. After finding her parents dead, she decided to try to reach an aunt in Winston-Salem. But she underestimated the number of zombies and spent most of the past few days fleeing and hiding. 

“What about you?” she asked, slumped in his easy chair surrounded by bookcases, magazines stacked on a coffee table, and newspapers scattered across the floor. Laundry was piled in the corner, and a pair of flannel underwear was draped over a lamp. 

He sat across from her on the couch, finishing off the peaches. Seeing his life through her eyes, Bill realized he must seem like an eccentric homebody if viewed generously, or a kooky recluse if not. He realized how little time he’d spent outside these walls and how rusty his people skills were. Now there weren’t many people around to practice on. 

“Like I said, I don’t really have a plan.” He almost told her about his secret body count and how he hoped to best Charles Whitman’s total, but now it sounded foolish even to him. What was the point of killing a dozen zombies when thousands more—maybe millions, maybe even billions—

walked the Earth? 

“So we’re just going to sit here until you run out of food, and then maybe raid the neighbors’ house?” 

“Pretty sure my neighbors are dead. Haven’t heard a peep out of them in days.” 

“Did you ever think of knocking and checking up on them?” 

Bill didn’t like her accusatory tone, probably because she had a point. “In this neighborhood, we tend to keep to ourselves. We don’t go sticking our noses in other people’s business.” 

“Even if you could’ve saved them? Like maybe one of them turned into a zombie and tried to eat the others?” 

“I saved you, didn’t I? I didn’t sign up to save the whole world.” 

“You’ve got a truck. Why didn’t you just leave?” 

“Before the power shut down, the radio said all major roads were impassable. And that State of Emergency the governor declared means we’re supposed to stay home and keep our doors locked.” 

“You don’t seem like the kind who listens to authority figures.” 

“Neither do you,” Bill said. 

“Well, I’m not sitting here waiting for one of us to get sick and turn.” Kit toyed with her leather bracelet, spinning it around her pale, slender wrist. 

“Do you expect me to drive you to Winston-Salem?” 

“Oh, heck, no.” She mugged a cheesy grin. “Just give me your keys.” 

“I think you need to play it safe for a while, until things settle down.” Bill wasn’t sure what “settled down” looked like. He didn’t expect the police to arrest the zombies, the courts to dispense justice, and the government to restore order. Everyone would just have to address the problem on their individual terms. 

“This house doesn’t seem that safe. I could break through these windows in a heartbeat.” 

“And by the second heartbeat, I’d have a bullet in you, and that would be your last one.” Bill sounded gruffer that he intended. “But at least your heart’s still beating. Better than some can say.” 

“We heard all the rumors at school, about the Klondike Flu and the first cannibal murders in Alaska. But then this zombie outbreak happened so fast, nobody had time to deal with it. Have you heard anything since then?” 

“Not much more than that. Just some stuff on the radio. You know how the bastards are. They act like they’ve got a handle on it, but they’re really just making up a bunch of bullshit to buy some time.” 

“And then time ran out,” Kit said. She studied the bookcases. “Science fiction. Horror. History. A bunch of biographies. Have you read all these?” 

“The radio said there was a shelter at Promiseland. It’s only two miles from here as the crow flies, but five miles if you take a car.” 

“Too bad we’re not crows,” Kit said. “What’s Promiseland?” 

“Big, fancy church run by that Ingram fellow. He’s kind of a local celebrity, and maybe even national if you’re into the Christian thing. He was appointed to some official position because of the outbreak, so the army’s stationed there. It’s probably the safest place left in the city.” 

“If that’s where the people and the guns are, maybe we should go,” Kit said. 

“What about your aunt?” 

“Let’s not fool ourselves. She’s either dead or deader, maybe even deadest. I could spend a week getting there only to open her door and have her chew my face off.” 

“You’ve seen the roads. Don’t think the truck will make it. Maybe if we were heading into the country. But towards downtown, or what’s left of it?” 

Bill drank the syrup in the peach can. It was a little rich for his taste but he figured he’d better absorb what nutrients he could. Times could get lean real fast. 

“Think they’ll let us in?” 

“It’s a government shelter. And we’re U.S. citizens.” 

“Fine with me,” Kit said. “I’d get depressed if I had to spend another day in this dump.” 

“It’s nicer when the lights are on,” Bill said. 

“Sure. And whenever you’re expecting company, I suppose.” 

Bill couldn’t even remember the last time he’d had a guest in the house. 

Three years ago, when he’d made a cup of coffee for the postal carrier? He didn’t even have a cat. Pretty pathetic excuse for a recluse. 

“If we leave now, we can get there before dark,” he said. “Assuming no surprises.” 

“How much ammo you got?” 

“Four boxes.” 

“As long as I don’t have to serve as bait anymore.” Kit tucked her legs against her chest and wrapped her arms around her knees. 

“Let me pack a change of clothes and get my toothbrush. What about you? I might have an extra one in the bathroom.” 

Her face curdled. “Yuck.” 

“It’s new. Keep one around for surprise company.” 

“Too much information. When’s the last time you even went on a date?” 

“After my wife died. Believe it or not, I had a few lady friends. But then things…well, none of them could ever hold a candle to her.” 

“Jeez. What a sob story. And I’m the one who just lost her parents.” 

Despite her words, Kit’s tone softened. She pointed to a photograph on the entertainment console where the television should’ve been. “Is that her?” 

“Yeah. Shirley Flanagan. The joy of my life.” 

“Bring me the toothbrush and let’s get out of here.” 

Minutes later, as they stepped out the front door, Bill took a final look around the living room. He wondered if he would ever see the place again. 

He still had two years left on the mortgage and he and Shirl had spent a lifetime accumulating their library. On impulse, he picked up a black magic marker from the cup of pens and pencils by the telephone. He scribbled a note on a pad:



STEPPED OUT FOR A BIT. BACK SOON. 



BILL



He wasn’t sure if he was leaving the note for Shirley or for someone else. 

Or nobody. Maybe it was just his way of leaving an anchor in the world rather than just casting himself adrift on an unknown sea. 

Bill tucked the marker and pad in his back pocket in case he needed to leave himself more notes. He started to lock the door and then decided someone else might need the shelter in an emergency. 

“Think I need a gun?” Kit asked. “Maybe we can break into one of these houses and find one.” 

“Do you even know how to use a firearm?” 

“Sure. Kids shoot each other up all the time. Haven’t you heard?” She gave him a look. “Oh, yeah. I forgot you don’t have television.” 

“Well, I don’t have time to teach you, and you’d be more dangerous than a zombie.” They headed out of the driveway, cautiously approaching the street. The neighborhood was too quiet. Not even a dog was barking. 

“You’re no fun,” Kit said, instinctively lowering her voice when she realized the same thing. 

“If we come across any deaders, let’s try to evade them,” Bill said. 

“Shooting is a last resort. From what they said on the radio, noise attracts them.” 

“We know they can smell us,” Kit said. “And probably see us. But that old deader at the church—its eyes were rotted away. So they have some

kind of sense besides sight and smell.” 

“It came back from the grave,” Bill said, checking the yards on each side of the street for movement. If any zombies were inside the houses, they probably would stay trapped until…until  what? They completely rotted away, dried up, or starved to a state of utter enervation. 

“So there’s some kind of supernatural shit going down,” Kit said. 

“You’re too young to cuss,” Bill said. “It’s not ladylike.” 

“Right, Grampa. Because your outdated notions of decorum are  soooo important in a world where dead people are walking around. May as well yell at the zombies for chewing with their mouths open.” 

“It’s the little things that make a civilized world,” Bill said. “There’s a social contract. There aren’t enough cops in the world to make people stop at red lights if we didn’t all agree that it was a good thing to do.” 

Kit stopped in the street and pointed at the second-floor window of a Victorian-style house. A deader pressed against the glass, a white curtain twisted around one arm. Bill couldn’t tell if it saw them, had run into the wall and was too stupid to turn around, or was simply trying to escape and find something to eat. 

The deader grew agitated, scratching against the glass with its long gray fingers. “It sees us, all right,” Kit said. 

“Come on.” Bill didn’t want to hang around long enough for it to stir up any of its buddies. 

The streets weren’t as packed as Bill had assumed, and he considered going back for his truck. But then he came upon a deep crater where a bomb had taken out an entire intersection, with sewage collected in the bottom from burst pipes. Trees and fences blocked any possible vehicular access. 

Perhaps a detour was possible via side roads, but that might become a maze leading to a dead end. They walked through a yard, climbed a fence, and came out onto a main street. 

A collection of bodies were sprawled on the pavement. Some of them were face down, but they came upon a woman on her back staring up at the bleary sun. Her skin was mottled with the telltale infection and dried blood coated her mouth as if she had recently fed. Several bullet holes dotted her torso, and a single moist wound between her eyes marked the winning shot. 

“Deadest,” Kit said. “Remember the ‘dead, deader, deadest’ thing on the news? This was a zombie somebody killed.” 

“All of these are,” Bill said, examining another corpse of a person only a little older than Kit. The deader was turned away from her, and Bill shielded it in case it was someone Kit knew. “And look at these brass shell casings all over the place.” 

“Maybe a posse of vigilantes went wild?” 

“No. A posse would have all kinds of different guns. These casings are the same. The Army’s been through here.” 

“That’s why we haven’t been attacked yet,” Kit said. “The army kicked some ass.” 

“Shhh,” Bill said. “Do you hear that?” 

“Sounds like a cat meowing.” 

“I haven’t seen any cats, have you? No dogs. Nothing but a few birds.” 

“It’s coming from over there,” Kit said, motioning toward a row of boxwoods ringing a brick house. “Now it sounds like a person.” 

“I don’t like it.” 

“You don’t like anything. What if somebody needs help? You helped me, didn’t you?” 

Bill didn’t like her logic, but he couldn’t argue with it. “At the first sign of trouble, we’re out of here, all right?” 

“I can run faster than you.” 

They eased over to the boxwoods, with Bill keeping his Winchester raised and ready to fire. The house was Colonial style, nice, with white trim and high portico columns. A wreath of colorful Easter eggs hung on the door and a border of yellow lilies lined the front of the house. A new Audi was parked in the driveway in front of large white garage doors. 

Bill would’ve considered these people snooty, rich assholes in the old days. Now, they were just more people waiting to turn into something wrong. 

“Hello?” he whispered, in response to the low moaning coming from just beyond the hedge. 

“Help…meeeee,” a weak voice cried. 

“Zombies don’t talk, dude,” Kit said to Bill. 

He stuck out his rifle barrel and parted the shrubs. A woman lay in the grass, blood coating the front of her dress. She was in her thirties, maybe, with a hairstyle that looked like it took an hour and cost a hundred bucks. A silver cross draped from a chain on her neck and rested on her bosom. Her

purse was beside her, cosmetics and keys tumbled onto the ground. Kit pushed her way through the hedge. 

“Wait!” Bill said, but the girl was already through and bending down over the woman. 

Bill sucked in a curse before it could leave his lips and then joined her after taking a last look at the street. If things could crawl up from the grave, why couldn’t they rise up even if they’d been killed a second time? 

Kit knelt and bent over the woman, telling her to take it easy. The woman clutched Kit’s arm with a tenacious grip despite her serious wounds. It looked like she’d been shot in the back and the rounds ripped through her organs and came out her stomach. Intestines bulged against the confines of her green velvet dress. 

“W-water,” she pleaded. 

Bill didn’t think that was a good idea, considering her inability to digest, but then decided it didn’t matter. He took a bottle from his pack, opened it, and put it to her lips while Kit lifted her head. She managed a few sips before she coughed, causing a fresh gout of blood to ooze forth. 

“Who did this?” Bill asked. 

“Soldiers. T-they were…shooting everybody.” 

“Maybe they thought she was sick,” Kit said to Bill. “Or mistook her for a deader.” 

“I  am sick,” the woman rasped. 

Kit set the woman’s head back on the ground and eased away. Bill leaned the bottle of water against the woman’s cheek. Now that Bill took a closer look, what he’d mistaken for thick facial powder now looked like faint gray mildew on her skin. 

“Come on,” he said to Kit, heading back to the street. 

“Wait!” the woman yelled with surprising force. “You can’t leave me.” 

“You’ll be fine,” Bill said. “Just hold onto that cross of yours.” 

Kit followed him without argument, ignoring the woman’s wailing protests. When they were once again heading along the street, she asked, 

“Why didn’t you shoot her in the head?” 

“Because I don’t play God. And she’s God’s problem now.” 

 



CHAPTER FOURTEEN







The BioGenix research facility was eerily quiet when the group arrived. 

Meg peered through the scope of Arjun’s rifle. Even though she’d visited and worked there plenty of times on various projects, she’d never seen it from this perspective. They stood on a ridge of pine trees away from the road, having negotiated the bomb-ravaged interstate and the neighboring facilities on the edge of Research Triangle Park. Some of the largest medical and high-tech companies in the world had branches here, along with government agencies and a number of independent laboratories. 

A chain-link fence surrounded the BioGenix property and the main gate was pulled closed and secured by a chain and padlock in addition to an electronic keypad. The security cameras appeared inert, and although a number of vehicles were parked in the lot, there was no sign of life in the complex. An administrative building, a lab, and several utility buildings stood on the ten-acre property, all appearing abandoned. 

“What do you think?” Sonia asked Meg. 

“We could go in cold,” she said. “BioGenix shares a solar grid with four other nearby facilities. It’s not enough to run full bore, but they should have enough power for basic operations.” 

“It’s still an hour or so before dark,” Rocky said. “But I don’t see any lights or hear any machinery running.” 

“There’s Mister Li’s car,” Jacob said, pointing to the front of the administrative building. He recognized the silver Tesla from having accompanied Meg during a summer visit. Li, the company’s CEO, had taken Jacob for a memorable ride around the park. 

“Jiang Li lives in Durham,” Meg said. “He’d never leave his car here.” 

“So at least one person’s here,” Sydney said. 

“We don’t know if he’s still a person,” Arjun cautioned. 

“We should find out,” Sonia said. 

“This is what we came for,” Meg said. “You guys have risked enough for me. I should go in alone to check it out.” 

“No way,” Rocky said. “Besides, it’s probably safer inside that fence than out here, even if those buildings are full of deaders.” 

Meg looked around at their tired, dirty faces. Hannah, crouching with her helmet in her hands, gave her a thumb’s up. Sonia nodded in agreement. 

Sydney took Arjun’s hand and said, “We can’t be trusted on our own.” 

Meg wasn’t sure she wanted to put Jacob in danger, but that wasn’t even an option anymore. Danger waited all around them. The world was full of raw hunger. Perhaps it had always been, but now the pretense was gone and the facade of an ascendant Homo sapiens stripped away. As much as she wanted to believe all the answers waited inside, in test tubes and on glass sides and in computer databanks, she acknowledged the primitive power of a universe whose only purpose was to crush, destroy, and return everything to eternal darkness. 

“We can’t get through the main gate without explosives,” she said. “And we don’t have any wire cutters to cut through the fence. That means we have to go over.” 

“No barbed wire on top,” Rocky said. “Shouldn’t be too hard, but we could use some rope to get this gear over.” 

“I guess I can leave my motorcycle out here,” Hannah said. “Doesn’t seem to be much foot traffic.” 

“No houses, either,” Sonia said. “So we’re going to need a roof for the night anyway.” 

“It’s a research park,” Meg said. “And it’s not fully developed yet. On a weekday, you’d see thousands of people working here. The EPA has an office and lab about three miles from here, and the National Institute of Health has an environmental health lab nearby. If we strike out here, we can try those. They’re probably working on the problem, too, if they’re at all functional.” 

“First things first,” Sonia said. Meg admired the woman’s responsibility to the group’s safety while still respecting Meg’s mission. Sonia’s experience in state government might have meant nothing to the Army command and Rev. Cameron Ingram, but it was a valuable asset they would need when the time came to rebuild. And right now it helped during the struggle to survival. 

The group, led by Rocky, approached the fence at a place where the pine forest grew thickest along the perimeter. A few of the smaller trees bore branches that offered a fairly simple but sticky climb. Rocky removed his pack and handed his rifle to Meg. 

He gave Jacob his two-way radio. “Hold on to this for me, Champ.” 

“Ten-four, Mr. Maldonado.” 

“Call me ‘Rocky.’ And ‘ten-four’ is for truckers. Soldiers say ‘Copy’ and

‘Over and out.’” 

“Copy, sir.” 

“I’ll teach you the rest when we have some free time.” He looked around at the others. “Give me five minutes to look around, and if you don’t hear from me…well, I guess that means I should’ve kept the radio.” 

“We’ll give you two minutes, and then we’re coming anyway,” Sonia said. “We’re sleeping in one of these buildings tonight.” 

Rocky scaled the tree, snapping off one of the branches and nearly falling, before he reached the top of the twelve-foot fence. He swung his body over and clung to the chain links, straining for handholds as he worked his way down. When he was six feet from the ground, he let go and tumbled, rolling himself into a ball. Meg wondered why he didn’t wait for his rifle before he headed for the concealment of a maintenance shed, but she realized he must’ve wanted to travel fast and light. 

“No zombies,” Arjun said, his rifle barrel resting in the groove of a chain link as he levered it back and forth, scanning for targets. 

“I’m next,” Hannah said, shinnying lithely up the tree in her leather jacket and pants. She was on the opposite side of the fence in seconds, and Meg marveled at her athleticism. Sonia tossed Hannah’s revolver over the fence with the cylinder emptied, and then she fed some bullets to her so Hannah could reload. 

By the time Sydney climbed to the top of the fence, Rocky returned with a length of thin cable and a gray vinyl tarp. He folded up the tarp and tossed it over the fence, along with one end of the cable. 

“Pile everything onto the tarp and tie it into a bundle,” he said. “I’ll drag it over like Santa Claus.” 

The operation took ten minutes, with Jacob jumping down from the top of the fence into Rocky’s arms and Sonia bringing up the rear. When everyone was inside the complex, they followed Rocky to the area where he’d found the tarp. Meg had never been to this part of the facility. There

was a loading dock, waste containers, heating and air units, a series of solar panels, and a five-hundred-gallon propane tank nestled together with a couple of smaller outbuildings that probably housed utilities. 

The main research facility was a hundred yards away across the parking lot, while a smaller educational wing sat across from it with an array of satellite dishes on its roof. The office was fifty yards away, the sinking sun reflecting watery orange light off its lobby windows. 

“Let’s try the office building first,” Meg said. “Probably fewer people there when…it happened.” 

“If anything around here is hungry, it will probably see us once we’re in the open,” Rocky said. 

“We’ll have to fight them if that happens,” Sonia said. “I don’t want to climb the fence while they’re gnawing on our legs.” 

“Emergency exit,” Meg said, pointing them to the side of the building screened by landscaping. “That will give us some cover.” 

Sonia waved them forward and soon they were huddled around the door. 

So far, so good. But of course it was locked. 

“I’m going to have to blast out the handle,” Rocky said. “Get down and cover your ears. And move fast, because deaders will hear this from miles around.” 

He fired several series of three-round bursts, stitching holes in the metal door around the handle. He gave it a kick and the handle bent down with a screech, the latch disengaging. He shoved against the door, but it didn’t budge until Hannah and Arjun lent their weight as well. 

Hannah crept a short distance down the gloomy hall, .32 revolver at the ready, and then gave the all clear. 

When they were all inside, Rocky slammed the door closed. “Find some stuff to block this with,” Sonia ordered. 

“What if we’re just trapping ourselves?” Arjun asked. 

“We’re either trapped in or we’re trapped out. I don’t think one’s better than the other.” 

The lobby windows allowed enough natural light that they could

scavenge furniture to pile against the door. The ground floor was free of bodies, although the carpet around the receptionist’s desk bore splotches of dried blood. It took four of them to move the heavy desk against the door. 

“Nothing dead’s running loose in here or the gunfire would’ve brought them out,” Rocky said. 

“Do we clear these offices one at a time, or just pick one and call it good for the night?” Arjun asked. 

“Support staff would be down here,” Meg said. “Records, interns, IT

nerds. Executive offices are upstairs.” 

She wondered if Jiang Li was up there, sitting behind his glass-topped desk with gray skin stretched tight around his skull, hunger animating his decomposing flesh. She tried the light switch, but nothing happened. The fax machine, desktop computers, coffee maker, and clocks were all dead. 

Besides the blood and a couple of overturned chairs, the reception area was tidy. But a foul smell hung in the air as if some kind of ancient rot had seeped throughout the building. 

“Hey, guys,” Sydney said, looking through the lobby windows. “Come look at this.” 

Outside under the pine trees, clusters of deaders pressed against the chain link fence, trying to push their way into the complex. 

“They must’ve heard the shots,” Sonia said. 

“Looks like we’re staying a while whether we want to or not,” Rocky said. 

“Doesn’t seem to be any zombies on this floor,” Hannah said, returning from the far hallway. “At least I don’t hear anything banging around behind closed doors.” 

“What about this blood?” Meg said. A brownish-red trail led from the receptionist’s desk to the stairwell and up the stairs. 

“Maybe somebody picked up dinner to go,” Sydney said. 

“Let’s secure the building before we settle down for the night,” Sonia said. “We don’t want any surprises dropping in on us. Hannah, you stand watch down here with Jacob, and we’ll check out the second floor.” 

Meg hesitated, and then relaxed. Jacob would be safe here, and Meg needed to go with the group because she knew the layout. Plus, if Jiang was dead, she didn’t want Jacob to see him after experiencing the old man’s kindness. 

The stairwells had no fire doors, so the group ascended with their guns at the ready. Sonia and Sydney wielded flashlights since they were carrying handguns. The odor grew worse as they climbed. More dark stains dotted the steps leading up into darkness until they reached the landing. 

The stench hit Meg like a soft fist. Bodies were stacked in a heap four feet high and blocked the hallway. Some of them had been partially

devoured, strips of spoiled flesh showing through rips in their clothing. 

Others appeared to be more or less intact but were stiff with rigor mortis and bloated with the gas of putrefaction. 

Meg recognized one of them: Wallace, a corporate attorney whose personal fashion statement was a collection of hideous paisley ties to augment his stylish Brooks Brothers suits. Wallace’s face bore a contorted rictus in death, his eyes gummy with decay. A green-winged bottle fly crawled out from between his dry lips and joined the swarm cutting frantic circles in the air. 

“Zombies sure as hell didn’t do  this,” Sonia said, holding her palm over her mouth and nose. 

“Let’s back up and leave it,” Rocky said. “We won’t be able to stay here.” 

“No,” Meg said. She had to know. She pinched her nose closed and climbed over the pile, ignoring the squelching effluence of decomposition. 

“Wait!’ Sonia called, but Meg was already halfway to Jiang Li’s office. It was in the center of the hall, with a large window overlooking the rest of the complex. She reached the door and didn’t hesitate, flinging it open and stepping inside with her Glock raised. 

The little Chinese man sat facing away from her, looking out the window. 

He swiveled his chair around. His skin was so sallow she thought at first he was infected. His dark eyes were blank and the creases in his face showed the strain of the last few days. He looked much older than his seventy-two years. 

“Dr. Perriman.” His voice was hollow and exhaustion made his accent harder to understand. 

“What happened?” 

“It got loose. In the lab.” 

Meg didn’t want to know but had to ask. “What did?” 

“The virus. They all got infected.” 

 



CHAPTER FIFTEEN







“I vote we stay here,” Sonia said as the group gathered again in the lobby, with Meg forcing the listless Jiang to join them. 

“No way,” Arjun said, already feeling trapped and suffocated by death. 

“Smells like the ass end of Satan in here.” 

“I didn’t think Hindus believed in Satan,” Sydney said. 

“I’m not Hindu. My parents are…” He looked off in the distance where the last of sun imbued the pine trees with red light. “Or  were. Or whatever. 

They believe in evil spirits that can become good. It’s a metaphor for overcoming our worst desires. I don’t know how zombies fit into that worldview.” 

“Well, we better be overcoming this smell, or else we’ll be out there risking our necks in the dark to find someplace better,” Rocky said. “I vote we stay.” 

“Me, too,” Hannah said. “We can block off the stairs with curtains and seal off one of these rooms. Crack a window and get some fresh air.” 

“I don’t want to take Jacob outside until we know more,” Meg said. 

“What about you, Jiang? I guess you’re one of us now.” 

The old man shook his head, almost in a stupor. He must’ve witnessed enough horrors to fill a thousand videogame scenarios. Arjun wanted to know why he was the lone survivor when he seemed so frail. Many of the dead people upstairs were in the prime of life, young or middle-aged adults. 

“It stinks here, but I’m getting used to it,” Jacob said, not waiting for the grownups to ask his opinion. 

If the boy could handle it, so could Arjun. “Fine. Let’s make a nest.” 

He and Rocky were preparing to bust down an office door when Jiang produced a key ring. They opened the door carefully but the office was unoccupied. It held a row of filing cabinets lined against one wall, as well as some computer and network gear and a desk. It was simple enough to move the equipment to one side and open the window a few inches. Within

minutes the rank sweetness of decay faded a little, although Arjun was convinced it would linger in his pores for days. 

Then he realized he didn’t have to worry about days. He should worry about hours. And even if he lived longer than a few days, he was bound to come across an even fouler odor. 

The group organized the room as best they could, considering their scant provisions. They only had one sleeping bag but salvaged a number of chair and sofa cushions, yanking down some curtains to use as blankets. Sydney placed some candles on the desk and was just about to light them when Jiang waved her away and pointed to a circuit box with several loose wires spliced into a power strip. 

“One of our technicians bypassed the grid and conducted a direct feed from the photovoltaic system,” he said. Despite his physical dissipation, his mind still seemed sharp. “It wasn’t enough to power the entire facility so we isolated several outlets. The battery array should last the night with minimal use.” 

“Sweet,” Sydney said. “Now I can charge my phone and play Candy Crush.” 

“Might be more useful to find some lamps,” Arjun said. 

Meg, who’d hovered watchfully around the elderly Chinese man, said, 

“You should rest. You’ve had a difficult time.” 

“We all have.” He looked at Jacob and then back to her. “Your husband and daughter?” 

Meg didn’t answer, which was answer enough. Before the mood turned even more morose, Arjun said, “Time to break out some rations.” 

“Don’t look at me,” Sydney said. “I made breakfast this morning. That doesn’t mean I’m suddenly your official bitch.” 

Arjun didn’t think that at all. They had shared a bed in the hotel the night before, both sleeping in their clothes, leaving a solid foot of space between them. Sydney had dropped off right away, while Arjun tossed and turned, thinking about her, thinking about his parents, thinking about what the future might look like. 

Mostly about her. 

Worst of all, the entire group knew they’d spent the night in the same room together, yet none of them—probably not even Jacob, who was pretty advanced for a ten-year-old—suspected the two of them had hooked up. No sly glances, no teasing, no wink-wink-winks the next morning.  Pathetic. 

“I’ll do it,” Hannah said, digging into her pack and pulling out some cans of food and a smoke-cured salami. “I don’t want to get stereotyped, either. 

You guys are always making me a scout or a guard.” 

“Because you don’t want to leave your motorcycle,” Rocky said. 

“What can I say? I don’t like to be hemmed in. I’ll probably sleep in the lobby anyway.” 

“I’ll take first watch. I don’t trust that door I blasted. Unless we need a vote on that, too.” 

“We’re still a democracy,” Sonia said. “We’ve done a good job of working together to accomplish our goals, and we’re all in this together.” 

“We made it here,” Meg said. “But what now? Jiang?” 

Jiang looked out the window at the laboratory, which was now steeped in shadows, its windows dark and blank. He spoke in a distant voice, with his back turned to them so that Arjun could barely hear. 

“We were notified of the outbreak within hours,” Jiang said. “Of course, we immediately made the disease a priority even before we received a request from the National Institutes of Health. Health departments delivered samples from three surrounding states even before it was named ‘The Klondike Flu.’ Our staff and independent researchers using our lab worked around the clock, even when some of them began showing symptoms. 

“Within hours, most of them were sick, and we quarantined them on site. 

The first one transitioned the next night, attacking and killing several doctors before she was subdued. We moved the sick into this facility and decided to isolate the lab on the recommendation of Dr. Furman Hodge, in hopes of keeping the remaining researchers healthy. Unfortunately, the biological samples themselves spread the virus, and Hodge locked down the lab from the inside to keep the condition from spreading. Our maintenance and security staff tried to break in, but Hodge hacked the security program and changed the access codes.” 

“I tried to contact you,” Meg said. “All I received was an autoresponse.” 

Jiang’s voice sounded pained as he continued. “I saw your message and didn’t want to expose you to this madness. Before we lost communication with the lab, Hodge reported the virus already showed signs of accelerated mutation. Before we could compile the mutated samples to send to the CDC

and NIH, Hodge destroyed them. That was the last we heard from him. 

Three days ago.” 

“What happened in here?” Sonia asked. “It looked like some of those bodies upstairs belonged to zombies.” 

“Most of our sick people were sent home, since we’re not set up to provide medical care. But we had a few attacks here. Laura, our receptionist…” Jiang began pacing as if agitated by the memory. “She was the first, but there were others. We’d placed a couple of bodies in the hallway while waiting for an ambulance to arrive, and our head of security noticed the zombies didn’t pass the bodies to attack us. For whatever reason

—the smell, the decay, or maybe some communicative property at the cellular level—the zombies couldn’t perceive that we were prey. So we stacked the bodies to serve as organic barricades or sensual camouflage, and it worked.” 

Arjun had heard of dead bodies being using to fortify trenches in wartime, but picturing Jiang and his staff actually handling them like timbers made him feel nauseated. He put down the little cracker sandwiches he’d made with salami and cheese slices. The apocalypse offered a wonderful weight-loss program. 

“But where is everyone else?” Meg asked. “If it worked, how come you’re the only one left?” 

“One by one, people wanted to leave, to go home to their families or seek safety with the police. Remember, we had no communication with the outside world at this point. Some of them didn’t make it. And then we lost power and couldn’t open the gate, so anyone leaving had to do so on foot. 

When the last person left, I decided to stay. Something about the captain going down with the ship.” 

“All these dead bodies around, and all these sick people, and yet you don’t have any symptoms,” Sonia said. “Just like us. We’ve been exposed to deaders and the Klondike Flu, but here we are.” 

“Hodge had a theory of a natural genetic immunity,” Jiang said. “He was pursuing it as an avenue toward a cure—but of course, we’re years away from viable genetic editing, so it was all theoretical. Our best bet was to develop a vaccine to develop antibodies, but even that response would require a long lead time. Under these conditions, with civilization broken, a wide-scale vaccination program would be logistically impossible.” 

“I had symptoms but they didn’t turn into a full-blown illness,” Meg said. 

“Others have reported the same thing.” 

“I’d assume the function would be similar to flu shots. A few people will experience vague flu-like symptoms until their bodies react and their natural immune systems take over. The truth is, everyone is infected now, unless they live in some remote area shut off from human contact. Some of the Indian islands, New Guinea, the Amazon Basin, those people we call

‘primitive’ will likely become the pinnacle of civilization.” 

“So we’re in like a dormancy period?” Hannah asked. “We could turn into zombies at any time?” 

They all looked warily at each other. Arjun took an involuntary step away from Sydney. What if she’d turned last night while they were in bed? 

“More like a latency period,” Meg said. “If you have the proper antibodies, you’d likely never show symptoms again. For example, if you get chickenpox, then you’re immune to it for life. However, you might later develop shingles, a related viral condition. Measles is another virus that you can only get once. At one time, almost all children caught it. Since the development of a measles vaccine, it’s much rarer in the United States, but kills thousands all over the world, mostly children.” 

“Developing a measles vaccine took a decade,” Jiang said. “We don’t have a decade with the Klondike Flu. If you calculate the exponential effect, we will soon be at the point where everyone is either naturally immune or has turned into a—I detest the term, since it reeks of folklore instead of science—zombie.” 

“Exponential effect?” Hannah asked. 

“Math,” Arjun said. “Same thing works with vampires. If you have one vampire, and that vampire bites another person and that person turns into a vampire, you have two of them. Then those two bite two more, and there are four hungry vampires. Those four create four more. Then eight make eight, and so on. Pretty soon it accelerates, and in a few months everyone in the world is a vampire and there’s nothing left to eat. You’ve got vampires all the way down.” 

“Except vampires aren’t real,” Jacob said. “Zombies are.” 

“One more thing,” Jiang said. “I have no universal evidence, of course, but we’ve yet to observe a single case of anyone being bitten by a zombie and not becoming infected, even if they previously showed immunity to the Klondike Flu. So perhaps the analogy with chickenpox is accurate, since you can still develop a related condition by exposure to the bloodstream.” 

“We have one reported case of blood immunity,” Meg said, telling Jiang about Rev. Ingram. She concluded, “But I suspect it’s a hoax.” 

“If it’s not,” Jiang said, “he might be the most important specimen in the world.” 

 



CHAPTER SIXTEEN







President Arthur MacMillan was smaller than the last time Rev. Ingram had seen him. 

Smaller not just in stature—after all, he was in his seventies and his vertebrae naturally compressed with age as his muscles sagged—but in demeanor. The fierce, gray-eyed man who’d wrangled his way up through a state senate seat to governorship of Nebraska, and then to one failed bid for the Republican nomination for president before winning it the second time around, now seemed deflated and defeated. Perhaps the diminishing came from losing his platform. When given a stage, a microphone, or a television camera, MacMillan exhibited an almost omnipotent charisma. Sitting with Ingram at a kitchen table at Camp David in Maryland, he was just a bewildered old man not equal to the speed of change. 

“How was your trip?” MacMillan asked. 

“Loud but comfortable,” Ingram said. “I’m more used to planes than helicopters.” 

“Helicopters give you a view of conditions on the ground, though.” 

“Indeed. And conditions are grim.” 

MacMillan slapped his palm down on a stack of papers scattered across the table beside his coffee cup. “Tell me about it. San Diego is gone, except for the naval base. New York City’s a war zone. We can’t hold D.C. Even with the bombing campaign, it’s so bad that we’re not getting reports from most of the country.” 

“I’ve been thinking about your proposal,” Ingram said. “The best way forward is to double down on establishing shelters. We can consolidate our resources, using the Army to protect the citizens while we reorganize. We’ll start over with only the  right people.” 

“No one wants to sacrifice for strangers,” MacMillan said. “Much less for immigrants and foreigners. I’m afraid we’ll have to take some strategic positions and forget about Constitutional rights.” 

“Not everyone can fit on the Ark,” Ingram said. 

“And the Ark only needs one Noah.” 

“And two of everything else, but no more.” 

MacMillan held up his cup for a refill and an aide came from the kitchen with the pot. Ingram declined. He was already brimming with vitality and purpose. He had no need of artificial stimulants. 

The aide, a young brunette in a pantsuit, wouldn’t meet Ingram’s eyes. 

She didn’t have a mark on her hand. After she left, Ingram asked about it. 

“I haven’t had time,” MacMillan said. “The Secret Service and Cabinet are all inked, but not my staff. It’s okay, though. They’re all reliable and trustworthy.” 

“Until they realize nobody’s paying taxes anymore,” Ingram joked. 

“I’m getting the Three and Eye mark myself, now that I’ve seen yours. I realize how important it is to declare your faith.” 

“Please do so soon. God’s seal of approval provides better protection than an army.” 

“Tomorrow,” MacMillan said. “Now for business. With the vice president missing, I’ve been reluctant to name a replacement. I was afraid it would cause chaos if Stephen showed up and I’d given someone else the job. But since we’re long past the ‘chaos’ stage, I’m asking you to be my right-hand man.” 

Ingram wasn’t exactly surprised by the offer. But he wanted more than a ceremonial position. 

“I’m grateful and humbled, Mr. President, but I have a mission,” Ingram said. “My work organizing shelters is far more important, both for our survival and to prepare for Christ’s imminent return.” 

“Oh, I still want you to stay on as zombie czar. But if something happens to me, I can’t guarantee you will hold onto your authority, especially since the Speaker of the House is a member of the opposition party. This way you’re a heartbeat away from the presidency, and if the Lord calls me home, I can go in peace, knowing my country is in good hands.” 

Ingram reflected for a moment, seeking the Lord’s will. Ingram had never explicitly sought political power, considering government the realm of the flesh and not the spirit. But the Lord had delivered Ingram to this moment for a purpose. And why shouldn’t Ingram have power when a weak-willed man like MacMillan possessed it without hesitation? 

Ingram had first met MacMillan when the man plotted his first presidential run. Like most candidates, he tested his legitimacy among the evangelicals, whose support was critical for a successful primary race. 

MacMillan had a reputation as a rabid patriot despite never having served in the Armed Forces. But bluster wasn’t enough to sway religious leaders, especially when MacMillan was a relative newcomer to the Christian faith. 

He professed it loudly and publicly, but his personal history wasn’t convincing. Quite simply, he hadn’t kissed the ring on his way up. God saw through such hypocrisy, and it was only when MacMillan’s actions matched his words that the evangelicals backed him. Those actions included legislation that shifted tax dollars to the churches for social welfare programs and forced morals into the legal code. 

Ingram voiced his support, since he bore little risk of collateral damage. 

He generally backed any candidate that wasn’t an outright liberal or non-Christian. Like his peers, he was willing to overlook personal failings in the interest of a greater good. 

But was this political appointment truly in service to the higher calling? 

Or was MacMillan hoping his association with Ingram would grease his way through the gates of heaven? 

“‘Render unto Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and render unto God the things that are God’s,’” Ingram quoted. “Book of Matthew.” 

“‘These are of one mind, and they hand over their power and authority to the beast,’” MacMillan answered. “Book of Revelation.” 

Ingram smiled. “I didn’t know you were serious about the Scriptures.” 

“Lately it’s seemed like the only thing that matters.” The president looked out the window where a phalanx of armed guards ringed the building, floodlights brightening the perimeter of the camp. 

“If you trust me more than anyone else to fulfill the prophecies, then I accept,” Ingram said. “But only if I can serve while still attending to my flock at Promiseland.” 

MacMillan nodded. “Supreme Court Justice Moretti is in one of the cabins. I’ll have her escorted over for the swearing-in ceremony.” 

“Is that all there is to it?” 

“Technically we need a Congressional vote, but we don’t have a quorum. 

I’m invoking emergency powers here. The surviving members of the Supreme Court have already agreed to back me if there are legal challenges.” 

“As you wish, Mr. President.” 

“I’ve told you a dozen times to call me ‘Mac’ like everyone else. You’re in the inner circle now, Reverend.” 

“Mac.” Ingram didn’t offer to let the president call him by his given name. 

Fifteen minutes later, Ingram took the oath of office in the living room of the retreat house. Sarah Beth was in attendance, beaming with pride but a little dismayed that she didn’t have time to select an appropriate outfit. 

Cyrus likewise participated, and the moment was duly recorded by a White House photographer and a field reporter for the  Washington Post. 

MacMillan signed the executive order with a flourish, shook Ingram’s hand, and just like that he was one of the most powerful men in the world. 

At fifteen minutes before midnight, he rose to the top. 

Ingram and Sarah Beth had gone to their cabin on the secluded property, preparing for a full night’s sleep before returning to Promiseland in the morning. They hadn’t even finished undressing when the knock came at the door. “Mister Vice President!” 

It took Ingram a moment to realize the person was talking to him. When he answered, an anxious lieutenant accompanied by two armed privates and a Secret Service agent said, “Sir, you’ll have to come with me. It’s important.” 

“Wait here,” Ingram said to Sarah Beth, ordering one of the privates to stand guard at the door until his return. 

They arrived at the president’s house to find a swarm of Secret Service agents, medical personnel, and officers. Ingram entered the kitchen to find President MacMillan lying on the tiled floor, two medics attending to him. 

Blood oozed from a cotton pad pressed against his collarbone, and Ingram could see shreds of torn flesh around the edge of the gauze. 

Ten feet away, leaning slumped against the wall at an awkward angle, was the aide in the pants suit. Her mouth foamed with blood and saliva. A single gunshot wound dotted the center of her forehead. 

MacMillan was conscious, but his eyes fluttered in panic. When he saw Ingram, he tried to speak. Ingram knelt close enough to hear him, knowing words were useless now. 

“I’m…suh…sorry,” the president said. 

Ingram understood. MacMillan should have required the aide to accept the mark and he would’ve discovered she was sick. He could’ve taken the

mark himself and obtained the protection of God. Instead, he’d relied on luck. MacMillan had damned himself to hell. 

Now Ingram understood why the aide had avoided him. She’d probably already been feeling the stirrings of unholy hunger. And Ingram offered no sustenance for demons. Ingram had already rejected the devil’s touch. 

“Mr. President,” Ingram said. “I understand.” 

MacMillan sighed in gratitude, pain twisting his facial features. Sweat laced his pale skin. He clutched Ingram’s hand, but already the strength faded from the man’s fingers. “Pray for me, Reverend.” 

“God’s will be done. Amen.” 

Ingram looked to the ranking officer for direction. How did one order the murder of a president? But this was no longer the president, nor a person. 

This was a demon. Ingram would waste no more prayers on it. 

“This way, sir,” said the lieutenant who’d summoned him from the cabin. 

Ingram returned to the living room where he’d earlier been sworn in as vice president. Justice Moretti was already there, presumably with a slightly different script than before. 

“Sarah Beth should be here for this,” Ingram said. “And my personal assistant, Cyrus Woodley.” 

“We can’t risk it,” the lieutenant said. “We need to transfer power as quickly and peacefully as possible. People need the comfort of stability.” 

Ingram would’ve laughed if the entire matter wasn’t so ludicrously serious. With the apocalypse arriving at the doorstep of the human race and demons flooding the gates, the government’s primary mission was still one of self-preservation. Perhaps hell was one ever-expanding, tedious bureaucracy instead of a lake of fire. 

Ingram waited for the single gunshot that would signal the end of MacMillan’s life. The attendants and Secret Service agents must’ve taken him outside. Would MacMillan give the order himself? Would he demand they kill him before the infection raced through his veins and aroused the deepest evil? Or did he even now embrace the approaching darkness, as Satan whispered promises of carnage and bloodlust in his ear? 

A silver-haired officer that Ingram had not seen before entered the room. 

He bore four brass stars on each of the shoulder straps of his uniform. The lieutenant saluted him and one of the staff members addressed him as Gen. 

Ridley. Ingram recognized the name. This was MacMillan’s secretary of defense. 

As Ridley and Ingram were introduced, the general saluted. Ingram was pleased to see the general’s tattoo of an eye and the numeral three. This man understood the stakes. 

“It’s done,” Ridley said to Ingram and Moretti. A Secret Service agent produced a Bible, and Moretti instructed Ingram to place his palm upon it. 

The book seemed to radiate with heat. That sense of divine and righteous power once again flowed through Ingram like electricity. 

Moretti then read the oath aloud. Ingram repeated the words without emotion— render unto Caesar what is Caesar’s—and in moments, he was the most powerful man on the planet. 

Just as the Book of Revelation foretold. 

 



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN







“Where are you going, kid?” 

The voice came out of the darkness, amid the rubble of a collapsed building. This section of the city had been heavily bombed, which had slowed Bill and Kit’s progress. Night had arrived suddenly, crawling up from the horizon and down from the clouds to merge into a murky smudge suffused with the deep red of lingering fires. Kit, with the recklessness of youth, hurried ahead of Bill, flitting back and forth among the twisted cars and shattered buildings. 

Whoever had called to Kit hadn’t seen Bill, so he lurked in the shadows behind her. 

“Nowhere,” Kit answered in her precocious and fearless tone. “Which is exactly where I’ve ended up.” 

“Deaders are gonna eat ya,” the unseen man responded. 

“Maybe. What do you care?” 

A flashlight switched on, trapping Kit in its wide orange beam. Bill pressed against a jagged brick wall, squinting to make out the silhouette behind the flashlight. 

“You’re a smart-mouthed little girl, huh?” the man said. “Well, I’ve seen a few like you. Well, a least  pieces of them.” 

“What do you want?” Kit asked. Bill could see the tension in her legs. 

She was coiled to launch into a sprint at the first sign of trouble. 

“I’m trying to be nice here,” the man said. He coughed and spat. “We got a safe place.” 

“Are you holding a gun?” 

“Course I’m holding a gun. Deaders, you gotta shoot ‘em in the head.” 

“You’re not a creep or a pervert, are you?” 

Bill figured most creeps and perverts considered themselves normal people, and the ones that didn’t would lie about it. Maybe she was buying time for Bill to get a good bead on the man in case he needed to be shot. He

eased into firing position, careful not to scrape the rifle barrel against mortar and give himself away. 

“I’m just a solid citizen trying to do some good,” the man said. “Hard times like these, we all have to help each other. The ones that are left, anyways.” 

Another figure stirred behind the first, and a woman with a scratchy voice said, “You keep playing that light around, you’re going to bring them out for sure.” 

The man said. “Right.” Then, to Kit, “Last chance. You wanna camp with us, you’re welcome. Otherwise, good luck.” 

“Wait,” Bill said, which caused the flashlight beam to whip toward him. 

He poked one eye around the stack of bricks and said, “How many are with you?” 

“Five. My wife Doreen, my cousin, and three kids. Are you pointing a rifle at me?” 

Bill lowered his gun but didn’t step into the open. Kit hadn’t moved, waiting to see how the confrontation played out. He wondered if she was enjoying herself. 

“Listen,” the man said. “We got nothing to fight over. If you don’t want our hospitality, just move on along. Only make up your mind before the deaders smell you.” 

“Okay,” Bill said, holding his rifle to the side and walking toward Kit. 

“We don’t have anything worth stealing anyway.” 

“Follow us,” the woman said, and the man with the flashlight turned down what had once been an alley but was now a few smoky mounds of rubble. Shards of broken glass glinted in the flashlight’s beam. A ruptured water main pushed a rivulet of gray water down the cracked pavement. The man and woman were obviously familiar with the area, as they dodged easily between the scorched vehicles, warped utility poles, and sagging steel frameworks that had been stripped naked of their walls. 

“Why are we doing this?” Kit whispered so their two alleged benefactors couldn’t overhear. “These people might be cannibals.” 

“Get eaten by the living or get eaten by the dead,” Bill said. “Some choice, huh?” 

“Seriously. We can make it to the church.” 

“We’re lost. I can see the glow in the distance, meaning Promiseland is probably powered by generators, but it’s too dangerous to keep going in the

dark.” 

“You’re the grownup,” Kit said with sarcasm. “But if these people turn weird, we’re bugging out.” 

“Deal.” 

The flashlight beam disappeared for a moment, and Bill thought the pair had abandoned them, but then the light appeared shining up from a rectangle in the ground. “Down here,” the man said. 

Bill and Kit reached the concrete lip of a set of stairs leading down to a door. Bill was a little uneasy despite his assurances to Kit. If they went inside, they’d be trapped and at the mercy of whatever this man’s group decided. It might not even be his family. 

But noises in the rubble suggested that deaders were prowling for meat. 

Those soft skittering sounds, wet growls, and occasional distant screams and gunshots meant anything was safer than the streets right now. 

When they descended and entered the underground chamber, the man shined the light on his bearded face and then flicked it over to the woman.. 

“I’m Chuck, and this is Doreen.” 

“Howdy,” Doreen said. Her skin was tan and leathery, creased like a longtime smoker’s, but her dark eyes were warm and kind. 

Bill introduced himself and Kit, noticing that Chuck wore a firearm in a hip holster as well as a rifle slung across his back. Chuck led them down a narrow hallway lined with cinder block walls. Before they turned the corner, Bill saw the flickering orange firelight and smelled hamburger. He hadn’t eaten fresh meat in days and the aroma made him salivate. 

 Maybe I’m the ones who’s a zombie. 

The hallway opened up into a large room that had once been a music club. A bar ran the length of one wall, a stage for musicians took up a section of the floor, and a number of chairs and tables had been shoved to one side of the room. The walls were lined with rock posters and energetic modern art, a strange contrast to the almost Neolithic cave setting of the people gathered around the campfire. 

Chuck had told the truth: the only other people with them were three kids ranging in age from maybe four to eight, and an older teen in a baseball cap who was struggling to grow a patch of facial hair. They sat in chairs, with a nearby table piled with loaves of bread, canned food, tubes of various cheeses and smoked meats, and jugs of water. 

“Jordan, get them a chair,” Chuck said, and the teen shot him a sullen look before obeying. 

The hamburgers simmered in a cast-iron pan placed on a makeshift grill. 

“Are you guys hungry?” Chuck asked. 

“Hell, yeah,” Bill said, laying his rifle on the concrete floor beside his chair. “Smells wonderful.” 

To the eight-year-old girl, Chuck said, “Fetch them some bread and ketchup, Minnie.” 

Minnie got up from her own meal without complaint. 

Chuck studied Kit in the firelight. “You’re not a vegan, are you?” 

“Why, do I look high-maintenance or something?” 

“Just being polite. It’s not good to make assumptions under the current conditions.” 

“I love meat,” she said. “But I’ve got nothing against a good salad, either.” 

Get her some chips, Minnie,” he said to the eight-year-old, who brought over a bag of potato chips. “That counts as a vegetable, right?” 

Doreen served up one of the burgers onto a piece of white bread, and Bill took it with gratitude. He dolloped it with a squirt of ketchup and ate it with embarrassing smacking sounds. Kit soon joined him, only taking smaller bites. 

Bill paused when he was halfway through. “This is great, but where did you find fresh beef? Power went out days ago.” 

“N. C. State raises its own dairy cows,” Chuck said. “I guess some of them got out when the air force blasted the city back to the Stone Age. I put one down yesterday and we dressed it out a little. Found a grinder in a hardware store. We smoked and salt-cured some of the rest of it. It’s hanging in a building down the street. Not sure how long it’ll keep.” 

“You don’t sound like city folks,” Bill said. “Nothing personal.” 

“We’re country proud,” Chuck said. “But I needed a job, and construction crews are hiring, so here we are. Didn’t exactly expect to end up like this, but we’re making the best of it.” 

“How did you find this place?” Kit asked. 

“I did,” said the teen, acting cool. “I used to come to shows here. Sneak in with a fake I.D.” 

Bill almost chuckled. The kid couldn’t pass for sixteen, much less twenty-one. Although it was cute how he was trying to impress Kit. 

“And none of you got sick?” Bill asked before indulging in his hamburger again. 

“The two little ones did,” Doreen said. “Gave me a terrible fright for a day or two, but then it passed. We were lucky to find this place. There were shops around, and we scavenged food and some medical supplies. Lucky for us we were down here when the bombers flew over.” 

“Gives the underground scene a whole new twist,” the teenybopper said, and Kit favored him with a grin. 

“What about you two?” Chuck asked. “Related?” 

“No!” Kit said with mock horror. She gave a brief account of her story—

she described the deaths of her parents almost matter-of-factly—and then Bill took over narrating the most recent part leading up to their arrival here. 

“So you’re headed for Promiseland,’ huh?” Doreen said. “Careful what you wish for.” 

“Why’s that?” Bill said. “The radio said they have army units, FEMA, and steady air drops of supplies, and you can see they have electricity.” 

“Oh, it’s paradise, all right, but there’s an admission price.” 

“What do you mean?” 

Chuck lifted his hand to the firelight. Bill saw the symbols on his flesh but couldn’t make sense of them. They looked to be etched in blue ink. “A tattoo?” 

“Doreen calls it the Mark of the Beast,” Chuck said. “Anyone who enters has to get inked if they want to stay. It was Reverend Ingram’s idea, apparently. Inspired by the Zombie God or some shit.” 

“Don’t cuss in front of the kids, hon,” Doreen warned. “What he means is Ingram thinks the Biblical apocalypse is underway. The news said he was bitten by a zombie but didn’t show any signs of infection. Took it as a sign from God.” 

“I went in to get a look,” Chuck said. “Maybe see if I could get a doctor for the kids. They examined me and said I had to submit to the tattoo before I could receive any services. I went ahead and waited in line, seeing if I could learn more about the place. Then I found out they turned away sick people and non-believers. A couple of people even told me they took out sick people and shot them beyond the walls.” 

“That’s hard to believe,” Bill said. “I can see some fringe radical preacher snapping under the strain and having delusions. But the army and FEMA are government agencies. They wouldn’t do that to civilians.” 

“Ingram was appointed by the president to some high-up office. So I guess this is official policy now. It rubs me the wrong way because the rest of us are out here living in holes in the ground.” 

“Aren’t they fighting the zombies?” Kit asked. 

“Sure. The army sends out patrols every day. They’re protecting Promiseland and pushing back, but it’s plain the army doesn’t give a damn about the rest of us. Why else would they bomb us to powder?” 

“What’s your plan, then?” Bill asked before shoving the last of the hamburger into his mouth. 

“We’re stocking up to head west, toward the mountains. Blue Ridge if we can make it. I reckon the roads clear up once you get out of the city.” 

“You’ve got the mark, and your kids look healthy now. Why don’t you go back to Promiseland?” 

“Because I don’t want them belonging to no cult. Maybe it’s sick people today, but tomorrow he might not like your haircut or the color of your eyes or the number of vowels in your last name. I was kind of shocked at the low numbers of minorities I saw there, especially considering how diverse Raleigh is.” 

“Was,” the teenybopper corrected. “The population’s mostly zombie now.” 

“And whatever you call those things that come up from the grave,” Kit said. 

“Whatcha mean?” Chuck asked. 

“Super-special double-rotten deaders,” Kit said. “They were already dead even before the virus hit, and now they’re walking around like they belong here.” 

Doreen put her finger to her lips in a shushing motion. “Kids already have nightmares. Speaking of which, time to get ready, Munchkins.” 

As Doreen herded the kids to a bathroom to brush their teeth, carrying a jug of water, Chuck said, “You guys are welcome to stay the night. In the morning you can go as you please. If you want to come with us, we’d have to talk it over as a family first.” 

“Thanks,” Bill said, “We’ll gratefully accept your offer to stay but I think we’ll try Promiseland tomorrow.” 

Promiseland couldn’t be as bad as Chuck made it out to be and, besides, both of them were healthy. 

“Suit yerself,” Chuck said. “It’s your funeral.” 

 



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN







Nicholas was bouncing his foam-rubber ball against the wall of his room. 

 Thump thump thump thump. 

Rocky stirred in the bed, not wanting to rise. He was so warm and comfortable, and he could feel his wife’s curves pressed against his back. 

He could lie here for a million years. 

Then Nicholas knocked over something big—a piece of furniture or a lamp. 

His wife moaned and muttered, “Your turn.” 

“He’s all right,” Rocky whispered, his throat dry as he rolled over to embrace her. “I think it’s  our turn.” 

But his arm went around a sandbag, and he was back in his Afghanistan outpost, stiff from sleeping sitting up against the rocky hillside. He scolded himself. 

 You can’t sleep. You’re on watch. 

His eyes snapped open to darkness. “I’m on watch.” 

And the noise wasn’t Nicholas. 

The furniture blockading the broken door shifted, a couch scooting across the tiles with a soft squeak. Rocky switched on his flashlight. A table flipped over with a crash, and Rocky was horrified to see a gap of several inches around the doorframe. 

He was reluctant to call out a warning to the others, since the deaders might become agitated and swarm the building. He eased the M16’s safety into firing position and backed his way down the hall. When he reached the locked office where the others were sleeping, he knocked quietly but steadily. Within moments, Hannah answered, her young face pinched with drowsiness. 

“Got company,” Rocky said. “Wake them all up.” 

Not waiting for a response, Rocky conducted a quick recon from any windows he could access. He could see the electric light pouring from the

group’s room, powered by the photovoltaic system. At the murky edge of its reach, silhouettes shuffled across the neatly landscaped lawn. 

Lots of silhouettes. 

“Shit.” Rocky jogged back to the group and told them to kill the light and then stood guard in the hallway. 

According to Rocky’s watch, it was ten minutes after five. Dawn was still a couple of hours away. Whatever strategy they employed, they’d have to undertake it in the dark. 

“What’s the situation?” Sonia asked, pulling on her rumpled jacket as the others gathered around in the lobby. Rocky hooded his flashlight with one hand so zombies wouldn’t see it through the glass. 

“I think they got through the fence somehow,” Rocky said. “Or maybe they broke out of the lab. I’m guessing maybe twenty, maybe a couple of dozen. But who knows what’s lurking out there beyond the light?” 

“They must’ve smelled us,” Meg said. 

“Because we’re the only thing left to eat,” Arjun said. 

“What about those dead bodies upstairs?” Meg asked Jiang. “You said it created a barrier, probably by masking the smell.” 

Rocky realized he’d grown accustomed to the stench and had forgotten it until Meg mentioned it. Now it repulsed him all over again and brought back the ghoulish memory of the corpse pile. 

“It’s too late.” Jiang appeared to have aged a decade overnight. Watery pouches of bruised purple filled the flesh under his eyes. “Even if we could move the bodies in time, they’ve already sensed us.” 

The pile of furniture shifted another few inches at the end of the hallway and cool night air wafted in from the opening. 


“We could go to the second floor and fight them as they come up the stairs,” Sonia said. “Or we can retreat past your…barricade…and see if they cross it a second time.” 

“That might work,” Rocky said. “But if it doesn’t, then we’re trapped.” 

“All the doors are electronically locked,” Jiang said. “You’ll have to break the glass to get out through the main entrance or one of the windows.” 

“That kind of noise would bring them on the run,” Hannah said. 

“Besides, once we get out, what do we do? Hope we get lucky in the dark and don’t bump into any deaders? Even if we make it to the fence, we don’t know how many are waiting on the other side.” 

“I hate to give up on this place,” Meg said. “We don’t know how much useful research the staff was able to compile before they turned. That lab might hold the secret to a cure. That’s why we came here in the first place, remember?” 

“Fight our way out of here, and then fight our way into the lab?” Rocky shook his head. “I don’t like those odds.” 

“What about the NIH and EPA?” Meg asked Jiang. “Did you have any contact with them?” 

“Not since the day before Easter.” Jiang swayed back and forth as if losing strength in his legs. “They were trying to evacuate.” 

“So they probably don’t have any viable information, either,” Meg said. 

She pulled her son close, absentmindedly rubbing his head to soothe him. 

The boy still clung to the teddy bear he’d retrieved from his sister’s grave. 

“What about wheels?” Arjun said. “Instead of climbing over the fence, maybe we can go through it.” 

“You guys go ahead,” Meg said. “I can’t leave until I know what the researchers found out.” 

“Mom!” Jacob said. “You can’t stay here! And if you do, I’m staying with you.” 

“Even if you aren’t attacked and consumed, you’ll be exposed to whatever viral strains the team was isolating,” Jiang said. 

“I’m already exposed,” Meg said. “We all are.” 

“To the Klondike Flu, yes. But what if it mutated into something even more virulent? Do you want to risk letting that out into the world?” 

“We’ve got corpses rising from the grave and walking around like it’s trick-or-treat,” Sydney said. “And we’re the candy. I don’t see how it could get any worse.” 

“Guys,” Hannah said, lifting a hand. They fell into a hush and Rocky clicked off the flashlight for a few seconds. 

The growls and groans of the deaders amassed at the door grew louder. 

Rocky estimated eight or ten of them. If they had the capacity for organization, they would’ve already pushed their way inside. The group didn’t have much time. 

“There’s a Nissan delivery truck parked behind the lab,” Jiang said, producing his key ring and pressing it into Sonia’s hand. “The one marked

‘NV Cargo.’ It should be able to penetrate the gate.” 

“That’s a least a hundred yards away,” Rocky said. “What’s it like behind the building? Cramped quarters? Room to turn around? Risk of being surrounded?” 

“I know the area,” Meg said. “It’s the shipping bay. We can do it.” 

“So you’re coming?” Jacob’s face brightened with relief. 

“I promised I’d never leave you, and I can’t let you stay.” 

“Okay,” Sonia said. “Sounds like a plan. Any objections?” 

“We can’t carry all our gear,” Hannah said. “Unless we want to pull the truck up to the front door and load it all up.” 

“There’s nothing we can’t replace,” Sonia said. “Except our lives.” 

“Copy that,” Rocky said. “Me and Hannah will lay down the cover fire. 

Sonia, you’re driving.” 

“What do I do?” Arjun asked. 

Rocky studied the slender, black-haired nerd. He didn’t really trust the young man yet, but if they were going to make it much farther, the group needed every hand on deck. 

“You take point,” Rocky said. “Listen to Meg and lead the way. The rest of you, keep up as best you can.” 

“What about Jiang?” Meg asked, and the group fell silent again. The old man didn’t seem physically capable of sprinting that far across open ground, pursued by flesh-eating creatures. 

“Nothing has changed for me,” Jiang said. “I had the opportunity to leave earlier and I chose not to. I built this company and I belong here at the end.” 

Rocky wasn’t sure whether the Chinese executive meant the end of the company or the end of his life. 

“We’re not giving up on BioGenix for good, Jiang,” Meg said. “We’ll just have to wait it out and maybe come back when things settle down. Maybe with hazmat suits and a federal team…” 

Meg trailed away when she felt everyone looking at her. Such a future seemed unlikely. The door scraped a little more as the zombies pushed forward. Rocky shined his beam down the hallway. The gap was now six inches wide, and a couple of hands reached through, pawing and raking at the air. 

“We’re out of time,” Rocky said. He swept the flashlight beam across the windows of the lobby. The patio entrance and lawn appeared clear. 

Arjun and Hannah flicked on their flashlights and everyone gathered their weapons. Meg took Jiang’s arm and tugged him to the door. He was too

lethargic to resist. Rocky made a mental note to keep an eye on him. 

“Everyone ready?” Sonia asked. 

Rocky pointed his M16 at the front doors. “Here goes.” 

The rifle’s report was deafening, ripping through the night as the bullets shattered the glass. “Let’s roll,” he said, kicking away a few larger shards that still clung to the frame. 

Arjun ducked through the opening, stooping low as he ran, sweeping his flashlight in a wide arc before him. Meg shouted directions, holding onto both Jiang and Jacob as she followed. Sydney and Sonia went next, sprinting into the darkness and following the bobbing orb of Arjun’s light. 

“Go ahead,” Rocky said to Hannah. “Be right there.” 

He ran to the barricaded door and shoved some of the furniture aside. The barrier gave way as the waiting zombies nudged the desk forward. One of them slid through the opening, squeezing past an upturned chair. 

“Come and get it, you nut-less sons of bitches,” Rocky shouted, hoping to lure them into the building. They would soon find their way out again when they realized their prey was gone, but the diversion might buy the group precious minutes. 

Rocky dashed back through the lobby and out the entrance, nearly slipping on the broken glass. Hannah called to him and he headed toward her. Arjun was already almost to the lab. 

 So far, so good. This just might work. 

Hannah’s gunfire suggested it might not be so easy. Shapes came lumbering out of the dark from all directions. Rocky aimed as best he could while angling his flashlight down the barrel of his rifle, but he couldn’t register any kill shots. He gave up trying for the head and concentrated on just knocking them down. 

Best case, Rocky hoped their shots would draw the zombies away from the rest of the group. But the others had covered little ground. Jiang was slowing them down. Arjun had already vanished behind the research building, with Sonia close behind. 

“What’s the problem?” Rocky said, although he already knew. 

“I’m no good for this,” Jiang said. 

“You guys go on,” Rocky said to Meg and Jacob. “Arjun needs you. 

We’ll catch up.” 

“We can do this,” Meg said. “Together.” 

“No.” Jiang, panting and gasping for breath, reared up and threw his shoulders back in a burst of defiance. “This is my company.” 

“We’re surrounded,” Rocky said. “We’ll have to fight our way through.” 

“I’m finished fighting.” 

Before Meg could stop him, the old man raced off into the darkness, fueled by some inner reserve of energy. As soon as he was out of range of their flashlights, he began calling out in Chinese, his clipped words interrupted with manic laughter. It sounded like he was taunting or cursing the zombies that dared to trespass onto his life’s work. 

Rocky heard a thud as something large struck Jiang. The man grunted but kept moving, and the gray shapes around the group followed him into the dark. Seconds later came a scream, followed by the wet rasps and sloppy moans of a herd of feeding deaders. 

“Move!” Rocky said, and they headed for the building. Before they could reach it, a heavy engine roared and a pair of headlights winked to life. 

The Nissan van sped around the corner, rubber squealing on the

pavement. The swath of headlights illuminated five or six deaders coming toward the group. Sonia angled the Nissan to block the attack, shifting gears. It was only then that Rocky realized the van had a manual transmission. He was glad Sonia was competent. 

When the van reached them, it slowed to a crawl. Sonia shouted through her open window, “Around back!” 

Arjun hung from the rear of the Nissan, its door swung open. He waved his flashlight to signal them. Rocky boosted Jacob into the van’s cargo area, then slid his rifle onto the steel deck and clambered up the rear bumper. 

Hannah gracefully launched herself up to safety, and Meg held onto the truck for a few moments, looking back as if Jiang might magically pop out of the darkness at any moment. 

Then Arjun grabbed her wrist and lifted her into the van just as Sonia accelerated through the parking lot. 

“Hold on,” Hannah said, but the Nissan was empty except for a few quilted pads and nylon tie straps. 

Sonia plowed through the gate at forty miles an hour, the steel grates grinding beneath the chassis and axles for a moment before squirting free. 

The twisted metal clanged across the asphalt and struck a car. 

One final deader lunged out from the trees near the fence, its tortured, stained face leering in the red taillights of the truck. 

Then it too fell away to darkness. 

 



CHAPTER NINETEEN







The sunrise was glorious, painting the ribbed clouds red as a new day dawned. 

Not just a new day, a new era. 

By the time the Black Hawk landed at the improvised helipad outside Promiseland, Cameron Ingram, president of the United States of America, had appointed Cyrus Woodley Vice President and ordered the Cabinet and the remaining members of the Supreme Court to relocate to his Raleigh facility. Gen. Ridley tried to convince Ingram to remain at Camp David until the public was informed of the change, but the news would spread soon enough anyway. 

The believers would see the hand of God working even in the tragic loss of President MacMillan. The heathens and the demons would continue their business of evil regardless. And for the tens of thousands of people struggling to survive on their own in the crumbling wasteland of a country, it made no difference who wore the crown. 

Now, standing in his office looking out at the ruins of Raleigh, he realized his flock had grown beyond imagining. And all the sheep would be counting on him. 

Sitting at the conference table were Ridley, Col. Hayes, Olin Starnes, Sarah Beth, and Cyrus. Ingram detected some tension between Ridley and Hayes but knew chain of command would prevail. Hayes was far too invested in a sense of duty to not fall in line. Ridley, whose service dated back to Vietnam, harbored some old-fashioned ideas of leadership and the role of the military. But he’d soon see that the true enemy wasn’t Russia, Communist China, or the Taliban, but the devil himself. 

“I know this is all rather sudden,” Ingram began, pacing back and forth at the head of the table. “But we’ve faced many rather sudden challenges recently. I need to know that I can count on each of you for the even harder road ahead.” 

Sarah Beth gave him an encouraging smile. She’d been overwhelmed with pride at his new position but had already counseled him not to abandon his sacred calling. In many ways, she was his spiritual advisor as well as his wife and companion. If the entire world burned down around them and everyone else brought out their knives against him, Sarah Beth would stand at his side until the last. 

“While I appreciate the many tasks a president must perform, we will maintain one priority during my term,” he continued. “And that is to prepare our people for the coming of the Lord. We’re at war with Satan and the hour grows near. And Satan works through all of those who refuse to join us.” 

“Forgive me, Mr. President,” Ridley said. “Satan is a rather nebulous target. Your predecessor used the military to exterminate zombies because that’s the immediate threat before us.” 

“Those enemies are one and the same. Do you think the plague was an accident? What is a zombie? A soulless, mindless beast driven by nothing but hunger. It’s the very symbol of evil, of need, of greed. So of course we deploy our forces with the goal of wiping them out.” 

“What’s my role here?” Hayes asked. 

“You’re responsible for the safety of Promiseland, just as before. 

Continue to expand our perimeter. Oversee security efforts and make sure all refugees undergo a health screening and proper marking. Remember, what we do here is an example for shelters all over the country, and soon to the rest of the developed world.” 

“We’re going to need a Secretary of Health and Human Services,” Ridley said. “We already have logistical problems due to the number of personnel we’ve lost to the flu and its…symptoms. And we’re still suffering casualties in the field. At some point, we’re going to need scientists to come up with a response or this disease will just keep spreading.” 

“Science had its chance,” Ingram said. “What good did that do us? Plenty of knowledge, but very little understanding. Plenty of answers to all the wrong questions. The worship of facts but an utter disdain for the bigger truth.” 

Sarah Beth’s eyes gleamed with excitement at his words. She empathized with him. They shared a common faith. All their days and prayers had led to this moment. 

God had given him this power. So God found him special. And now God inspired Ingram’s actions. 

This was how power worked. 

This was how God worked. 

If God trusted Ingram with this power, then however Ingram wielded it was justified. 

 So do I even need God anymore? 

Startled, Ingram pushed the thought away. 

“Sir?” Woodley asked, evidently seeing the confusion on Ingram’s face. 

“Are you okay?” 

“Fine. Just a little tired from the trip.” Which was a lie. He felt boundless energy and had scarcely slept. Or perhaps he hadn’t slept at all, and what he thought were dreams had been waking fantasies instead. 

But he didn’t want the others to see him unsettled. He dismissed the group and ordered Olin to set up satellite links with the Canadian and British prime ministers. On the videoconference call, he promised both leaders the support of U.S. military in exchange for accepting Ingram’s religious protocols. The leaders initially objected to forcing their citizens to bear tattoos in exchange for protection, but soon realized they faced extinction if they didn’t comply. 

Ingram then made the same deal with Germany and France. Germany’s chancellor already bore an apocalyptic bent and eagerly accepted, having instituted some similar procedures of her own. She agreed with Ingram that it was important to separate the faithful from the diseased. 

“As you know, our country is no stranger to selections,” she said. “Many of us have waited for history to prove us right.” 

The French president was a little more wary, refusing to commit to a religious test in order to protect the country’s citizens. Ingram didn’t debate the man for long. He knew the man would be calling him in a few days as the bodies piled up and France fell apart, when even the most drastic solutions would prove acceptable. If Europe collapsed, Russia would ignore its own domestic crisis to launch an invasion. The geopolitical web was fragile. 

After the calls, Ingram had Olin set up the studio to record a message to the world. Instead of a sermon, Ingram fashioned his script as president of the United States. He arranged to have the satellite feed simulcast to all the established shelters receiving government assistance and the remaining few

radio stations. He also made sure it was broadcast on the massive flat screen in the sanctuary below so that the faithful of Promiseland could share in it. 

“My fellow citizens,” he began. “As you know, we are facing the darkest times this country has ever known. Indeed, that the entire world has ever known. As your new president, I must make decisions for all of us. I’ve already spoken with the leaders of other Western nations, and they’ve agreed to work together to fight the evil that threatens our very existence. 

“But you know this is more than a struggle for our lives. It’s a struggle for our souls, both individually and collectively, as a nation. I’m not just a president, I am also a man of God whose duty is to spread the Gospel. I can’t separate those two jobs, and I wouldn’t even if I knew how. Because we will need faith as we enter this long, difficult battle. 

“We need to know who our allies are and who our enemies are. That’s why I’ve issued an executive order requiring all citizens to accept my mark to prove you are a believer. The Department of Homeland Security has been ordered to establish identification protocols to imprint the tattoos on every man, woman, and child. We must remain healthy as a people and not allow ourselves to be contaminated by either disease or heresy. 

“Furthermore, anyone around the world requesting assistance from the United States must agree to our protocols. In the coming months, even nations will fall away, and there will be only one boundary. Those who join me will be on one side, and the rest will belong to Satan. These infected monsters that arose among us are called ‘deaders’ or ‘zombies,’ but we all know what they really are: demons from the deepest pits of hell. 

“I wish I could offer more soothing words. But this day was destined to come eventually, and now it has arrived. If you’ve not yet chosen which side you want to be on when the Lord returns, it is time to decide. The Bible foretells that Satan will win the battle but lose the war. It is in the fight, even if we lose our lives, that we show God shall never perish from the hearts of men. 

“I ask that you follow me to glory. God bless you, and God bless America.” 

He stared straight into the main camera until he heard Olin say “Cut.” 

Sarah Beth came out of the control booth and gave him a hug, patting at the makeup on his damp face. “That was very strong, honey,” she said. 

“It has to be. We’re almost out of time.” 

“I’m worried about you. You’re taking so much on yourself right now.” 

“It was given to me. Perhaps I’ve asked for it, though. I’ve always prayed for the Lord to call on me when needed.” 

“It’s one thing to serve a congregation, even one that includes a television and radio audience. But now you’re speaking for the country. For the world, even.” 

Ingram peered into her green eyes. “I’ve always been speaking for the world. But not everyone listened. Now they have to.” 

“You’re right.” She smiled and put her hand on his as the crew broke down the spotlights and equipment around him. 

Cyrus entered and told Ingram their quarters were ready. The couple owned a regal estate on the outskirts of the city, but Ingram had made no attempt to visit it. He didn’t even know if it was still intact. He’d been sleeping on the sofa in his office, but with Sarah Beth’s arrival, he’d ordered one of the administrative offices converted into a bedroom. 

This would be the first real chance for them to be alone since the outbreak. The whirlwind tour of shelters that culminated in the Camp David trip had left Sarah Beth exhausted, but Ingram still had no desire to sleep. 

However, he looked forward to a period of quiet reflection, prayer, and privacy. Such opportunities would likely be rare in the days and weeks to come. 

As they left the studio, the couple held hands as if they were the same teens that had met at Bible camp in their senior year of high school. She’d been in awe of his father and Ingram was in full Prodigal Son mode, drinking alcohol and indulging in several of the seven deadly sins. He’d intended to make Sarah Beth one of his victims, targeting her virginity and then discarding her, but it turned out that she determined the boundaries of their relationship. After her rejection, Ingram found himself thinking about her often, but it was only after he’d found his calling and dedicated his life to the ministry that he felt worthy of her. 

For her part, she’d responded to his letters and calls with aloof warmth and support. She’d graduated with a degree in social work from UNC-Greensboro and had her career path plotted out. That path was intended to lead to a husband and several children, not a lifetime of service, but gradually Ingram won her over. As his ministry and status grew, she fully adopted her role as a preacher’s wife. 

Their marriage had prepared them for the end, since they knew their real reward lay in the afterlife. Twenty years on, she still thrilled him. And

although Ingram preached of Christ’s return, he didn’t expect it to occur in his own lifetime. And now he dreaded it. 

As he escorted his wife to their makeshift apartment, Ingram realized he didn’t want to die. His life was perfect. He was admired and loved. He held great power. Promiseland was a flourishing monument to Ingram’s greatness. Physically, he felt better than he had in years. And he had love. 

Why should he leave all this all behind just because God demanded His destiny be fulfilled? 

“What’s the matter?” Sarah Beth asked as they reached their door. 

He almost lied to her, afraid she would be disappointed. But she would read the lie in his eyes. Sometimes he felt as if she saw deeper into him than even the Lord did. 

He opened the door and ushered her inside. Desks had been pushed to one side, and Cyrus had made minor attempts at hominess by adding a vase of daffodils on the windowsill and spacing floor lamps along the room. He sat her on the cot—it would be cramped if they lay down there together—

and said, “I’m suffering my Doubting Thomas moment. I’m not sure I’m up for this. After all, I’m only a man.” 

“You’re more than a man. You’re Cameron Ingram. The man who owns the world. Everyone will take your mark. Isn’t that the only sign you need?” 

She held up her hand so he could see the symbols embedded under her skin. The flesh around the tattoo was red and angry-looking. 

Had Big Jones injected her with contaminated needles and caused an infection? 

Then he took a closer look. The infection wasn’t just around the mark. It appeared along her wrist. 

As he studied her face, he saw it there, too. 

The virus. 

“Cameron?” she asked. 

His wife was a demon. 

 



CHAPTER TWENTY







Kit and Bill had watched Promiseland from afar for part of the morning as military troops and government trucks moved in and out of the compound. A helicopter landed on a street nearby where cars had been cleared away for a pad. People in street clothes unloaded supplies from the helicopter, all under the watchful gaze of armed guards along the walls. The civilians bore the same mark that Chuck had shown them. 

Others came and went, some of them carrying shovels and others

returning with sacks and backpacks that bulged with salvage. All of those who entered the gates were checked for a mark. Some of the trucks that exited were loaded with civilians who were apparently assigned to work crews. Their faces were somber but otherwise healthy-looking. 

Military posts were scattered around the perimeter, and Bill and Kit had spent much of the morning evading the troops that patrolled the streets. At one point, several weary people came out of the ruins of the city and approached the main gate. Although Bill couldn’t hear the exchange, it was evident the guards wouldn’t allow them in. One of the people threw herself down and wailed in anguish, but the soldiers didn’t yield. When one of the men tried to push his way inside, he was punched and kicked until he crawled away across the asphalt. 

“Jesus,” Kit said, perched in the broken window of a restaurant. “Tough crowd.” 

“Those people don’t have the mark. It’s like Chuck said.” 

“I thought he said you could get inside if you pretended to accept Christ as your personal savior. And how can they ever tell if you’re putting them on? I always assumed most Christians were fakers anyway, judging from the way they treated other people.” 

As the people who’d been turned away shuffled back towards the

outskirts of the city, Bill said, “Maybe they were sick.” 

“You don’t think we can talk our way inside?” 

“You could, maybe, if you don’t smart off. I don’t have much of a poker face.” 

“I thought all old farts played poker,” Kit said. 

“Can’t stand it. The whole point of the game is to be the best liar. And I only like to gamble on things I can control.” 

“Can anybody really control anything?” 

“I guess not,” Bill said. “Otherwise, we wouldn’t be in the zombie apocalypse.” 

“We’re going to need some food soon,” Kit said. “Looks like this place has already been looted.” 

“Yeah, the soldiers have cleaned out everything for a good mile or so. We were lucky to run into Chuck and his family, but we can’t count on staying lucky.” 

“Another thing you can’t control, huh?” 

“At least the soldiers have cleared out the zombies around here. Maybe we could just hang out a while and see what happens.” 

“Just look at all those supplies.” Kit tilted back her head and sniffed at the air. “And smell that? I swear to God it’s bacon and eggs.” 

Bill did smell something, but he was pretty sure it was burning rubber from a distant fire. But she had a point. Promiseland was organized, defended, and well-supplied. It looked like a good place to be while the government got around to the task of rebuilding civilization. And Promiseland’s towering white cross was the highest manmade point still remaining on this end of the city. 

Bill sat down on the hard floor and something poked into his butt cheek. 

He felt for it and remembered the magic marker. 

“I’ve got an idea,” he said. He pulled out the marker and note pad. 

“What are you going to do, write Reverend Ingram a love letter?” 

He tossed the note pad to the floor. “No. We give ourselves the marks. 

You saw Chuck’s. It was kind of basic and easy to duplicate.” 

“A tattoo is different. The ink goes under your skin. A marker will rub off after a while.” 

“It’ll last long enough for us to see if we want to stay.” 

“And what happens if they find out we’re faking it?” Kit asked. 

“I don’t want a tattoo. Once you have it, you wear it the rest of your life.” 

“What are you worried about? You don’t have much longer, one way or another.” 

“I want to go out of this world the way I came in,” Bill said. 

“Squealing and crying and gasping for air?” 

“Pure.” 

“Are you sure you’re not a religious nut?” 

Bill picked up the pad and practiced drawing the eye-shaped oval with the squiggly numeral three in the center. It took him a couple of tries until he got reasonably close to the mark Chuck had shown them. “Give me your hand,” he said. 

Kit extended her hand without comment, watching as Bill lightly traced out the symbols and then went over them more boldly. He then duplicated it on his own hand. 

Kit held hers up and blew on it to dry the ink. “Mark of the Beast,” she said. “Should be cooler, like a dragon or something.” 

“Inking something as intricate as a dragon into people would take days or weeks,” Bill said. “That’s a factory. Looks like the reverend has an assembly line going.” 

“You can probably carry your pack inside, if we act like we’ve been sent out to scavenge. But what about your rifle? Only the soldiers have weapons.” 

“I guess I’ll hide it here.” He looked around at the dusty chairs and tables. 

The restaurant bore the name “Venducci’s” and the décor was vaguely Italian, but it smelled more like a pizza-and-burgers place. He carried his rifle to the service counter where customers had once chosen their toppings. 

A few moldering crumbs were all that remained after the food had been picked over by survivors and rodents. The shelves of empty tin pie pans were undisturbed, so Bill wrapped the gun in hand towels and stowed it behind the pans. 

“If we get separated, meet back here,” Bill said. “Can you remember how to get here?” 

“We’re only two blocks from Promiseland,” Kit replied. “Do you want to draw a map or something?” 

Bill realized he was still holding the marker. He slid it into the inside of his boot. “Better not let them catch me with this.” 

He found a couple of paper takeout bags and filled them with bottles of condiments from the tables. He stuffed them into Kit’s arms. “Make yourself look useful.” 

Bill led the way out of the restaurant and onto the sidewalk. Despite the cars that had been pushed to one side, the broken windows, and lingering storm damage, the street was free of bodies. Then Bill realized the trucks full of workers probably included burial details, or at least disposal units. 

“Just act normal,” Bill said as they walked toward Promiseland. 

“Which normal would that be? Like I’m a normal weird teen, or a normal weird teen whose parents just died in a zombie apocalypse and I’m about to join a doomsday cult?” 

They almost immediately encountered a couple of civilians in rumpled but relatively clean clothing. They, too, carried bags and backpacks. Bill noted the marks on their hands. He gave a curt nod of acknowledgement without meeting their eyes. 

They passed a soldier leaning against a dented newspaper dispenser and smoking a cigarette. The soldier paid them no attention, watching a Humvee prowl through the intersection. Another helicopter approached, the air throbbing with the beat of its rotors, and a crew of civilians gathered around as it touched down. A couple of older men in suits debarked, accompanied by a group of officers. 

“Looks like some high muckity-mucks,” Kit said. 

“Yeah,” Bill said. “Whatever Reverend Ingram’s doing, he has full government support.” 

The new arrivals were escorted inside the gates without a search, and the crew of workers began unloading boxes and parcels from the helicopter’s cargo hold. As Bill and Kit drew closer to Promiseland, more people carrying packs, bags, and equipment emerged from nearby buildings and side streets and headed toward the main gate. 

Bill and Kit fell into the crowd as it formed into a line. The guards performed a cursory search of the bags being brought into the compound. 

The person in front of them carried bars of soap, razors, and bottles of hair products. One of the female guards grabbed a bottle of shampoo and slipped it into her jacket pocket. 

“Chamomile,” she said to the guard beside her. “I’ll finally smell like something besides a coyote’s crotch.” 

“You are what you eat,” the other soldier said, which drew him an elbow to the ribs. 

When Bill’s turn came, he opened his pack to show the items he’d taken from his house. “Got it from a house down that way,” he said, craning his

neck toward the direction from which they’d come. 

“What a bunch of junk,” the male guard said. “Whoever owned this is better off as a fucking zombie. Take it inside to the distribution desk.” 

The guards waved him through without even glancing at his mark. They looked into Kit’s bags, saw the condiments, and laughed. 

“I’m doing the best I can,” she said, unable to resist a flash of arrogance. 

Bill believed someday that weakness would get her killed. Maybe even today. 

Then the female guard grabbed Kit’s hand and studied her mark. “This thing’s a mess. You must’ve been one of the early birds.” 

Bill’s heart thudded in his chest, but Kit was cool. “They didn’t know what they were doing yet,” she said. “I wanted a dragon.” 

This drew another laugh from the guards as they waved her inside. 

“What the hell were you thinking, smarting off and drawing attention to yourself?” Bill asked as they merged with the people milling across the parking lot. 

Kit shrugged. “You told me to act normal.” 

They followed the other recent arrivals bearing scavenged goods. A row of FEMA trailers were lined against the brick wall on the west end of the compound, and several damaged transport trucks had been converted into shelters. Soldiers were everywhere, swarming like ants, and a woman with a bullhorn directed the vehicles that came and went from the main building. 

Hordes of people were gathered around a set of large wooden doors bearing crosses, evidently the main entrance to Ingram’s church sanctuary. 

When they reached the distribution table, they plopped down their offerings and waited while the workers there sorted the goods into various bins and piles. Some people had rolled shopping carts instead of carrying bags, and the ground was covered with litter. Despite the attempts at organization, the compound exhibited more of the feel of a gypsy camp than a government shelter. 

A dry-erase board behind the distribution table featured a crudely handwritten numbered list:



RULES

1. All must work if able. 

2. Take only what you need. 

3. God is watching you. 

4. Reverend Ingram is, too. 



“I’m no expert, but it sort of sounds like communism to me,” Kit said. 

“Communism always turns into fascism,” Bill said. 

“What’s that?” said a middle-aged woman standing behind them. Her hair was a shock of brown bristles and her face was creased from constant smiling. 

“Nothing,” Bill said. “Just wondering what time we get to eat.” 

“Are you street crew or gatherers?” 

“Gatherers,” Kit said. 

“Cute,” the woman said to Bill. “Is this your granddaughter?” 

“Yeah.” 

“I lost my grandkids,” she said with a smile. “But they’re in heaven now, so it’s all wonderful. We’ll all be joining them soon. Praise Ingram.” 

“Praise…has anyone seen the Reverend lately?” Bill was disturbed by the woman’s zealous tone. 

“Only on television. Ever since he became president, I’m more hopeful than ever.” 

Bill didn’t respond, fearing his surprise would show. If he were already a marked member of the flock, he should know that Arthur MacMillan was dead and Ingram was president. He wasn’t really shocked that Ingram had achieved the office so quickly, only that the federal government still existed at an operational level. 

Kit tugged on Bill’s sleeve. “I gotta use the restroom, Grampa.” 

“God bless you,” Bill said to the woman as a farewell. 

“I don’t need God,” the woman said, the smile fixed on her face. 

“Ingram’s blessing me now.” 

The two of them hurried away until they reached the throng scattered around the sanctuary doors as if awaiting some important message. Most of the assembled were vacant-eyed and lethargic, like a bunch of junkies loitering in Needle Park and waiting for the next fix. Large color portraits of Reverend Ingram hung on the walls in ornate frames. 

Bill pointed to a bank of Porta-Johns on the far end of the sidewalk, perched under a row of maple trees that had prematurely lost their spring leaves. “Do you really need to go?” 

“Yeah,” Kit said. “This place is scaring the crap out of me.” 

 



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE







“How long can we keep doing this?” Arjun asked as they entered the bedroom. 

“Until we’re dead,” Sydney answered. 

They’d been lucky to find another house last night after heading south toward a more rural area outside Raleigh where the bombers hadn’t hit. The drive had been uneventful, and they’d even passed a few other motorized travelers during the evening. Sonia stopped the truck once shortly after they left Research Triangle Park, letting Jacob and Meg into the cab while the others got as comfortable as they could in the cargo area. Arjun had dozed off by the time the Nissan pulled into the Deer Run subdivision shortly before midnight. 

After rolling past a few dark houses, Rocky pounded on the side of the truck and Sonia slowed, pulling up in front of a brick ranch home with an open yard. Rocky jumped to the ground and conducted a recon sweep around the house while Arjun and Hannah stood guard. Rocky broke in through the front door and Arjun could see his flashlight beam bobbing around the interior of the house for a few minutes, and then he gave the all-clear sign. 

Now, as they chose the rooms where they’d spend the night, Arjun again found himself pairing up with Sydney. The bedroom had been a child’s, and the candlelight revealed posters of Muppets, SpongeBob SquarePants, and Minions. Dolls and stuffed animals were scattered around the room, along with crayons, pencils, papers bearing scribbles, and a minefield of loose Lego pieces. A glittering pink banner over the bed read “EMMA.” 

Sydney used the bathroom. When she came out, she was wearing a pair of gym shorts and T-shirt. She’d left her backpack and gun in the bathroom, feeling secure behind locked doors. 

“I wonder where Emma is right now,” Sydney said. 

“Maybe she’s safe,” Arjun said, knowing it sounded hollow. At least Emma wasn’t lying in her bed leaking fluids and breeding maggots, or stomping around the room trying to bite them. 

“Could be in Promiseland.” 

“They’d have to fight a swamp of zombies to get there. More likely, the family packed up and headed for relatives.” 

“That’s what we should’ve done,” Sydney said. “We’ve spent days going to that research lab and all for nothing.” 

Arjun sat on the bed and rested his rifle against the wall. He rubbed his spine, which was stiff from sleeping on the hard metal floor of the truck. 

“We had to find out. We had to try. Even if we risked our lives, it was still worth it.” 

Sydney sat down on the opposite side of the twin bed. The springs squeaked as her weight settled and Arjun was instantly, achingly, conscious of her proximity. 

“This is going to be awkward,” he said, facing away from her. “This bed is so small, there’s no way we can go to sleep without touching.” 

“I don’t mind. Man, why couldn’t they have some alcohol here? Why do we keep crashing the homes of teetotalers?” 

“I…I could check out some of the neighbors. Probably find something.” 

“You’re crazy. Risking your life for a cure to the zombie virus is one thing, but risking it to impress a chick?” She lay down on the bed, squirming as she burrowed her head into the pillows. “Or maybe you just want to get me drunk enough that I’ll put out.” 

He finally turned to her. She was beautiful and youthful in the candlelight, glowing with an incandescent innocence. Her blonde hair was like a halo and her brown eyes were dark with mystery. 

“I wouldn’t do that,” he said. 

“Oh, you don’t like me?” She gave a coy smile. 

“I do.” He turned away from her again, staring at SpongeBob’s cheerful yellow face. “But I want you to like me the right way. Nothing fake.” 

She touched his back and he jumped a little. “Are you sore?” 

“A little bit.” He tensed as her fingers rubbed along his lower spine. 

Where was this going? Why didn’t he know what to do? 

“Relax.” 

“I am relaxed,” he said through gritted teeth. 

“Have you ever even been with a girl?” 

He was glad he wasn’t facing her. He had, twice, but those encounters had been fleeting and embarrassing. He’d learned nothing, not even what he’d done right or wrong. “Sure.” 

“You don’t sound like it. Or act like it.” 

He rolled over to her, his face inches from hers. He wanted to be graceful, like a young George Clooney or a less musclebound Chris Hemsworth, but he came off more like a gawky Steve Buscemi. He nearly bonked her on the nose with this chin. He put one arm opposite her body, propping himself away from her as he looked down into her eyes. 

“Hello,” she whispered. 

“Hello.” It was as if he was seeing her for the first time, yet she was deeply familiar. How could her eyes grow even wider? Her pupils were massive black holes that sucked him down into their suffocating gravity. He surrendered to the pull. 

Her lips were as soft as the breath that drifted from her nostrils. Arjun’s pulse raced, yet he was finally calm. He stopped fighting and worrying. He was here. 

She tasted like she smelled. 

 Thump thump. 

At first he thought his heart was pumping hard in his chest, and then it came again. 

 Thump thump. 

Sydney pulled away. “What was that?” 

Arjun lifted his head and looked around the room. The candlelight was weak and the corners were suffused in shadows. The closet door was open, so nothing was hiding in there. 

Was something under the bed? 

Then his heart  did start hammering:  thumpa thumpa thump. 

“Up there,” Sydney said, pointing to the ceiling. 

Arjun looked up at the ceiling. The drywall bulged a little, and then a crack ran through the stucco finish. 

 Earthquake?  But he hadn’t felt any vibrations. Maybe he’d been too drugged by lust to notice. 

Then the crack widened and the ceiling gave way. 

Arjun wrapped himself around Sydney and rolled them both off the bed. 

The tiny figure bounced off the mattress amid tufts of yellow fiberglass insulation. It crawled onto hands and knees, white dust and cobwebs

covering its face. The mouth gaped open, two tiny teeth descending from the gums. 

“Emma’s home,” Sydney croaked. 

Arjun untangled himself from Sydney, little Lego pieces sticking to his skin. His rifle was on the other side of the bed. And Emma didn’t seem like she was going to let him reach it. The little zombie growled and lunged toward them, falling half off the bed. 

Sydney backed away in a crab crawl while Arjun stood to work his way around the bed. Before he could move, another thump from above was followed by a crunching groan, and two more figures crashed through the ceiling. These were larger but just as hungry as Emma. 

The parents. 

Emma’s family hadn’t gone anywhere. They’d hidden in the attic. The infection must’ve taken them all. And they’d either heard or smelled Arjun and Sydney and moved out onto the weaker support of the drywall ceiling. 

The parents were behind Arjun, blocking his and Sydney’s way to the door. His only move was to go through Emma to his rifle. He took a running leap onto the bed, hoping to trampoline over the little dead girl. 

But she was nimble, grabbing his legs as he landed on the mattress. He tripped, falling face forward onto the mattress. He kicked against the deader’s fierce grip. The two tiny teeth grazed his thigh, pressing against the fabric of his pants. 

He twisted in panic, breaking free. Emma jumped at him like a spider. A hiss issued from that small, horrible throat. Arjun clutched the pillow and rammed it into the deader’s chomping face. 

He punched the pillow a couple of times. “Get help!” he yelled at Sydney, but he couldn’t see her. 

The bathroom door was closed. She’d locked herself in. 

Leaving him alone against three zombies. 

 True love. 

The parents staggered toward the bed, where once they’d probably read Emma stories and kissed her goodnight and told her not to be scared of the monsters in the closet. Because monsters weren’t real. 

Now all of them were monsters needing to feed on Arjun. 

 The family that preys together stays together. A bumper sticker for the zombie apocalypse. 

Emma’s stringy hair whipped around as she tried to chew through the pillow. Arjun shoved her away as Daddy Deader reached for him, mouth twisted in a growl of hunger. Momma stood between him and the rifle, gnashing her teeth and closing in. 

He was surrounded. 

 Ka-pak ka-pak. 

Gouts of blood spurted onto him, cold and gelid. 

Daddy Deader bounced against the bedside table, nearly extinguishing the candle. Then he flopped onto the bed and went limp. 

 Ka-pak. 

Mommy staggered back against the wall, blood oozing from a wound in her breast. 

 Ka-pak. 

The next shot tore away part of her cheek. Her broken jawbone swung free. Her teeth clacked together, hunger still raging despite the damaging wounds. 

Sydney eased toward the bed, pistol held before her in a two-handed grip. 

Emma shoved the pillow away, exposing her filthy, mottled face. 

“Do it,” Arjun said. 

“She’s just a kid.” 

“She’s a damned deader who tried to bite me.” 

“I can’t. Not while she’s looking at me like that.” 

Arjun tugged a corner of the blanket free and tossed it over her head. 

“Now.” 

Sydney lowered the pistol and fired once more just as Hannah and Rocky burst through the door. 

“Where did you learn to shoot like that?” Arjun asked Sydney. 

“Duh. From playing videogames.” 

 



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO







“God has forsaken me, Cyrus.” Ingram sat at his desk with his head in his hands, the morning sun rising on a world where Satan reigned. 

Cyrus Woodley was dismayed to see his mentor, inspiration, and friend in such despair. One world might be ending, but a better one was beginning. 

“God has moved you to the top of the mountain, Reverend.” 

“Yes. But I don’t think I’m worthy.” 

“You’re tired. You should get some sleep.” 

“I can’t even close my eyes. And the battle’s barely started. How can I stay strong until the return?” 

“Maybe we should send a patrol to your house and see if it’s inhabitable. 

I know the room I set up for you and Sarah Beth isn’t the most comfortable place, but I did the best I could.” 

Ingram looked up, bleary-eyed as if he’d been crying. “I belong here,” 

Ingram said. “Promiseland is my home now. At least until I get to heaven.” 

This man had achieved prominence and untold political power in a remarkably short time, given authority by both Man and God to reshape the world in these desperate days. It was an opportunity that Ingram had prayed for his entire life, and now it was thrust upon him. 

Cyrus felt he had failed Ingram somehow. He was proud of his own political ascension, but he saw himself as a servant. When he’d looked in the mirror and mouthed “Vice President Woodley,” he couldn’t help smiling. But the appointment was tainted by all the death and suffering that had brought the world to this point. 

But hadn’t it been foretold long ago? Why should anyone waste time bemoaning the will of God? Indeed, this had been the entire point of the creation of the human race. To send the species on a multigenerational gauntlet of free will and sin until the devil ruled this world and all right-thinking people left it for the next. 

 “Gen. Ridley wants to meet with you,” Cyrus said. “What shall I tell him?” 

“What does he want?” 

“To expand the offensive. He thinks we should crush Satan’s armies before they have time to win more converts.” 

“The devil can recruit as many as he wants.” 

“Not true, sir. He can’t touch those of us who’ve sworn ourselves to God. 

And to you.” 

“Faith is a tenuous thing, my friend.” Ingram rose from the desk as if air was the weight of water. “Can a mark of loyalty protect anyone from the Great Deceiver? Can a little bit of ink stop evil from flourishing in our hearts?” 

Cyrus was uncomfortable. How could the Reverend submit to this

moment of weakness when God was counting on him? But he decided Ingram deserved his private thoughts and feelings. The important thing was to hide them from his followers. 

“You were bitten and you resisted the infection,” Cyrus said. “That was a miracle, and I witnessed it with my own eyes. No one at Promiseland has succumbed to the infection since then. We’ve not had anyone else surrender to Satan and become a demon.” 

“That scientist—what was her name?—she thought the outbreak was caused by a virus.” 

“Dr. Perriman? She sold her soul to the church of science. She’s probably dead or infected by now. Another slave in Satan’s army.” 

“You think so?” 

Cyrus did something he’d rarely done in all their years together. But now he was Vice President and not just a bodyguard. He walked around Ingram’s desk and put a comforting hand on the man’s shoulder. “Anyone who doesn’t join us is the enemy. That’s what Gen. Ridley meant. One way or another, they will eventually conspire against the Lord.” 

Ingram blinked his red-rimmed eyes. “Then we should kill them first?” 

“Yes. As the army sweeps across the country exterminating zombies, they should kill the faithless, too. Easier to destroy them now, while they’re still human and their souls aren’t completely corrupted, than after they’re corrupted by evil.” 

“Will the Cabinet and our allies support me?” 

“You’ve seen how frightened everyone is. All they want is a strong leader. They’ll go along with anything you say, as long as you speak with conviction. To them, you are the voice of God.” 

Ingram stood a little straighter, staring off into an unseen distance. “I am the voice of God.” 

Cyrus embraced him. “We’re at war. We need you.” 

Ingram gave a weak hug in return and stepped away. “You’re right. I was feeling sorry for myself. Blaming God for…” He paused, tugged his tie into place, and smoothed his jacket. “Tell the general I’ll meet with him in an hour.” 

Cyrus was relieved to see Ingram’s hazel eyes burn with determination. 

“Good.” 

“Forgive me for my moment of weakness.” 

“Only God forgives, Reverend. It’s not my place to have an opinion.” 

Ingram relaxed and smiled. “You and me, the leaders of the free world.” 

“You’re the leader. I’m just here to help fulfill your vision. By the way, where’s Sarah Beth? Did she like the room?” 

Ingram’s mood darkened just as suddenly as it had lifted. “She’s fine. Just remember her in your prayers.” 

“I always do.” 

After leaving Ingram’s office, Cyrus stopped by the military’s command center to inform an aide of Ridley’s meeting time. The place was busy, with communications personnel relaying orders to squadrons in the field. Cyrus asked an officer how the mop-up operation was going. The officer replied that troops held ground covering a two-mile radius around Promiseland, stretching several more miles toward the former capitol district. Mobile units from Fort Bragg had opened the interstate southwest to Charlotte and east to the Marine Corps base at Camp Lejeune. 

“We’re kicking zombie ass, sir,” the officer reported. 

“Keep up the good work.” Cyrus saluted and went to the ground floor of the facility. Most of the physically fit were out on work crews, clearing roads and restoring utilities. Small children and their caretakers stayed in the gym, where hundreds of cots were lined in rows. Cyrus made a note to recommend a resettlement project now that more territory was safe. The place was starting to smell bad. 

Cyrus was nowhere near as famous as Reverend Ingram, and hardly anyone outside of the upper levels of government knew he was Vice

President, so he moved among the refugees unnoticed. He overheard a few conversations about Ingram and the shelter and was pleased at the expressions of adulation and gratitude. All of them proudly bore their Eye and Three marks as committed followers of Rev. Ingram. 

Outside, he spotted Col. Hayes near the main gate, overseeing a patrol of three Humvees. Cyrus joined him, curious about the morale of the ground troops. 

“Mister Vice President,” Hayes said, snapping to attention. The soldiers in the Humvees had no idea what the colonel was talking about. 

“At ease, Colonel,” Cyrus said, not used to such deference. He’d achieved some mid-tier success as a mixed-martial arts fighter, but the niche sport didn’t afford much celebrity. As a junkie, he’d only been important to his dealers, and then, only when he had cash. If only his mother could’ve lived to see him now. His father, the scumbag who ditched them when Cyrus was eight, could burn in hell if he wasn’t already. 

Cyrus asked to join the mission, and Hayes insisted on coming along as well. “The Reverend would never forgive me if I let anything happen to you.” 

“Only God forgives.” Cyrus liked that line. He decided it worked for many occasions. 

With Cyrus riding shotgun in the lead Humvee and Hayes seated behind him, the patrol rolled east on a newly cleared route. The driver was a fuzz-faced kid barely out of high school, decked out in body armor and combat boots. They passed work crews patching the street, filling in potholes and moving junk cars out of the way. Others repaired damaged buildings that might become usable in the near future. Snipers perched on those buildings that still stood, and sandbagged outposts were spaced at every intersection. 

“This is a ZFZ,” Hayes said. “A ‘Zombie-Free Zone.’ We keep sentries posted just in case, but we’ve not had any attacks here for days.” 

Half a mile farther, the road was bumpier and the work crews less frequent. The damage from the cataclysmic storms and the air raids was evident, and Cyrus imagined it might take years before this section of the city was rebuilt. 

“We’re about to hit No Man’s Land,” Hayes said, offering Cyrus a sidearm. 

Cyrus showed the Glock he carried in a concealed shoulder holster. “And no man better mess with me.” 

This drew a dry chuckle from Hayes and a side-eyed gaze from the driver. They passed Lowe’s Foods, where workers loaded scavenged goods onto a utility truck. A few soldiers stood guard, which didn’t seem like enough if a horde of deaders attacked. 

“How come we don’t have more soldiers out this way?” Cyrus asked. 

“We’re stretched thin as it is. Our ranks were hit hard by the Klondike Flu. It may look like we’re up to speed, but we don’t have enough bodies to protect every civilian. We’re under standing orders that soldiers are not to take any unnecessary risks, even if it means we lose a few workers.” 

“So their lives are expendable then, even if they took Ingram’s mark?” 

Cyrus wondered who’d approved the order, and then realized it must have come from Gen. Ridley himself. 

“Our soldiers took the mark first,” Hayes said. “We had a few deserters because of it, but your typical soldier believes in a moral code or they would never enlist in the first place. You don’t join the military because it beats digging ditches or swinging a hammer.” 

“It’s a calling, much like my work.” 

Cyrus glanced in the side mirror and he could no longer see

Promiseland’s high white cross. The road was thicker with vehicles here and the Humvees had to weave their way through the metal obstacle course. 

Decomposing bodies lay scattered along the streets and sidewalks. Now they were truly in the wilds, beyond government protection. 

Out here, God was the body armor. 

“We’re splitting up the patrol here,” Hayes said, getting on the radio and passing along the order. The road branched to the left and right and the two following Humvees each took one of them. 

“We’ll hook up on the return trip,” Hayes told Cyrus. “We’re likely to get some action out here. Are you ready for it?” 

“If it means I get to put down some zombies, then my prayers have been answered.” 

“I’d ask that you remain in the vehicle, sir.” 

Cyrus turned around in his seat and looked the colonel in the eye. “If we’re going to win this war, we’ll all have to do our parts. Satan’s not just going to lie down and surrender.” 

“No, sir, he isn’t. But getting bit doesn’t help, either. I’d rather keep you on our side than turn you over to theirs.” 

“Colonel!” the driver said, slowing the Humvee as it rumbled across the cracked pavement. This had been a commercial district, with rows of burned-out shops, warped and sagging billboards, and poles dragged to the ground sprouting loose utility wires. A block ahead, four people fled from a building enclosed by a chain-link fence. Judging from the wreckage, Cyrus figured it might’ve been a mechanic’s shop, salvage yard, or recycling center. 

One of the people turned and fired a pistol in the direction from which they fled. 

“Incoming at two o’clock,” Hayes said. “Move in.” 

The Humvee rolled forward over shattered glass. A pack of deaders emerged from the building, giving chase in their staggering lope. Their movements were simultaneously awkward and graceful. Watching them, it didn’t look like they were moving fast, but they managed to cover a lot of ground in a hurry. 

“No worries,” the driver said. “The civilians are outrunning them. We can take out the deaders, no sweat.” 

“I have the Deuce,” Hayes said, climbing into the gunner’s turret to man the fifty-caliber machine gun. 

But as the Humvee approached the fleeing group, another pack of deaders emerged from a crumbling garage, cutting off the people’s escape. Hayes ordered the driver to stop and swiveled the turret toward the first pack, which was closer. 

“Colonel,” the driver shouted. “The civilians don’t have marks.” 

Hayes muttered a curse and slid back inside the Humvee, slamming the turret hatch. “Let the fuckers die, then.” 

“You’re going to let the zombies go free?” Cyrus asked, watching as the two packs of zombies surrounded the group and closed in, even while the lone armed civilian emptied his magazine into them. Another survivor waved at the Humvee for help. 

“Don’t want to waste ammo. It’s too scarce. Scarcer than heathens, anyway.” 

Cyrus wondered if those people even knew about Promiseland. Without the Internet, phone, and broadcast media, they might not understand the value and significance of the Eye and Three. The first of them, a slender young woman in a ragged T-shirt, was dragged down by two larger deaders, 

her mouth open in a scream that didn’t carry over the roar of the Humvee’s engine. 

The man with the gun slammed his empty pistol against the head of a zombie, but as it reeled away, a second took its place and latched its teeth into the man’s forearm. Then the horde swarmed the last two survivors and a feeding frenzy erupted in the broken street, blood and bits of gore flying into the air as the zombies gobbled and snapped and tore. 

 What would Reverend Ingram do? 

“That just means there will be more zombies later,” Cyrus said. “When these turn and come back.” 

“Not if the deaders pick the bones clean,” the driver said. 

“Put them down,” Cyrus said to Hayes. “All of them. That’s an order.” 

He wasn’t worried about ending the suffering of the victims. Christians had a duty to carry the message of Christ’s salvation, and perhaps these people hadn’t been offered the opportunity. Sure, no doubt they’d had plenty of chances to save their own souls before the outbreak, but modern society had offered too many distractions. 

What use was Jesus when videogames, sports, politics, unlimited streaming movies, free pornography, legal opioids, around-the-clock alcohol sales, social media, and the stock market offered more distractions than was possible to pack into a dozen lifetimes, much less one? 

Cyrus was fortunate to have embraced that second chance when

Reverend Ingram rescued him from wickedness. The least he could do was offer mercy to those who didn’t have that chance. 

Hayes resisted for only a moment, no doubt due to his perception of chain-of-command. Hayes wasn’t used to politicians giving him orders, and Cyrus was so new to the game, only the force of his physical stature projected power. Then Hayes opened the hatch and slithered back up into the turret. A moment later, the M2 roared to life, the belt-fed heavy machine gun ripping fat, hot rounds through the feasting horde. 

“In the End Times,” Cyrus said to the driver, “there are no miscarriages of justice. Only the wrath of the righteous.” 

 



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE







“Attention,” boomed the voice over the loudspeakers installed around the compound. “All scheduled work crews must now meet in the sanctuary for morning prayers.” 

“I guess that’s us,” Bill said to Kit. They’d managed to secure cots in the gym after undergoing a quick medical screening. The orderlies, half of them civilians, didn’t examine them closely enough to notice their marks had faded a little, nor did they check their body temperatures or take blood samples. Apparently, once you were inside, you were considered more or less acceptable. 

Bill gathered up the few items he’d kept after turning over his belongings at the distribution table. He’d had to show his driver’s license to a registrar once, and Kit was recorded as “Kit Flanagan,” giving Bill’s address to the clerk. Bill was glad he was old enough that familial resemblance didn’t matter. She was cute and he’d never been cute, and the last of his hair was too short to compare to her jet-black mop. 

“You new here?” asked their neighbor, a young black woman who tended an infant. 

“No,” Bill said. “We’ve been coming to the church for years. Lucky to be close by when it all happened.” 

“That’s mighty funny,” she said. “You hardly knew where the bathrooms were, you didn’t know you had to line up for cots, and at dinner, you went to the government line instead of the refugee line.” 

“All these people,” Bill said, waving his hand at the bustling activity around them. “It gets confusing.” 

“Or maybe you’re pretending to be a little bit addle-brained. Taking advantage of being old as Methuselah.” 

“He’s lucky I’m here to take care of him,” Kit said above the murmuring crowd. “He’d wander off naked if he wasn’t tied down.” 

“Thank God,” the woman said with a grin. “Nobody wants to see  that.” 

“I’ve had my moments,” Bill said. “I’m Bill and this is Kit.” 

“I’m Sharice.” She lifted her hand in greeting and Bill saw her mark had been inked with bright green to make it more visible against her dark skin. 

She rocked the infant in her arms. “And this is Tyrell, Junior.” 

“Hi, Tyrell.” Kit made a little cooing sound with puckered lips. The baby was nodding into sleep, though, and ignored her. 

“Where’s Tyrell, Senior?” Bill asked, hoping such a question didn’t lead to painful memories for her. 

“He was called up to active duty. Seymour Johnson Air Force base in Goldsboro. I haven’t heard from him, but every time I hear a jet fly over, I think of him.” 

Bill wondered if Tyrell Senior was indiscriminately dropping bombs on his fellow citizens. “I hope you don’t mind me saying so, but I can’t help notice there aren’t many…” 

“People like me?” Sharice grinned again. “Women with kids? Beyoncé fans? Kia drivers?” 

“Don’t mind him,” Kit said. “He watches too much Fox News.” 

“It’s okay,” she said. “I’m wondering the same thing myself. The Reverend’s goon squad hasn’t exactly selected minorities out, but I noticed not many of us have been admitted in the last few days. Good thing you’re white, since you just got here.” 

Bill started to repeat his lie, but the woman pointed at his mark. “Your Eye and Three looks like a child scribbled with crayon,” she continued. 

“You’re passing, aren’t you?” 

Bill looked around to see if anyone around them had heard the

accusation. But most people were already on their way to the sanctuary, leaving a smelly, disorganized clutter on the gym floor. 

“Settle down,” Sharice said. “I won’t tell.” 

“Thank you,” Kit said for the both of them. “We’ve been outside, and it’s not pretty.” 

“It’s getting plenty ugly in here, too. It’s hard to keep track of all the comings and goings, but I swear some people who go out on work crews don’t make it back. And all the talk of God has changed to ‘Reverend this’

and ‘Reverend that.’” 

“Why did you come here if you thought this might happen?” Bill asked. 

“Aren’t there other shelters?” 

“Are you kidding? You think the government’s going to give unlimited resources to a  black preacher?” 

The loudspeaker again announced the imminent service and repeated the summons to the sanctuary. Bill stood with Kit and headed toward the line leading out of the gym. 

“I don’t work since I have him to tend,” Sharice said. “But you two be careful out there, hear?” 

“Good luck to you, too,” Bill said. “And I hope you see your husband soon.” 

The sanctuary was packed, with people standing in the aisles and around the cavernous space. The pulpit was occupied only by soldiers standing in a phalanx along the front edge of the platform, and the lectern was empty. 

Instead, all eyes focused on a massive flat screen television monitor that descended from cables. Reverend Ingram’s face filled the screen in an eerie still image even as his words flooded from the speakers. 

“My followers,” Ingram said. “We’ve faced many trials together and still have many more to go through. As you go forth in service, please keep in mind the reason we keep fighting. Satan is loose in the world, and his reign is written in the Book of Revelation. God promised suffering, destruction, and death as the punishment for wickedness, and now we must repay the debt that humankind owes.” 

The whispers that had echoed around the sanctuary gradually died away, until all that remained was Ingram’s sonorous voice. Bill couldn’t tell if the people around him were paying attention, or if they were just faking it like he was. Judging by their rapt, blank faces, they were either Oscar-caliber actors or else drugged by the heady nectar of Ingram’s message. 

“You are the elected, those whom God has chosen to perform His work until Christ returns and finishes the job. Though God will be with us in the end, today He leaves the battle to us. And God has granted unto me the leadership of this fight. I need your loyalty to fulfill that which is written.” 

A few people muttered Ingram’s name, and then more joined in until the chorus rose in a chant: “In-GRAM, In-GRAM, In-GRAM! ” 

Bill wasn’t sure whether Ingram’s sermon was recorded or delivered live, but either way, the message paused until the chant faded. Kit took Bill’s hand and gave a squeeze as if to acknowledge the creepy vibe in the church. 

“Now let us pray,” Ingram continued. 

The crowd immediately fell silent. Bill closed his eyes halfway and bowed his head along with the rest of the congregants. He noticed the soldiers didn’t bow but instead surveyed the crowd carefully. 

Bill decided it was best to just blend in. Kit kept a tight grip on his hand. 

“God,” Ingram intoned.  “Grant me the strength to wield the shining sword of righteousness. Let evil fall before me and let my enemies taste the fire of our faith. Bless those who carry my mark, because they are with me. 

 Amen.” 

The crowd repeated, “Amen,” and returned to whispering to one another, some of them starting up the chant of “In-GRAM” again. They were so deep in their fervor that none of them appeared to notice Ingram’s prayer had been all about self-aggrandizement and delusion. Where was the humility and subjugation that Bill had always associated with spirituality? 

The strident, authoritative announcer who’d earlier given directions came through the loudspeakers again: “All workers now assemble at the main gate to be organized into crews.   Work will set you free.” 

No one seemed to notice the phrase that had once been mockingly posted at the entrance to the Auschwitz and Dachau concentration camps. The crowd pressed toward the exits, urged forward by the soldiers. Bill put an arm around Kit and insinuated through the mass of bodies until they were outside the sanctuary and in the bright spring sunshine. After the ominous, suffocating experience in the sanctuary, Bill felt as if a storm had passed. 

“I think I need a shower,” Kit said. “Yuck.” 

“I wouldn’t joke about that after all the Nazi bullshit they pulled.” 

“You’re just paranoid, Bill. That was just run-of-the-mill holy-roller stuff.” 

Bill held up the mark. “Perfectly normal.” 

“Dude. Zombie apocalypse and Armageddon. What do you expect?” 

They didn’t have much of a respite as they were herded toward the main gate, where people were sorted into different groups. Bill tried to determine the criteria for selections, but none of them seemed to display uniform characteristics. Male, female, black, white, frail, strong, all fell in where they were told. Bill and Kit were loaded into the open bed of a truck in which shovels, picks, and other hand tools were piled. After the truck was filled with maybe thirty people, a soldier climbed aboard and sat on the tail gate. 

“Is that for protection, or to make sure we don’t escape?” Bill asked Kit. 

A plump, oily-faced man with a black hair sprouting from a cheek mole cast Bill an odd look and then turned away. Most of the others lapsed into a drowsy, meditative state as the truck thundered out of the compound and out into the wastelands of Raleigh. Bill studied their surroundings, trying to orient himself with what he knew of the city, but most of the landmarks were reduced to rubble. 

“Look,” Kit said, pointing at the massive white cross in the distance behind them. 

Someone had painted the Eye and Three symbol in the center of the crosspiece. It was red, and the trails of runny paint looked like blood. 

The truck headed east, soon coming to what had once been a residential area. A couple of large oak trees had uprooted in the storm and lay across the road. One of them had crushed the cab of a Honda sedan, and the surrounding houses exhibited an assortment of storm damage. Shingles had peeled away, windows shattered, siding bulged away from framing timbers, and garage doors hung in twisted folds. The truck rolled to a stop and the workers unloaded. A soldier brought a couple of chainsaws out of the cab and put two men to work cutting up the trees. As another soldier passed out digging tools, Bill nudged Kit over to the trees, where they began dragging branches out of the street and piling them into one of the yards. 

“This is worse than having a job,” Kit said, wiping sweat from her forehead and accidentally smudging her fake mark. 

“Don’t worry. We’re getting out of here. As soon as we get a chance.” 

“I thought you were all ‘Mister Promiseland,’ like it was the answer to all our prayers.” 

“I didn’t know those prayers would be answered by Reverend Ingram instead of God, and the answer would be ‘Welcome to hell.’” 

One of the soldiers shouted over the growl of the chainsaws, and immediately Bill realized the problem: noise. 

The kind of annoying noise that drew zombies like flies. 

The soldiers must’ve had the same realization, because they motioned for the operators to kill the engines. 

But it was already too late. In the sudden quiet, a scream erupted from down the street. The zombies must have been moving toward them all along, probably attracted by the truck driving up. Now they poured from backyards and driveways, shambling forth from all directions. 

“Where were all these bastards hiding?” Bill said, spinning around and searching for an escape route. He pulled Kit down behind the sparse concealment of a sagging picket fence. “No way can three soldiers handle all of them.” 

“They’re double deaders,” Kit said. “Must be a graveyard nearby. Look how gross and rotten they are.” 

It was true. Most of them were dressed in decaying cloth that had once been finery—suits and dresses, ties, leather shoes. Others wore shabby, soiled pajamas and in some cases were without pants, evidently having been spared the indignity of a funeral viewing. A few were even naked, but these were little more than walking skeletons with rags of moldering meat clinging to the bones. 

The soldiers started shooting immediately, but reflexively gathered together and worked their way back toward the truck. They were more interested in their own survival than protecting the people they’d transported. 

“Should we try for the truck?” Kit asked. “If they reach it first, they’re going to leave us here.” 

“No good. It’s not working out so well for those guys.” 

A couple of women who’d raced ahead of the soldiers arrived at the truck only to find a deader was waiting, lurching out from behind the front bumper to grab one of them. As it chomped into the woman’s arm, the other woman tried to pull her free. Instead, she only succeeded in becoming a second helping. 

Bill grabbed Kit’s wrist. “This way.” 

He led her away from the largest gathering of people, in the opposite direction of the truck. Even though they were moving farther away from the safety of Promiseland’s perimeter, the zombies were more scattered here. 

Bill swooped down and grabbed a pick someone had left lying on the broken asphalt. 

“Keep moving,” he urged Kit. “Run as fast as you can. Don’t wait for me.” 

She sprinted ahead, but not at full speed, annoying Bill. He was already breathing heavily and would quickly be left behind. But if he died to help her escape, that wasn’t such a bad way to go, considering all the other alternatives. 

A deader staggered out of a patch of landscaping, gray and ugly and sexless, seemingly ninety percent teeth. It moved between him and Kit, starting after her since she was closer prey. 

“Over here, Grayskull!” Bill shouted, banging the tip of the pick into the ground. 

The zombie turned, the corrupted gore in its eye sockets appearing to gaze deep into his soul. Or maybe whatever strange energy animated and mobilized the monster sensed warm blood and fresh meat. 

As it loped toward him, its long white toes skittering over the pavement, Bill raised the pick. The thing might’ve been perceptive, but it sure wasn’t too smart. 

He swung the pick as if he were still the twelve-year-old Bill Flanagan that had played first base in Little League and managed to strike out only every other time. Luckily, the deader’s head was much larger than a baseball and the metal spike busted through the skull like it was a ceramic piñata. 

Bill yanked the pick away and a leathery shroud of scalp hung from its tip. The shattered skull crumbled away into several pieces. The headless skeleton wobbled and dropped. The bones tinkled like an odious xylophone as they bounced off the pavement. 

“Sweet!” Kit shouted, pumping her fist. 

Bill ran after her, gasping for breath. 

 



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR







“Splitting up sucks,” Jacob said. 

“I know,” Meg said, putting some of their clothes in a pack along with Mister Grizz. “But there’s no reason for us to stick together anymore. We had a goal, and we failed.” 

The group had moved to a neighboring house the night before, none of them willing to sleep under the same roof as zombie corpses. Fortunately, this house had been completely abandoned, and it offered some fringe benefits as well. The home’s owners had been proud members of the National Rifle Association, and even though the gun case was open and empty, they’d still managed to find several boxes of nine-millimeter ammo for Meg’s Glock, a box of .32 rounds for Sonia’s and Sydney’s revolvers, and a twenty-gauge shotgun that Hannah had immediately claimed. 

In addition, the garage was stuffed with survival gear. Propane bottles, sleeping bags, tents, space blankets, multitools, water-filtration pumps, a gasoline-powered generator, flashlights, and crates of dried and canned food were stacked along one wall. They’d spent most of the morning loading the Nissan cargo van with gear. Rocky and Sonia searched the ranch house more thoroughly and found the keys to a Subaru hatchback parked in the drive. 

The group then held a powwow and decided it was time to go their separate ways. Rocky was going to try for his family in Smithfield. He would drop Meg and Jacob as near to downtown Raleigh as he could get, where Meg would begin to search for Ian. Sonia and Hannah planned to take the van west, hoping to find an isolated cabin in the mountains to ride out the worst. Arjun and Sydney wanted to stay in the survivalists’ house for a while, hoping the owners wouldn’t return and shoot them as squatters. 

Now, as they gathered around the Nissan to say their goodbyes, Meg was nearly overcome with emotion. She’d grown incredibly close to these strangers in only a few days. 

“Thanks for everything,” she said as they loaded their guns and split up the last of the food. 

“I’d say ‘Stay in touch,’ but I guess we don’t have phones,” Sydney said. 

Hannah gave the extra field radio to Arjun. “You guys can stay in touch with Rocky, Meg, and Jacob, at least for a while. We’ll be out of range pretty fast.” 

“If we’re lucky,” Sonia said. “We’re going to have to refuel soon, and the pumps won’t work. We’ll have to siphon what we need.” 

“You’ll make it,” Arjun said. “If things go wrong, find a motorcycle. 

Great gas mileage.” 

Sonia slapped the side of the van. “I’m not ditching all these supplies. 

Maybe we can trade for anything we need.” 

“Don’t get waylaid,” Rocky said. “Somebody might kill you for that kind of haul.” 

Hannah held up the pump-action shotgun. “They’re welcome to try.” 

“What about you two?” Meg asked Arjun and Sydney. “How long will you stay here?” 

“Five years or so,” Sydney said, taking Arjun’s hand. “Until the kids are ready for school. And then we might need to upscale.” 

“Can’t you be serious about anything?” Arjun said. “Can’t you see she’s having a moment?” 

Now that Meg had decided to look for Ian and as reluctant as she was to part with her new friends, she was impatient to get started. She dreaded dragging Jacob back into the chaos of the city, but he missed his father. She owed it to both of them—and to Ramona—to try. 

But as she was about to ask Rocky if he was ready to roll out, the soft whine of an engine approached from the distance. 

“I hope that’s not Mr. and Mrs. NRA,” Arjun said. 

“That’s not a consumer vehicle,” Sonia said. “Engine’s too powerful.” 

“Should we hide anyway?” 

“Charlie don’t surf, and zombies don’t drive,” Hannah said. 

“’Charlie don’t surf’? What does that mean?” 

“Obscure cultural reference,” Sydney said. “Google it someday, if Google ever exists again.” 

“Hold your ground but be ready,” Rocky said. “Even if they mean no harm, scared people are dangerous people.” 

The engine grew louder as it approached. Meg ordered Jacob to hide behind the rear wheels of the Nissan. He ducked into the wheel well underneath the cargo area. 

The vehicle turned a corner and came into sight. It looked like a hopped-up dune buggy painted in a camouflage pattern. 

“LSV,” Rocky said. “Light strike vehicle. It’s military.” 

Rocky told everyone to lower their weapons. After their experience in Promiseland, Meg wasn’t exactly enthusiastic about the military these days, but she trusted Rocky’s judgment. He put up his hand in greeting, and she was glad he was still in uniform even though most of the others had changed clothes after scavenging wardrobes. She tucked her gun in the rear of her waistband. 

The vehicle slowed as it approached them. Two soldiers sat within the cage of roll-over bars and a small machine gun was mounted in the unoccupied rear cage. The soldiers wore body armor and helmets, and tinted goggles concealed most of their faces. It was difficult to judge their expressions. 

The soldier in the passenger seat got out when the vehicle stopped twenty yards away. He carried his rifle, even though it wasn’t aimed at them. 

Rocky gave a casual salute, although evidently he outranked the other man. “Private. We’re glad to see you. We’ve been out here for days and the only support we’re getting from the army is friendly fire from above.” 

The soldier didn’t seem as welcoming as Rocky. “What unit are you with?” he said in a rural Southern accent. 

“Eighty-first Infantry. Reservist. I was called up when the shit hit the fan. 

What about you?” 

The soldier ignored the question. “Where’s your mark?” 

Meg noticed the soldier bore Reverend Ingram’s symbol on his hand. 

And the same symbol was spray-painted amid the camouflage pattern on the vehicle’s hood. 

“I heard about that, but I was sent out before it was a requirement. I was assigned to escort these people to a research facility.” 

Meg could feel Rocky’s tension increase. The others noticed, too, and they swayed uneasily, fidgeting with their weapons. Meg glanced at Jacob to make sure he obeyed. 

“Ya’ll don’t look like no researchers to me,” the soldier said. 

“I’m Sonia Thorpe.” The woman stepped forward, not as imposing in the drooping gray sweatshirt and blue jeans she now wore in place of her power suit. “Acting director of North Carolina’s public safety department.” 

The soldier sneered. “You ain’t done so good at public safety, now, have you?” 

Sonia kept her cool despite the taunt. “We were given our orders by Reverend Ingram at Promiseland.” 

“You mean  President Ingram, don’t you?” 

 President?  Meg was shocked, despite the preacher’s sudden stardom in the wake of the outbreak. She exchanged glances with the others, who were similarly stunned. 

“We haven’t heard anything about that,” Rocky said. “We’ve been out of contact since Easter.” 

“Things have changed. And everybody’s got to get the mark now. 

Especially soldiers. We need to know who’s who.” 

“I’ll let my CO decide that, Private. Are you guys patrolling for zombies?” 

“Zombies and other hostiles.” 

Meg didn’t like the way the driver slowly raised his rifle into a ready position. “We encountered some deaders inside that house over there,” 

Sonia said, indicating the ranch house. “Other than that, it’s been quiet out here.” 

The driver rose out of his seat and poked his head up into the roll cage. 

“Any problem, Matt?” 

Matt held up his free hand in response while keeping his other hand close to the trigger guard. To Meg, he said, “Then where ya’ll going if it’s so safe here? Looks like you’re all packed up.” 

“Back to Promiseland,” Rocky lied. “To report on our failed mission. 

Assuming we can make it after the Air Force blasted everything all to hell.” 

“The flyboys are expanding the ZFZ. Zombie Free Zone. Doing God’s work.” 

“Well, they’ve killed plenty of innocent people in the name of God,” 

Sonia said, barely restraining her anger. “We’ve seen them. A busload of kids—” 

“Nobody’s innocent out here, Sister. Especially the ones who ain’t got the mark.” 

Meg saw this was leading nowhere. She was hoping the soldiers would offer to escort them as far as they could, but now she just wanted to be rid of them. “Thank you for the information, sir,” she said. “But it’s time we went on our way.” 

The soldier raised his rifle and pointed it at no one in particular but directed toward the group nonetheless. “You go when we say you go. Let’s have a look at what you have here.” 

He started toward the rear of the Nissan, where the cargo door was still open. Meg was afraid he’d see Jacob, so she steeped in front of him to block his path. “This stuff is ours,” she said. 

The soldier braced his rifle before him and shoved Meg, sending her sprawling backwards. Jacob wriggled out from his hiding place, shouting

“Mom!” 

The soldier, surprised at the sudden movement on his periphery, turned and fired. The wild shot pinged off the Nissan’s flank. He took more careful aim at the charging boy. 

Before he squeezed off another round, Hannah leveled her shotgun. 

 KUH-BOOM. 

Double-aught buckshot ripped the soldier’s flesh around his body armor. 

Rocky yelled, “Get down!” as the driver stood up in the LSV and released a three-shot burst. Hannah launched into an epileptic dance. Her shotgun dropped to the pavement. She gave Meg a wide-eyed stare of disbelief as she fell, two red holes punched in her leather jacket. 

Rocky and Sonia opened fire on the soldier simultaneously. He tried to drop down behind the protection of the vehicle’s engine block, but the vehicle wasn’t armored. Sydney and Arjun shot at him, too, and his limbs flailed for a moment before he fell still. 

Meg knelt beside Hannah, tears in her eyes. She pressed her hands over the two wounds to stanch the bleeding, but most of the damage had been inflicted upon exit. A pool of blood already spread from underneath her. 

“You saved my son,” Meg whispered as Jacob dropped to his knees beside her. 

Hannah tried to speak, swallowing hard. Then she smiled, but the pain reduced it to a grimace. 

Rocky kicked the fallen soldier to make sure he was dead, while Sonia went to check on the driver. Arjun and Sydney gathered around their fallen

friend. Meg gave up on her futile attempts at nursing and instead took Hannah’s hand. Already her flesh was cooling from shock. 

“Can we do anything?” Sydney asked, choking back a sob. 

Meg shook her head. Hannah closed her eyes, breaths coming in small, wet sighs. A fleck of blood appeared on her lower lip. 

“You fought for both my children,” Meg said to Hannah. “I’ll never forget that.” 

Hannah did manage a smile this time, endorphins kicking in to help her relax and usher her into the afterlife. “War is hell.” 

“You’re not going to hell. You’re leaving it.” 

Jacob, whimpering, gave her a kiss on the forehead and patted her hair. 

With effort, Hannah opened her eyes. “Promise me…you won’t let me…” 

“I promise,” Meg said. 

Hannah gave one final gasp that didn’t quit finish, and the half-breath drifted up out of her lungs to join the big sky. 

The group sat around her for several minutes, none of them speaking. The breeze sifted through the new green growth on the trees. The honeyed scent of lilies arose from the subdivision’s flowerbeds, and bees went about their business. The seasonal rebirth was in full bloom, irrepressible in the perversion of human life the outbreak had spawned. 

“Who’s going to do it?” Sydney asked. 

“I will,” Meg said. “I owe her that much, at least.” 

“I’ll find a shovel,” Arjun said. 

 



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE







“How do you feel?” Reverend Ingram asked Sarah Beth. 

“Perfectly fine. A little warm, maybe. Can we open the window?” 

“In a moment, dear.” 

Ingram leaned forward in his chair beside the narrow cot, wiping at his wife’s face with a moist cloth. She was pale and her green eyes were haunted and bloodshot. The virus had painted mottled grayish patches around her freckles. Her lips were dry and chapped, but she refused water. 

“I’m sorry,” she said. 

“It’s not your fault.” 

Ingram knew perfectly well who was to blame. The mark was supposed to protect them. God had all but promised, through the granting of such omnipotent power to him. 

And God had lied. 

“I know I can’t be seen like this,” Sarah Beth said. “What would people think? But can you get one of the medics? The pain’s almost more than I can bear.” 

“Where do you think you caught it?” The answer didn’t matter. Ingram just wanted to delay the inevitable as long as possible. 

“I wasn’t bitten. I never came in close contact with any of them.” 

Ingram knew where the virus had originated. From his lips. He’d kissed her. Even though he was immune, he’d automatically assumed God would extend that protection to the ones he loved. 

But what had God done here, really? He’d freed a virus that He’d apparently kept dormant for centuries, until the time was right for the human race to face its punishment. From this chaos, He’d pulled the levers until Ingram essentially ruled the world, or at least the part that mattered. 

But what if this had been Ingram’s doing instead? Why should God get all the credit? Ingram was the one who’d made the sacrifices and connections. Ingram had built partnerships with the government, shelters

across America, and alliances with other countries. Ingram was the one who ruled here, not God. 

“Am I going to die?” Sarah Beth asked, trembling under the thin blanket. 

“No, my precious. You shall rise again, just like Jesus.” 

She shook her head, her stringy auburn hair clinging to the pillow. “I don’t want that.” 

“I’m sorry, honey. I didn’t write the prophecies. I just fulfill them.” 

“I’m scared.” 

“Don’t be.” Ingram slid out of his chair and onto his knees beside the bed. “Let’s pray.” 

He sought that powerful, personal connection he’d always found when he spoke to God. But now he felt nothing except anger. How dare God take away what was rightfully  his? 

He recalled what he’d told Cyrus, about how faith was tenuous. Faith was only as good as the payoff. And God had moved Sarah Beth from Ingram’s side into the arms of the enemy. God had given his wife to Satan. 

If this was a test, Ingram refused to take it. 

“Cameron?” Sarah Beth’s voice was faint and wheezing, fever wracking her slender body. 

“I…I can’t do it,” Ingram said. “I’m out of prayers.” 

His wife struggled to sit up but was far too weak. Her flesh was darker now, tainted by the virus that Ingram recognized as Satan’s poison. A sudden rage burned through Ingram and he rose from his knees. He was never prostrating himself before that phony deity ever again. 

“He can’t take me away from you!” Ingram’s pulse pounded in his temples. 

“We’ll be together in heaven,” she said. “And then we’ll have forever.” 

“Oh, my poor sweetheart. I love you so much. I couldn’t leave you with a lie.” 

“I’m not going to be a demon, honey.” Her fierce determination despite her waning strength made this even worse. 

Ingram balled his hands into fists. “I didn’t write it! I didn’t curse the world with the Book of Revelation! I didn’t dream all this pain and suffering to life!” 

He shook his fists toward the ceiling, the sky beyond, and whatever golden throne God sat His lazy ass on while dispensing endless misery. “I won’t do this for you. I’m done.” 

Sarah Beth’s eyes widened in distress. No, something more.  Revulsion. 

Even  she was rejecting him. 

“But you were chosen,” she whispered. 

Oh, yes, he was. But the Book of Revelation had one hero, didn’t it? Who was the one summoned to fight the Lamb? Who would let the Whore of Babylon ride him? Who would rule kings and command the world’s

armies? Who would fulfill the Scripture by forcing the mark upon all those loathsome, desperate sheep? 

Ingram wasn’t God’s servant. 

He was God’s slave. 

He was...the Beast. 

Sarah Beth called his name and was gone. 

But not to heaven. 

He sat beside her, head in his hands, as her body cooled. He was afraid to touch her. At least she’d found momentary relief from the pain, even if eternal torment awaited her. 

Someone knocked on the door. It could only be one person. 

The knock came again, and then Cyrus called from the other side of the door. “Reverend?” 

Could Ingram trust him now? If faced with the choice, would Cyrus remain loyal, or would he choose the Lord they’d both once worshipped? 

Then he remembered Cyrus had taken his mark. Cyrus would choose him, as would all the others in Promiseland and in the many shelters across the world. Had not all of those preachers gratefully submitted to him, ecstatic at their own chance to expand their power and influence? The church and government wed one another under the banner of fear, and then eagerly handed the union over to Cameron Ingram. 

He looked down at his dead wife, aware that he’d once loved her deeply. 

He wanted to feel it in his heart, a memory, a longing, a soft, warm place where he could escape. But the only thing inside him was anger. 

He rubbed his eyes until he made himself weep, and the third time Cyrus knocked, Ingram opened the door. “Sarah Beth’s dead.” 

Horrified, Cyrus looked from Ingram’s face to the diseased body on the bed and then back to Ingram. “Oh, my God, no.” 

“That’s exactly what I said.” He drew on his years of media experience, summoning emotions he didn’t really feel. He acted heartbroken. 

Ingram held the door open and Cyrus rushed past him, throwing himself to the floor beside the bed and reaching for her hand. Ingram checked the hallway behind him to make sure no one was watching, and then closed the door. 

“Sarah Beth, Sarah Beth,” Cyrus wailed, with such angst that Ingram wondered if he’d been wrong: perhaps his wife and his bodyguard had been fornicating all along. 

Ingram discovered he didn’t care one way or another. 

He was vaguely aware he was insane, that something inside his head had shattered, but that’s what happened when God slammed a crown down on your head. 

“Why?” The big bodyguard was reduced to a blubbering mass. 

“She was sick.” 

“But she had the mark!” 

“The mark couldn’t protect her, and neither could faith.” 

Cyrus sat beside Sarah Beth’s body and touched the side of her neck as if checking for a pulse. “But she was fine yesterday.” 

“Don’t worry. She’ll rise again.” 

“We can’t let that happen. We can’t let Satan take her.” 

“Too late,” Ingram said. “Satan had her all along.” 

Cyrus stood and loomed over Ingram, eager to have a target for his anger. 

“Don’t you dare say that. You know better than anyone how righteous she was.” 

“I didn’t cause this, Cyrus.” 

Cyrus turned away. “We can’t let her become one of those…not inside the church.” 

“This has to remain our secret. All of these people are counting on me. 

We’re all invested in the mark. God wanted all of this.” 

“No. We have to get her out of here somehow. I’ve taken care of so many problems for you. You’ll have to trust me with this one.” 

“It’s too late.” Ingram pointed to the bed. 

Sarah Beth stirred beneath the blanket, her flesh now a pasty sheen over a blotched mass of gray veins. Her eyes opened. The color was mostly drained from them. They were opalescent orbs with flat black pupils, already going dry with death. 

Her fingers wiggled against the blanket, nails scraping the cotton cloth. 

She lifted her left shoulder as if to roll onto her side. Her mouth gaped in an

involuntary yawn. A silvery drool of saliva trailed down one side of her chin. 

Cyrus reached inside his jacket and pulled his Glock from its holster. 

Ingram made no move to stop him. It was in God’s hands. 

Sarah Beth groaned from deep in her throat. Her nose twitched a little. 

She turned toward Cyrus and sat up slowly, her slight form trembling in a mockery of rigor mortis. 

Cyrus wiped at his tears, moving closer and jabbing the gun toward her. 

Then he dropped his arm, staring at the wall, and tried again. By now Sarah Beth was half out of the bed. Her bare feet brushed the floor and her groan shifted into a low growl of newly awakened need. 

Ingram called her name, instinctively testing to see if any of his wife remained inside that corrupted, vile shell. She didn’t even glance his way, all her senses consumed by the rich, redolent prey before her. 

Cyrus lifted his Glock once more. His hand shook. The eye of the barrel was mere inches from her forehead. One tug of the trigger and Sarah Beth would go from deader to deadest and then straight to hell. 

Maybe Cyrus knew this, because he pulled away just as Sarah Beth lunged for him. She fell to the floor at his feet and crawled toward him, hissing and clawing and clacking her teeth. 

“I can’t do it!” Cyrus cried. 

Ingram patted him on the shoulder. It was his turn at consolation. “It’s all right, my friend. Let me handle her.” 

Cyrus tried to give his weapon to Ingram, but the reverend patted Cyrus’s hand and guided it back inside his coat to the shoulder holster. Cyrus hurried to the door, passing beneath a painting of Jesus Christ. The Lord looked down at the tableau, sad and wise and forgiving. 

After Cyrus was gone, Ingram removed his jacket. Sarah Beth clambered to her feet, unsteady as she took her first dead steps. She was still unaccustomed to her new state of existence, but the hunger was undeniable, an irrefutable fact for the rest of eternity. 

“I owe you this much,” Ingram whispered, offering his bare arm to her. 

She fell on him with a snarl, lips smacking, as they both professed their undying love. 

 



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX







Even though Arjun had looked forward to playing house with Sydney, he was glad the group decided to stay together for a little while longer. 

After burying Hannah, they discussed the new revelation that the military wasn’t going to protect any survivors who didn’t accept the mark. Sonia suggested returning to Promiseland and submitting to Reverend Ingram’s policies, but she wasn’t enthusiastic about it. Mostly she saw it as a way to stop fighting on two fronts: against both the army and the deaders. 

Meg acknowledged such a decision would buy them some time and also put her in a better position to find her husband, but she wasn’t willing to expose Jacob to the strange, cult-like atmosphere. Rocky was adamant that the military had become corrupted by the reverend’s influence, especially since Ingram had apparently acquired more political power. He saw no way to trust them even if the group was allowed back into the compound. 

Additionally, he believed sticking together was vital in case they encountered any more patrols. 

Since Arjun and Sydney had no real plans, they consented to whatever the others wanted to do. In the end, Sonia and Meg both agreed with Rocky. 

Jacob demanded a say on general principle, declaring “This isn’t a dictatorship yet,” and then he voted to make it unanimous. 

They hid the two soldiers’ bodies in a drainage ditch a block away from them, and then Rocky drove the LSV into a patch of woods and covered it with branches. A deader attacked him during the operation, but he dispatched the thing with a thrust of his KA-BAR. With dusk approaching, the group moved enough gear from the Nissan back into the house so they could comfortably pass the night. 

Arjun and Sonia volunteered to conduct a circuit of the neighborhood to make sure the house would be safe. After Rocky’s unpleasant encounter in the woods, Sonia insisted that no one go out alone anymore. Additionally, 

the group feared the army might send more patrols out to look for the two missing soldiers. 

Now, with dusk approaching, they reached an intersection where the residential streets merged with a major boulevard. A gas station sat catty-corner with a bakery, a McDonald’s restaurant, a real-estate office, and a row of shops selling everything from lawn ornaments to custom cabinets. 

Glass was shattered in some of the storefronts, and the McDonald’s had been so heavily ransacked that Styrofoam containers and crumpled paper cups littered the parking lot. 

“Doesn’t look like anything we need,” Sonia said. “Not worth crossing the road for, anyway.” 

“Seems a little odd, doesn’t it?” Arjun asked. “Shouldn’t there be more survivors around?” 

“Maybe, but I’d guess most people in the suburbs either headed for more rural areas or thought the city might be safer. It’s hard to predict how people will react in a moment of panic.” 

“I hear you. Even that soldier, with all his training, still nearly shot Jacob. 

It’s like the kid didn’t even register as a human being.” 

“It was his training that caused the reaction,” Sonia said, turning away from the road. 

“Well, his training got three people killed. None of it needed to happen.” 

“Yes, sadly. If the army’s out this way, they must be cleaning up the deaders. Maybe that’s why we haven’t seen many of those, either. Too bad they declared war against the wrong side.” 

“If Ingram’s president now, who knows what kind of crazy orders he’s issuing?” 

Sonia held up a finger. “Shh. I hear something.” 

Arjun heard it, too. It was a soft swishing sound, but then it grew louder. 

“Vehicle coming this way.” 

He and Sonia ducked into the thick landscaping around the stone-encased entrance sign for Deer Run. The vehicle slowed as it approached the businesses. The Toyota 4Runner held three people, and the one in the rear held a rifle pointed toward the driver. The 4Runner slowed and turned into the McDonald’s parking lot. 

“Must’ve got a sudden craving for burger and fries,” Arjun said. 

“Looks like those people in front got carjacked.” 

“What should we do?” Arjun wasn’t eager to get involved, since he didn’t know the whole story. 

“Let’s see how it plays out. If they’d have kept going, it would be out of our hands. But now, we might have a responsibility here.” 

Arjun loathed responsibility. It was partly why he’d remained a freelance game designer for the most part, because he didn’t want the obligations that came with corporate overlords. And it was part of the reason he’d never had a real girlfriend, either. He’d planned on putting off adulting as long as possible. 

Unfortunately, the apocalypse happened, and he’d had to grow up overnight. 

When the 4Runner stopped, the person in the rear got out and motioned to the driver with the rifle. Arjun couldn’t hear her words—he was surprised to see the carjacker was female—but it was clear she was forcing the others out of the car. She wore a black knit cap, denim jacket, and baggy brown corduroy pants. 

With the engine idling, the driver and passenger exited, leaving their doors open. The pair in front seemed to be husband and wife, upper middle-aged, casually dressed. They didn’t have the look of people who’d endured the horrific duress of the past week. The three of them walked into the McDonald’s and soon were lost in the shadows. 

“If we’re going to do something, now’s our chance,” Sonia said. 

“I was afraid you were going to say that.” 

Sonia gave him a look. “What if that were you and Sydney? And people refused to help you?” 

“Damn. I hate it when you’re right.” 

“Get used to it. Let’s go.” 

Slipping from their concealment, they worked their way behind a couple of abandoned cars in both lanes until they were on the opposite side of the road. They dropped into a muddy ditch that smelled to Arjun of frog piss and rotten leaves, working their way toward the restaurant. The ditch was sloped and afforded little cover. If Knit Cap looked out toward the road, she was certain to spot them. 

But apparently she was serious about scoring some food, because they made it to the restaurant’s fenced Dumpster without raising an alarm. 

“You take the back, and I’ll take the side entrance,” Sonia said. “Loop around so you can get her when they return to the 4Runner.” 

“So we’re definitely going to take her out?” 

“If we hesitate, we might end up like Hannah. Or get those two people killed.” 

“So we don’t give her the benefit of a doubt? What if they have some sort of relationship we don’t know about?” 

Arjun wasn’t sure he could kill another human being in cold blood. This wasn’t a game. Taking down zombies had been hard enough. 

“We’re not cops and there’s no court of law anymore,” Sonia said. “Only jungle warfare and street justice.” 

“You’re a Christian, right? What about ‘Do unto others’ and ‘Turn the other cheek’? What if somebody shot first and asked questions later if they saw us?” 

“We’re on the side of good here, Arjun.” 

“Yeah, but that’s exactly what the other side always thinks, too.” 

“We can debate philosophy later. Let’s move while we have a chance.” 

As Arjun crept around the back of the restaurant, he realized Sonia had given him the safer job. He’d be concealed from the interior all the way around the building until he was nearly to the 4Runner. Maybe she didn’t trust him with the hard tasks, or maybe she was protecting him. Either way, he resolved not to let her down. 

After circling the rear, he came to an indentation in the brick wall that was recessed to allow room for an air-handling unit. The mulch around the unit was covered with cigarette butts, and a couple of airplane liquor bottles had been tossed to the ground. Evidently this was where employees took their breaks out of the view of management. That was good enough for Arjun. 

He slid behind the unit and balanced his rifle atop it across the fan grid. 

He would use it to steady his aim when the time came. He waited, forcing himself to breathe steadily, listening for a shot or a shout from inside. 

Something thumped in one of the cars parked near the building. Arjun hadn’t paid them any attention, but now he studied those nearest him. 

Several of them harbored corpses at the wheel, probably dead from infection but for some reason not turning into zombies. Most were unoccupied, but a rusty sedan held what looked like a family of deaders. 

Although the father was strapped into place behind the wheel, struggling against the seatbelt, three infected youngsters crawled over the seats, banging against the grease-smeared windows. 

 Looking for their next Happy Meal. 

He waited a minute more, impatient. Something should’ve happened by now. He tried to picture what was going on inside the restaurant, but the menu offered too many choices. Was Sonia watching them prowl for food? 

Had Knit Cap spotted Sonia and forced her to surrender? 

Just when he was about to give up and go inside, the door swung open and the woman from the 4Runner’s passenger seat dashed out of the restaurant. She ran not toward the SUV but across the parking lot. A shot rang out and the woman ducked behind a pickup truck. Knit Cap followed her outside, searching between the vehicles trying to find her. A gooey brown substance ringed her mouth. 

“Come on out, bitch, or I’ll have to kill Hubby,” Knit Cap shouted. “And then I guess you’ll have to drive.” 

Sonia must not have made her move yet. That meant it was up to Arjun. 

He hesitated a moment longer, hoping Sonia would also come outside and solve the problem for him. Knit Cap worked her way around the rear of a car and came up alongside the rusty sedan. When she saw the little deaders inside, she knocked on the glass to torment them. 

“Little fuckers,” she said. 

They snarled and pressed their faces and tiny hands against the window. 

Arjun saw a way to avoid shooting the woman. 

He aimed his rifle at the sedan’s window and fired. 

The glass shattered and the nearest deader launched itself forward and latched onto Knit Cap. A second one wriggled through the opening, cutting itself on the folded fragments as it, too, snagged Knit Cap’s denim jacket. 

Knit Cap cursed and slapped at the snatching hands, dropping her rifle. 

Arjun emerged from his hiding place and ran toward the sedan. “Hold it,” 

he said, aiming at her. 

But her attention was focused on fending off the filthy little deaders. The third zombie, smaller than the other two, squirted out of the window and onto the asphalt. It scrabbled toward Knit Cap like a spider. Arjun realized he’d miscalculated. 

Before he could reach the woman and kick the rifle away, they were on her, biting and clawing and pulling her toward the ground. Arjun backed away before they noticed him, but the miniature monsters were too intent on their fresh prey. 

Sonia burst out of the McDonald’s with the man who’d been driving. 

“Louise!” he called. 

His wife came out from her hiding place and they ran toward each other, hugging fiercely as Knit Cap’s screams gave way to gurgling whimpers. 

Sonia realized what had happened and came to Arjun. 

“I couldn’t do it,” he said, shaking his head. 

“You  did do it,” Sonia said. 

The two of them walked over to the couple, with Sonia scanning their surroundings in case the noise had aroused more deaders. 

“Thank you, thank you, thank you,” the man said, tears of gratitude in his eyes. His dark hair was thinning and he wore wire-rimmed spectacles. He had a professorial aspect, his shirt tucked into his pleated khaki trousers. 

“You’re welcome,” Sonia said. “But let’s get out of here before the little fellows get hungry again.” 

Arjun dared a glance at Knit Cap. The smallest zombie chewed on her face, drawing back with a nub of nose between its lips. It sucked and smacked on the morsel as if it were the thing’s first taste of fresh meat. The others burrowed headfirst into the woman’s abdomen, unspooling skeins of pinkish-gray intestines. Arjun fought down a knot of nausea. 

“Where are you headed?” the woman asked. Her eyes were pale blue, highlighted by mascara, and she even wore freshly applied lipstick. Despite the harsh conditions, she’d made a commitment to her appearance. 

Sonia hesitated as if unsure of trusting them and then said, “We’re staying in a house near here.” 

Arjun noticed she hadn’t offered any more information than necessary. 

The two were apparently unarmed, and they were clearly relieved by their rescue. They looked harmless enough to him. But he let Sonia set the boundaries. 

“So are we!” the woman said, and her friendliness seemed genuine. “You should come join us. We have a small group and all the comforts of the Twenty-First Century. Electricity, water, warm food, toilets, and hot showers.” 

“Uh, you’re not from Promiseland, are you?” 

“No.” She pointed over toward the remnants of Knit Cap’s corpse. “She was. Had this weird mark on her hand. We were scavenging in a pharmacy when she got the jump on us. She forced us to drive her back to our place, 

except she wanted to stop here first. Said she was dying for a chocolate shake. She stuck her face right in the powder when she found it.” 

“Did the mark look like an eye with the number three in it?” Arjun asked. 

“Yeah,” the man said. “But we weren’t going to betray our friends. I was going to wreck the car and try to get the jump on her.” 

“How far is this place of yours?” Sonia asked. 

The man and woman looked at each other. “You saved us,” the man said. 

“And if we don’t learn to get along, we don’t have a future anyway. I’m Marty and this is Louise.” 

After introductions, Sonia said, “How many people are with your group?” 

“Fourteen,” Marty said. “We’ve been together since Good Friday and haven’t lost anybody.” 

“You’re doing better than us,” Arjun said. 

“I’d like to meet them,” Sonia said. “But can you drop by our house first so I can tell the others?” 

 



CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


 





“Here comes a car,” Kit said. 

“I see it,” Bill replied. 

“So do we hide, or stick out our thumbs?” 

“I don’t think we’ll bump into anybody as cool as Chuck and his family. 

But I don’t want to be entering any of these houses in the dark.” 

“We don’t have anywhere to go. So one direction is as good as another.” 

Bill was exhausted, and he didn’t think he could fight another zombie if the need arose. They’d been walking since fleeing the attack on the work crew. Bill wanted to get as far away from Promiseland as possible, but Kit was right: they had no plan. 

And having no plan when you were traveling in deader country was bad news. 

The approaching vehicle was an SUV, its headlights burning even though dusk had yet to settle across the land. Bill and Kit stood by the side of the road and waited. 

“Keep your hands out so they can see we’re no threat,” Bill said. “Maybe they’ll just pass us by.” 

“Screw that.” Kit ran into the road and toward the SUV, waving her arms. 

The SUV’s engine gunned and then it slowed, coming to a stop ten feet away from her. It idled for a moment as Bill wandered over to her, thinking Crazy kid. 

The passenger-side door opened and a woman in a gray sweatshirt got out. Bill didn’t see a weapon, but he had no way of knowing how many people in the vehicle were armed. 

“Are either of you sick?” the woman asked. 

“Not yet,” Bill said, before Kit could give a sarcastic reply like, “Yeah, sick of deaders. ” 

“You have marks on your hands.” 

Bill wasn’t sure if this was a good thing or a bad thing. The woman’s tone gave him no hint. “We were at Promiseland for a day.” 

“Why did you leave?” 

“Because they’re a bunch of freaking psycho Nazis,” Kit said. “And Reverend Ingram’s on some kind of Big Brother trip or something.” 

“What she means—” Bill began, before he saw the woman’s smile. 

“So, where are you headed?” 

“Wherever you’re going, we hope,” Bill said. “We don’t have any food, weapons, or any idea where the hell we are.” 

“Hop in,” she said. “We won’t bite.” 

“Not yet,” Kit said. “But we’re all just zombies waiting to happen.” 

The rear door opened and another woman stepped out, inviting them inside. Kit entered the SUV and climbed into the back, while the other man in the rear seat slid over so Bill could sit behind the driver. The group introduced themselves—Marty at the wheel, Sonia in the passenger seat, Louise and Arjun in the rear. Bill gave a selective summary of his and Kit’s adventures since the outbreak, but the group seemed most interested in their experience at Promiseland. 

Bill told them about the mandatory prayer, the loudspeakers, and the cult-like atmosphere, as well as the recent zombie attack. Sonia relayed their early stay at the shelter. Marty and Louise reported on the government’s involvement in Ingram’s discriminatory policies and his sudden rise to the presidency. 

“We’ve got a shortwave radio at our farm,” Marty said. “We get news reports but most of the broadcasts are the official propaganda station of the Eye and Three, Ingram’s name for his mark.” 

“I never had a vote,” Louise said. “And we’ve always paid our taxes.” 

“It’s not like we really have a country anymore,” Arjun said. 

“They took down the American flags at the shelter,” Bill said. “They put up white flags that have Ingram’s mark on them. The Mark of the Beast.” 

“I don’t believe it,” Sonia said. “I mean, I do, because it’s happening, but it’s unbelievable.” 

“Not if you buy into the whole ‘apocalypse’ thing,” Kit said. “Ingram made it sound like the zombies are part of the Biblical prophecies.” 

“We picked up a report that the United Nations appointed him Secretary-General,” Marty said. “Apparently he put together emergency protocols for

a bunch of countries and promised them military support. So whatever they’re doing in Promiseland, they’re doing all over the place.” 

“I can’t believe this shit would fly in Russia and China,” Bill said. “No way would they invite the United States onto their soil. They’d rather get eaten first.” 

“But what if there’s no more United States?” Arjun said. “Our old enemies might see it as an opportunity to seize more power. Or else consider us no longer a threat.” 

“You’d think we’d all get on Team Human and focus on the zombie problem,” Sonia said. “But everybody’s got a different agenda.” 

“What’s this?” Marty said, slowing the 4Runner. A row of headlights approached from out of the gloom. 

“Don’t stop, whatever you do,” Louise said. “Those things look big.” 

The first truck rumbled past them, followed by several more. They were military transport trucks. They were followed by four or five Humvees with mounted machine guns. An armored troop carrier brought up the rear of the column. 

“Mobilizing,” Sonia said. “They’re heading toward Promiseland.” 

“Looks like they’re gearing up for a major offensive,” Arjun said. “Who knows whether they’ll be gunning for zombies or gunning for  us?” 

It was full dark when Marty turned off the highway and headed down a narrow dirt road into the forest. To Bill, it seemed like they were headed toward the edge of the world as the trees grew thicker, but after a couple of miles they emerged onto a level, open stretch of farmland. A couple of barns and smaller outbuildings stood along a rise of meadow, and a series of fences separated the various sections of garden and feed lots. The dark silhouettes of horses and cows were visible under the moonlight, which reflected off the tin roofs of the buildings. 

A series of wind turbines stood behind the farmhouse, which was bright with electric lights. Marty stopped the 4Runner at a gate, and after a moment, a man carrying a rifle came out of a small shed and opened it. He waved them through and they headed up the driveway to the house. 

“We keep guards out around the clock,” Marty explained. “We go in shifts, four on for four hours. Keeps everybody fresh. We’ve only had a couple of attacks, but we’re able to stomp them out pretty quickly. It might be a different story if we get swarmed by a horde, but this property’s got four hundred acres and most of the surrounding land is undeveloped.” 

“How did you find it?” Sonia said. 

“It kind of found us,” Louise said. “We knew the owners, C.J. and Sherry, from the local farmer’s market where we shop. But we had no idea all this was out here. When the Klondike Flu hit, they were worried about their livestock so they called the vet. We were at the vet’s office getting shots for our dog, and one thing led to another. C.J. thinks the flu didn’t hit hard out here because we all tend to keep to ourselves.” 

As Marty parked beside the farmhouse, a couple of people came out on the porch to greet them. Bill was relieved that these people didn’t seem so uptight that they felt the need to pack firearms all the time. Maybe it was because they’d avoided real trouble for the most part, but it was a vivid reminder how far civilization had fallen in a week. 

Bill, Kit, Sonia, and Arjun were welcomed inside and were surprised to find a lavish meal laid out on series of picnic tables in the main room. The rustic farmhouse was at least a century old, with thick wooden planks and a high ceiling supported by stripped timbers. The atmosphere was almost festive, as half a dozen people sat eating at the tables. Two women perched in rocking chairs, one plucking the banjo and another accompanying on an acoustic guitar. 

An old man in coveralls and sporting a shock of white hair beneath his straw hat, easily twenty years Bill’s senior, introduced himself as C.J. “Help yourself to some food,” he said in a low, sonorous voice. “Plenty for all.” 

“I could eat a horse,” Kit said, then realized C.J. was looking at her funny and added, “Not one of yours, of course.” 

C.J. chuckled and winked at her with a sky-blue eye. 

“Are you sure you don’t mind us crashing your place?” Sonia asked. 

“Everybody gets here for a reason,” C.J. said. “The God of my

understanding tells me it’s the right reason.” 

Marty led them to a wash basin in the kitchen, where he used a hand pump to draw some well water. “Plenty of fresh water in the aquifers here,” 

he said. “The wind turbines and a few solar panels provide all the power the farm needs, and there’s a gas-powered generator as a backup.” 

“I can’t believe all this is only, what, twenty miles from the city?” Kit said. 

“A little farther,” C.J. said. “This land used to be subsistence farms after the Civil War, before the colleges grew and everybody started moving to the big cities. Blacks and whites scratched out a living side by side, all of them

poor as the dirt they worked. My great-grandfather was a sharecropper here and eventually bought a few acres back when land was cheap. Then he kept adding on to it as more people gave up farming, and pretty soon all this passed down to me.” 

“Marty said you haven’t had any deaths here,” Sonia said. “Hard to believe this many people avoided the infection.” 

“A couple of people caught the flu,” C.J. said. “My own Sherry took down with it real bad for a few days, but she bounced back on Easter and has been fine ever since. Still, we keep an eye out. Doc told us it might be dormant and can pop up again at any time.” 

A buxom woman wearing a calico apron entered the kitchen. “That’s why I tie him up every night, so he don’t roll over in the bed and chew my nose off,” she said. “Of course, the way he snores, I wouldn’t mind if he took my ears.” 

C.J. playfully snapped a hand towel at her. “Folks, meet my wife Sherry. 

That status might change tomorrow, if she keeps up like this.” 

She gave a mirthful laugh. “We’re both too old to start over, so pardon me if I’m not a bit scared.” 

Bill was pleased to meet such delightful people. Everyone at the ranch seemed relaxed and joyful despite the imminent threat of extinction. He wondered if they were simply in denial, but Marty and Louise had expressed a comprehensive understanding of the flu, the zombies, and even Reverend Ingram’s political rise. The shortwave radio probably kept them better informed than most. Maybe these people had rapidly accepted the change and settled on a new way of dealing with things. 

“You said you had a doctor?” Arjun asked. 

“The vet I told you about,” Marty said. “We’re stocked with antibiotics and antivirals, as well as plenty of first-aid supplies. She can’t perform heart transplants out here or anything, but broken bones are no problem.” 

“Easy for you to say, Marty,” C.J. said. “Wait until we kick up a Virginia reel and get it going and you start tripping all over your boots doing a do-si-do.” 

When the newcomers settled at the table, they were given china plates and served fried chicken, cornbread, green beans, and mashed potatoes with fresh goat’s milk. Bill reckoned it was the best meal he’d ever eaten in his life, even better than Chuck’s hamburgers. Kit didn’t speak because her mouth stayed full until Sherry brought out a blueberry pie. They were

introduced to others in the room, but Bill couldn’t keep all their names straight. 

After they finished, Bill offered to do the dishes but Sherry said, “First night, you’re a guest. Tomorrow you can pitch in on the chores.” 

“And, boy, do we have chores,” C.J. said. 

Bill realized they were expected to stay. He was moved by these people’s generosity and hospitality. He couldn’t help feeling there was a catch, but he decided he was just being cynical. Marty and Louise gave Bill and the others a quick tour of the house, including the room with the shortwave radio. The radio was on and despite the atmospheric interference that caused static, Bill recognized the voice. 

It was the same as the one that broadcast through the loudspeakers at Promiseland. 

After listening a few moments, Sonia said, “He’s reading from the Book of Revelation.” 

“The most schizophrenic gobbledygook ever set down on paper,” Marty said. “‘Seven angels’ this and ‘ten horns’ that and four-and-twenty blackbirds baked in a fucking pie, and all these people throughout history twisting themselves into knots trying to fit it into current events.” 

“It’s not too big of a leap for people to take zombies as a sign of the End Times.” 

“I don’t know,” Kit said. “I never went to church much, but if you’re looking for an Antichrist, Reverend Ingram would fit the job description. 

He’s already got the Mark of the Beast going, and he’s got half the world snowed into thinking he’s the answer to all their problems.” 

“Whatever he is, we can’t do much about it tonight,” Marty said. “Come on. Let’s get you folks bedded down. We’ve got His and Hers bunkhouses out back. We can talk more tomorrow.” 

 



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT







The locusts swarmed sometime before dawn, and no entomologists had the ability to track them. 

The U.S. Air Force was the first to notice them, recording unidentified mass bodies in the South China Sea via a GEO Flight 4 satellite. The system was designed to detect ballistic missiles and large-scale air squadrons, and officers at the Space and Missile Systems Center initially assumed China was launching some kind of attack. However, infrared examinations showed the detected bodies didn’t have the appropriate heat register for military applications. 

Visual surveillance conducted by the destroyer USS  Decatur confirmed the massive swarms of flying insects some four hundred miles off the coasts of Vietnam and the Philippines. The ship, which was already down to a skeleton crew because of Klondike Flu casualties, was inundated while the communications officer was relaying the report. The report was interrupted and that was the last time the  Decatur was ever heard from. 

The locusts hit San Francisco, Mexico City, Brooklyn, and Toronto at about the same time, although because of the collapse of the electrical and communications grid in many parts of the country, only those in the highest levels of government were aware of the widespread nature of the phenomenon. Those on the ground only knew that the insects ravaged the local foliage, suffocated the exposed victims by blocking their throats and nostrils, and veiled the rising sun like an ominously thick fog. The locusts seemed to rise out of holes in the ground, cracks in concrete and asphalt, and the window frames of abandoned homes—in other words, with no obvious origin. 

A swarm descended on Raleigh shortly after sunrise, appearing as a shifting murmuration over the stunted ruins of skyscrapers. When the locusts reached Promiseland, the soldiers encamped in vehicles and secured buildings while the civilian refugees fought off the flying invaders by

slapping at them with their hands or simply huddled inside tents and covered their heads with sheets and blankets. The swarm moved on as quickly as it had descended, leaving hundreds with tiny bite marks that soon swelled with suppurating infection. 

Rev. Cameron Ingram thought the plague might cause some of the

faithful to waver. After all, why was God punishing the innocent along with the guilty? However, his followers quickly rationalized the attack. It was written, and so it must be. 

In fact, their fear made them even more eager to cling to Ingram as a savior, especially when he announced a United Nations effort to exterminate the pests. His promise helped solidify his influence among the half of the world that still resisted help from the United States. The specter of mass starvation and further infection gave even the most jingoistic nations pause. 

Ingram did make a half-hearted effort at extermination, dispensing Air Force missions to drop concussion bombs and spray insecticides amid the thickest swarms. But the locusts were in constant migration, making them not only difficult to track but impossible to attack. The best defense was to simply wait for them to move on, and most people were only too happy for the plague to visit their neighbors instead of themselves. 

When another series of natural disasters hit half a world away, Ingram ordered relief teams into those areas regardless of whether governments requested aid or not. Because political power was now decentralized, foreigners welcomed any kind of help. Nationalism was muted because those missions launched under the Eye and Three flag instead of the stars and stripes. In the few places like North Korea and Iran where leaders resisted the incursion, their troops were too occupied fighting the more immediate threat of zombies. 

Ingram summoned an enclave of U.N. ambassadors to Promiseland, 

where he established a world headquarters in a refurbished university building half a mile away. He offered them a stake in his new proposed government, giving them some authority over deployment of United States resources in their home countries. Because this move boosted their individual political power above that of their former leaders, all of them gladly accepted. As a sign of good faith, Ingram required them all to be inked by Big Jones personally. 

In the course of a week, Ingram had secured his dominance of the globe. 

His Cabinet and U.N. General Assembly passed policies that expanded health screenings, official tattoo stations, and the replacement of national and state flags with those of the Eye and Three. With military power clustered around Ingram’s network of shelters, refugees had little choice but to flock to them for protection. Ingram deliberately halted the extermination of zombies in order to hasten the process. Those who refused his help simply had to take their chances. 

The consolidation of power coincided with a massive propaganda

campaign, translated into dozens of languages by a new U.N. department. 

Ingram had already reduced his public appearances in the wake of his wife’s rumored disappearance. He stopped giving sermons in the Promiseland sanctuary and instead recorded cryptic messages that were broadcast via the few remaining communications channels. Those messages were spread by word of mouth, growing into myths as they worked their way through the grateful tribes of survivors. 

Ingram still met with his inner circle every day, reviewing policies and making sure any dissenting opinions were crushed. The circle included Gen. 

Ridley; the vice president; Olin Starnes, newly appointed Director of Information; Rebecca Hahn, his U.N. ambassador; Stefan Dabrowski, Secretary of State; and Camila Lopez, his national security advisor. 

Now, as he sat with them, he wanted to take the final steps toward consolidating power: by becoming not just a leader, but an idea. 

“I don’t even want to exist as a man,” Ingram said at the conference table on Promiseland’s fourth floor. “It’s the best way to serve and unite the people. From now on, I’m just an image, a symbol. Like the mark.” 

He could see the others didn’t quite grasp the concept, although Olin nodded dutifully as he always did. Cyrus had been reserved and brooding since Sarah Beth’s illness, but he still attended to his duties with great loyalty. Gen. Ridley, who was a little slower to surrender to Ingram’s religious beliefs than most, had become much more pliable under the delusion that he was commanding the entire world’s armies. 

“Perhaps we should redesign the mark,” Olin said. “I could conduct some research into—” 

Ingram banged his fist onto the table. In the abrupt silence, he held up the original scar that had proven his true identity. Once, he’d assumed he was

chosen by God to lead the fight against Satan. But over time, he’d accepted the real truth. 

Still, invoking that name was convenient when dealing with mortals. 

“God chose this mark, not me,” he said. “Besides, tens of thousands of people have already been marked. We  are the Eye and Three.” 

“Of course you’re correct, sir,” Olin added, red-faced. “I apologize for considering a rebrand. This isn’t Coke and New Coke.” 

“Does this mean you’re not going to meet with the U.N. anymore?” Hahn asked. 

“Well, not personally. I will record any necessary statements and have them translated and distributed as before. In the meantime, I trust you to accurately convey my decisions on all appropriate matters.” 

“Proudly, sir.” Hahn smiled warmly at him, yielding to his projected charisma. This was one reason he wanted to limit his human interactions. 

These weak creatures couldn’t control their passions. 

Still, Ingram hadn’t entirely shed his…earthly needs. So he returned the smile and added, “I know how persuasive you can be, Ms. Hahn, but don’t be afraid to apply pressure where needed.” 

“What do we tell people when they ask about your whereabouts?” 

Dabrowski asked. “Already rumors are making the rounds.” 

“What kind of rumors?” 

“The usual: that you died, that you became infected and turned into a zombie, that you’re a puppet and Three and Eye is actually run by a cabal of Zionists in Israel, and that Zuckerberg, Musk, and Bezos created you as a corporate front to hide their AI takeover.” 

“I heard a good one,” Gen. Ridley said. “The Russians developed the virus that caused the Klondike Flu to create a one-world government that they would then usurp. Talk about the most convoluted conspiracy theory imaginable. It would’ve been easier for them to just drop a dozen nuclear missiles on us and laugh while our food supplies dried up.” 

“Iraq actually requested that you move Promiseland to the historic site of Babylon so the prophecies could be fulfilled,” Dabrowski said. 

Ingram found these theories amusing. “The Quran has its own prophecies that aren’t too dissimilar. Its followers believe in a day of judgment and resurrection.” 

“Zombies don’t discriminate,” Lopez said. “They eat them yellow, red, black, or white, dine-in or takeout.” 

Several of the Cabinet members chuckled, and Ingram suppressed his wrath. “The time of competing gods is over. We have one god now.” 

Eyes darted around, brows furrowed in confusion. 

“The idea,” Ingram said. “The symbol. We’ll remove God from the world and give people the symbol instead. After all, isn’t that more real than some invisible deity in the heavens?” 

The group was perplexed. Cyrus was the first to speak. “You’re asking us to abandon God? At a time when we need Him most?” 

Ingram looked at his dear friend and spoke gently. “We’re only fulfilling what He demanded us to do.” 

Gen. Ridley cleared his throat, eager to change the subject. “We’ve maintained defensive positions around our shelters worldwide, but at some point we won’t be able to hold back the zombies everywhere. Some of the larger population centers are practically under siege. If we don’t push back, we might lose some of them.” 

“Our message of hope hasn’t reached everyone,” Ingram said. “Don’t they all deserve a chance at salvation? Don’t they all deserve to submit to the Eye and Three?” 

“Why are we talking about symbols?” Cyrus said. “We’re really talking about  you.” 

Ingram was pleased at his bodyguard’s show of defiance. He would’ve been disappointed if the former MMA fighter and tormented junkie proved to be as meek as the other sheep. 

“You need me, Cyrus,” Ingram said. “All of you need me. Not God.  Me. 

Look at what I’ve done in such a short time. I’ve united the world in a way God never could, and He’s had thousands of years to try.” 

“And you’re just getting started!” Rebecca added. “I’ve heard them chanting your name.” She began chanting “In-GRAM, In-GRAM, In-GRAM,” like the former high school cheerleader she’d been, even pumping an invisible pom-pom in the air. 

Olin, Dabrowski, and Lopez started to join in but Ingram cut them off. 

“Let’s not waste any more time on this. I am a fact, but I’m also just an idea. The idea matters more.” 

“Sir, we’ve had inquiries from other countries that are conducting research into the virus,” Dabrowski said. “They’re requesting technical support and access to any data we’ve compiled. They think they’re close to developing a vaccine.” 

“New directive,” Ingram said. “Henceforth, any scientific investigation into the Klondike Flu and its derivatives and mutant strains is strictly forbidden. Violations are punishable by death.” 

“You can’t do that,” Cyrus said. “We’ll never have a large enough military force to wipe out the deaders. They’ll eventually get the rest of us.” 

“Don’t underestimate our will to win,” Gen. Ridley said, insulted. 

“We’ve suffered casualties, sure, and our ranks are depleted, but we have the finest fighting force in the world. If we can get these other countries to help us even a little bit—” 

“Most countries are stretched to the limit just defending the territory they already hold,” Rebecca said. “Unless it’s a combined effort led by the United States under the Three and Eye banner, no one will get on board for a wide-scale offensive.” 

“Hold the line for now,” Ingram said. “Let a few more of the unbelievers die off. And then we’ll make our move.” 

Of course, Ingram’s move wasn’t exactly the same as the one Gen. Ridley had in mind. 

“Researchers believe the virus is already in us,” Lopez said. “That means any of us could turn at any time. We should work to develop a vaccination or we’re all on borrowed time.” 

“Mrs. Lopez, the virus is animating the dead. People who were dead even before the flu outbreak. I think we need to accept that this has gone way beyond science.” 

No one had an answer to that. If they did, they didn’t dare speak. 

“Dismissed,” Ingram said. As the officials gathered their papers and Olin switched off his digital tape recorder, Ingram asked Cyrus to stay a moment. 

To Rebecca, he said, “Please meet me in my office.” 

After the room had emptied, Ingram gripped his bodyguard by both shoulders and gave him a forceful shake. “Ever since Sarah Beth, you’ve been moping around and acting useless. You may think less of me now, but don’t forget this was all meant to be.” 

Cyrus avoided the reverend’s gaze. “Just because it’s written doesn’t mean it’s the truth.” 

“It’s happening. That makes it the truth.” 

“You lost your faith. I’m trying to hold on to mine.” 

“That’s where you’re wrong, Brother. I believe more deeply than I ever did. I just believe in something different now. It’s glorious.” 

Ingram realized Cyrus would never understand. But Ingram could help him become the man he’d once been. 

He reached into his pocket and pressed the packet into Cyrus’s hand. 

“Here. For you. To get you back on your feet again.” 

Cyrus looked down at the syringe and packet of white powder in his hand. His fist clenched around them, and he raised his hand as if he were going to hurl the heroin against the wall. Then his eyes took on a soft, dreamy glaze. 

“Maybe,” the burly bodyguard said as he pocketed the drugs. He drifted past Ingram and out the door. 

When he reached his office, Rebecca was sitting on his desk, her blouse open and bra undone, legs parted beneath her hiked-up skirt. 

He went to her. As she removed his shirt, she gasped at the dozens of bite marks and scars from where Sarah Beth had fed and the flesh had healed over and over. 

“Love hurts,” he said. 

 



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE







The population at the farm had grown to twenty-seven. 

Aside from Meg’s group, Rocky had rescued a family from a zombie attack while on a supply run. Another group had driven down the road at random, looking for a secure place to hole up, and C.J. had welcomed them to stay. Meg was uneasy since the newcomers looked a little rough and dangerous, but after a couple of days without incident she decided she was just being unfairly judgmental. A loner who identified himself only as

“Knocker” had wandered in from the woods, where he’d survived by hunting wild game and eating roots, dandelion greens, and pokeweed. 

When the locusts had swept through, three of the cattle had died from suffocation. The crew spent several days butchering and curing the meat after filling the chest freezer. The insects had razed portions of the pastures and C.J. feared the rest of the livestock wouldn’t make it through the summer, especially as the weather turned dry and hot. 

Meg took the opportunity to learn new skills such as sewing and splitting firewood while Jacob had a great time gathering eggs with the other three youngsters. Doc had even taught him a couple of chords on the guitar, and he spent at least half an hour a day practicing. 

Meg was at peace for the first time since she’d returned home from Alaska, but she knew it wouldn’t last. For one thing, Ian was still missing. 

For another, she was no closer to understanding how the dead had returned from the grave, and thus what her daughter’s fate might be. And no matter how bucolic their daily routine on the farm, there was no escaping the essential fact of a worldwide zombie plague. 

Meg chatted with the other group members, though most she knew only by sight. Several tended to spend most of their time on watch so they were rarely around. She wondered if they were loners or just preferred guard duty to the manual labor that everyone else engaged in. 

Aside from C.J. and Sherry, her favorites were the pixie-haired Doc Summers, with whom she discussed theories on the virus, and the reclusive Knocker. She also developed a soft spot for Kit, who’d befriended Jacob. 

Meg suspected her son had a crush on the older girl. 

Among her own group, Rocky took interest in training the guards as well as others who didn’t have much experience with firearms. Meg reluctantly allowed Jacob to learn some basics of gun safety, although she wouldn’t let him fire a weapon. 

Sonia often met with C.J. to discuss farm operations, convincing him that even a communal living arrangement required some organizational structure. Arjun and Sydney spent a lot of time together, and she suspected some of that was spent up in the barn’s hayloft, since privacy was a scarce commodity here. 

One of the horses came down with an illness, and Meg was afraid the Klondike Flu had made a jump into the animals. But Doc diagnosed it as West Nile Virus and the horse was quarantined until it recovered. On a hunting trip, Knocker brought back a couple of rabbits that both Doc and C.J. expressed doubts about, so the meat was boiled and given to Roscoe, C.J.’s old coon dog. 

Just the day before, a couple of helicopters had flown low over the farm, and they appeared to be dropping something in the forest. Meg realized how vulnerable they were if the noise attracted zombies to the area. Despite the several layers of barbed-wire fencing, a determined horde of zombies could circle them and trap them. The stockpiled ammunition wouldn’t last long, and they might be forced to fight their way out by hand. 

“We’re getting complacent,” Rocky said to her one afternoon on the porch after lunch. 

“We’re settling down, that’s all,” she said, shelling seed corn into a bucket for the chickens and goats. She passed him a dried, husk-wrapped ear as an invitation to help. “We needed a break.” 

“But this isn’t our home. Every day I wonder if I’ve waited too long, if this was the day my wife and son needed me most.” 

“That’s at least fifty miles away. You can’t make it alone.” 

“Maybe so,” Rocky said. “But it’s on my mind. What about you? What’s changed?” 

“Jacob. I realized I didn’t want him in the middle of what’s out there. If I could find somebody to take care of him—somebody I could trust—I’d go

back in a heartbeat.” 

“Even though it’s safe here?” 

“Safety is an illusion. A cognitive trick. We basically traded one set of tangible, quantifiable risks for a set of risks we can’t quite imagine.” 

“I think what’s bothering me most is the unknown,” Rocky said. “The only information we’re getting is what we pick up on the shortwave radio. It sounds like Rev. Ingram has created some sort of new government. Except the army seems to be intact. If troops were still cleaning up zombies, we’d have heard some gunfire or explosions by now. I’d love to find out what they’re up to.” 

“You think those helicopters were dropping some kind of antiviral agent? 

It looked like barrels and an aerosol spray of some kind. Maybe they’re taking more action than they’re reporting.” 

“You’re a scientist. That’s a highly ineffective way to combat a plague. 

Like all those people who believed in chemtrails and were convinced the globalist cabal was poisoning the air. It’s a lot easier just to put Agent X or whatever in their beer, cigarettes, and toothpaste.” 

“They’re up to something, though. The effort seemed organized. They wouldn’t waste their limited resources.” 

“I wish to hell we could find out.” 

“Maybe you could go in,” Meg said. “Infiltrate their forces and get some intel. You can do like Bill and Kit and give yourself a fake tattoo.” 

“I’m not officially AWOL or anything,” he replied. “I’ve completed my mission, so nobody can bust me for that. All I have to do is show up and report back to my division.” 

“The only trouble is getting out again. And if you’re determined to reach your family, you shouldn’t waste time becoming a spy just for us.” 

“It’s not just for you. There’s got to be others like us out here, surviving and wondering why the government seems to have turned on us. If everyone’s fallen under Ingram’s sway and he’s now the president, we’re going to have a hard time staying out of their way.” 

Sonia came out through the screen door and said, “You guys might want to hear this.” 

Meg and Rocky put aside their work and followed her into the tiny back room that housed the shortwave radio. The walls were covered with maps of various kinds, from topographical to global. On a state map, Moreau, who’d taken on the task of monitoring the radio and contacting other

survivors across the continent, had placed colored pins to indicate known zombie sightings, reported troop movements, and authorized government shelters. He’d also plotted a loose network of survival outposts similar to the farm’s, where people had banded together to prepare for the next phase of defense. 

Moreau sat at a cramped, cluttered desk hunched under a padded set of headphones, adjusting the radio. It was an old analog model, so he had to constantly adjust the frequencies to avoid the static that crept into every communication. C.J. stood by the plotted map, where an X was drawn in red to indicate the farm’s location. Promiseland was marked with Ingram’s infamous Eye and Three symbol. 

“Tell them,” Sonia said to C.J. 

The old man’s usual tireless humor was replaced by gravity. “I’m going to have to tell everybody eventually,” he said in his dry, raspy voice. “But since you three were at Promiseland early on, you might help me make sense of it first.” 

He tapped Moreau on the shoulder. The radio operator wiped at his bushy black mustache and removed the headset. “Oui?” 

“Cut with the French,” C.J. said. “Pull that plug so we can all hear.” 

Moreau yanked the headphone plug from its jack and the signal shifted to a small speaker on top of the unit. The tinny broadcast was a news report delivered in a female tone that Meg found disturbing. Even a robotic, computerized voice would’ve projected more human warmth. 

 “…and all unauthorized persons are no longer eligible for government services. The amnesty period ends effective midnight tonight, Eastern Standard Time. I repeat, Rev. Ingram has issued a decree that requires all surviving and healthy citizens to accept an official Eye and Three mark at any shelter registration station. Such citizens must first undergo a complete health and ideology screening and pledge their loyalty to Ingram. Those accepting the mark will be afforded necessary subsistence and protection in exchange for work or other services provided to Eye and Three worldwide.” 

Meg was appalled by the announcement. She’d seen how Ingram had rapidly expanded his influence and ridden to power on the back of widespread fear. But the preacher had just as quickly resolved the chaos into this fascistic, oppressive mandate. It was made all the worse because Ingram was effectively condemning untold thousands of people to death. 

As the announcer droned on with a list of “official shelter registration stations,” Sonia said, “And they’re not doing anything to address the deader problem, either. We received a broadcast this morning that all military offensives are on hold.” 

“Rat bastard sold us out,” Rocky said. “I can’t believe High Command went along with Ingram.” 

“Power,” C.J. said. “You folks are younger than me, but this game’s as old as time. Only the stakes used to be lower, and we had systems in place to smooth off the sharp edges. History shows that every time there’s a vacuum and an opportunity, some goddamned sociopathic strongman will show up to exploit it.” 

“The worst part is he couldn’t do it alone,” Meg said. “Ingram didn’t just seize power, it was thrust upon him. A lot of people demanded it.” 

“Give them the benefit of a doubt,” Sonia said. “They’re scared. The rug just got pulled out from underneath them and the threat was real, horrible, and immediate. So they turned to whatever solution they could find. It makes sense on a cognitive-behavioral level. Fear’s kept the species alive for thousands of years.” 

“What if we were just an evolutionary placeholder?” Meg said. “What if zombies are the true apex of the human race?” 

“I was told you were a scientist,” Moreau said in his French accent. 

“Zombies will eventually run out of food, so how will they last after we’re gone?” 

“Viruses are shrewd at feeding on their hosts without actually killing them off. Even basic, brainless life forms have a survival instinct. So let’s look at deaders the same way we look at viruses. Whatever’s animating these things—I’m out of theories at this point—has some kind of end game besides just wiping us out.” 

Moreau pointed to the radio. “If you listen to the Eye and Three Network, the end game is in service of Ingram and the Book of Revelation.” 

“Zombies as the devil’s army,” Rocky said. 

“Not a bad marketing angle if your brand is ‘Head of the New World Order,’” Sonia said. “Especially if you’re posing as God’s chosen leader.” 

“Shh,” C.J. said, holding up his hand and craning a droopy, leathery ear toward the broadcast. “I want to hear this.” 

 “…and an additional clause in Reverend Ingram’s executive order renders all food, supplies, personal property, real estate, and financial

 assets common property of Eye and Three. All those who refuse to submit to the mark by midnight will be declared hostile combatants and guilty of treason.” 

“What the hell?” Rocky said. “Treason is an act against the country, but Ingram’s erased the country.” 

 “Further, such people will not receive the blessing of Rev. Ingram and will be denied access to his sermons and addresses.   All people are required to accept Ingram as their unchallenged leader and grant him unlimited authority. All who receive the mark will be saved, and all unauthorized persons are no longer eligible for government services. The amnesty period ends effective midnight tonight, Eastern Standard Time.” 

From there, the emotionless announcer started over, repeating the entire proclamation. After a minute, C.J. motioned to Moreau and said, “Find us some good news.” 

C.J. explained that they’d been in contact with a few other outposts, which were the ones marked on the grid, and had heard about others through the rumor mill. Those outposts were all dutifully marked on the map, but Meg thought they looked pitifully rare against the wide expanse of the state that was presumably dominated by deaders. Without the military’s help, she didn’t see how any survivors could maintain a toehold against the endless hordes. 

Moreau searched the bandwidth for other shortwave operators, but after tuning into several channels that broadcast the same official Eye and Three propaganda, he plugged a battered laptop into the unit and punched up a music file. The soft gongs heralded the raunchy rock of AC/DC’s “Hell’s Bells.” 

They left the Frenchman to his task and his heavy metal and gathered on the porch again. Several people were out in the garden, harvesting mustard greens, planting squash and cucumbers, and running support trellises for the pole beans. Meg looked at her own efforts and the two inches of dried yellow corn in the bottom of a metal bucket. It all seemed futile, as if they were playing at a dude ranch while Rome burned. 

Or, more accurately, while Rome was being taken over by Caligula. 

“He’s insane,” Meg said. 

“He’s only as insane as the people let him be,” Sonia said. 

“So he believes he’s fulfilling the Book of Revelation,” Rocky said. “And what if he’s right?” 

“You’re saying Ingram is the Antichrist?” C.J. said. “That’s a bridge too far, my friend.” 

But lots of bridges had already been crossed that no one knew existed. 

Meg looked up at the sky, wondering what kind of entity could conceive of such a twisted, convoluted drama. She decided an omnipotent, intelligent force would never commit such an atrocity or dispense such misery. 

However, a human being could. 

Very easily. 

Even joyfully. 

 



CHAPTER THIRTY







“I’ve always wanted to live on a farm,” Arjun said as they strolled along the fence line near the forest. 

“You’re lying.” Sydney swatted him with a clutch of wild purple irises she’d harvested just beyond the fence where the grazing animals couldn’t reach. 

Arjun chuckled. “You’re right. I’ve never even thought about it before. 

But I kind of like it.” 

“I think you just like  me.” 

That much was true. Since they’d arrived at the farm more than a week ago, they’d finally had a chance to spend some time together instead of focusing on staying alive. Arjun was still a little on edge, but he wasn’t sure if that was due to imminent extinction or the tingling feeling in his belly. He wasn’t quite ready to define that feeling, but he’d written it into gaming scripts before and seen it on television. 

“Seems kind of weird how we used to live,” he said. “I can’t even imagine going back to a two-room apartment squeezed into a building with three hundred strangers.” 

“Yeah, and some of them even lived right next door.” 

“We might’ve gotten to know each other anyway.” 

“Not like this. Not with it seeming so…” A soft blush of rose appeared on her cheeks as she gazed off across the pasture. “So immediate. 

Important. Like it’s the only thing that matters.” 

He took her hand, lifting his face to the sun and smelling the brisk green aromas of grass and blossoms. A wren wended a cheery melody through the trees. One of the horses looked at them and snorted in derision. Down in the valley, the sun reflected off the tin roofs of the buildings as tiny figures moved amid the reddish-brown dirt of the garden. 

“I’ve got an hour until guard duty,” Arjun said. “Want to go to the barn?” 

“I saw some people in there milking goats,” Sydney said. “We wouldn’t get any privacy. Unless you want to help them?” 

“Yuck. I’d rather tug something else. How about the woods? Get back to nature a little.” 

“I don’t know. Even with the guards around, I don’t feel safe beyond the fence.” 

“Come on. Knocker goes out almost every day.” 

“Knocker’s like a Daniel Boone wannabe. No offense, but you’re a tenderfoot.” 

“They may be tender, but they’re happy.” Arjun danced away from her, acting silly. This woman made him feel like a goofball, but all of it was sincere. And she never forced him to be serious. The world demanded that of them already, and they respected each other enough to allow themselves a little bubble of pleasure. 

He ducked between the strands of barbed wire that was stretched between locust posts. He threw his arms wide with a flourish. “See? I’m out here and nothing’s happening to me. I didn’t turn into a pumpkin.” 

“But you might turn into a deader.” 

“That’s why we have guards.” 

Sydney looked around, uncertain. “This is the kind of thing the blonde chick in a dumb horror movie does.” 

“Well, you’re not dumb.” 

“No, that’s why I’m on  this side of the fence.” 

“Come on,” Arjun implored, hoping he didn’t sound like a whiny, needy brat. Well, he had a need, but he wasn’t going to whine for it. Unless he had to. “You’ve got your gun.” 

“You don’t.” 

“Because I have you to protect me.” 

She frowned. “All right, but just for a minute.” 

“It might take more than a minute.” 

“Cocky, huh?” 

He lifted the top run of barbed wire so she could slide under. “I’m getting better with practice.” 

“Well, we  have had a lot of practice lately.” 

“At least twice a day.” 

They entered the forest, which seemed to welcome them. A trickling brook wound between gray granite stones on its way to a watering pond and

then down to a stream that ran alongside the driveway. The canopy of oak and maple overhead was brilliant green and the leafy forest floor was dappled with sunlight. The undergrowth was verdant with ferns and saplings, and toadstools pushed up from the soil in the wake of a recent rain. The rich odor of loam and dogwood blossoms assailed Arjun, and he realized how splendid the natural world was. 

No virtual reality could compare to this one. 

They were soon out of sight of the farm and as they hiked up the ridge, they talked of what their future might look like. Arjun was careful not to make any assumptions about their relationship. He didn’t want to discover that this had been a romance of convenience. And of course neither of them could predict what civilization might look like if it ever returned. 

They found a sun-splashed glen where the overhead leaves had been ravaged by locusts. Arjun took off his shirt and spread it on a bed of leaves. 

He pulled Sydney down beside him and they kissed to the music of songbirds and the soft stirring of squirrels and chipmunks. Arjun’s pulse pounded as a calm excitement raced through his veins, a now-familiar feeling that was somehow different each time. 

Sydney removed her revolver from the loop in her belt and laid it beside them and then began to undress. Arjun removed her shoes and socks and massaged her feet. A breeze meandered through the tree trunks and sunlight cascaded around her head like a halo. 

“You look like an angel,” Arjun whispered. 

“You don’t have to sweet-talk me, honey. You’re already getting lucky. 

But I’ll take it.” 

“No, I mean, you look ethereal, like a floating slice of cake.” 

“Hmm, I sound tasty. No wonder the deaders want to eat me so bad.” 

“They’re not the only ones.” He was about to kiss her again when he heard scuffing leaves in the distance. 

Something big was moving. 

 Deer? Bear? 

Sydney’s eyes widened and she reached for her revolver. 

“Too fast for a zombie,” Arjun said with more confidence than he felt. 

Then they saw the figure running between the trees, stooped low and silent. 

“Knocker!” Sydney whispered. “What’s he doing out here?” 

“He’s always out here, but I’ve never seen him in a hurry. He’s usually creeping around like an undertaker.” 

Knocker was soon out of sight, and Arjun wondered if he should’ve called out to the man. The whole thing was odd, but Arjun would’ve been embarrassed for Sydney in her state of undress. Their relationship was hardly a secret, but they’d tried to be discreet. 

“I don’t like this,” Sydney said, collecting her shirt from the forest floor. 

“Yeah, we’d better get back before—” 

Then Arjun saw why Knocker had been running. 

Shapes swayed between the trees on the ridge, shifting and shuffling, as if the woods had started walking. 

“Deaders,” he muttered. “Dozens of them.” 

After more than a week without encountering any deaders, Arjun had fooled himself into thinking the threat had diminished, that it was now as abstract as cancer or nuclear war. 

No more. 

“Holy hell,” Sydney whispered. 

The revolver only held six rounds, and even if she made each shot count, they’d be swarmed. 

“Come on,” Arjun said, giving her a gentle push back the way they’d come. He wasn’t quite sure of the direction, and now all the trees looked the same, but if they headed downhill they were bound to run into the pasture. 

They didn’t pause to put on their shoes, instead running barefoot through the loam and leaves, trying to dress as they ran. Arjun stubbed his toe on a root and nearly tripped, but he managed to grab a low-hanging branch. He turned to look up the hill, but he couldn’t see the zombies. However, he sensed them, their hidden movement like a giant tidal wave building beneath the ocean’s surface. 

They crossed the little brook again and Sydney slipped on a mossy rock. 

Arjun caught her before she fell, but her revolver bounced away and stuck in the mud. As Arjun retrieved it, Sydney cried out in alarm. 

A deader staggered out of a cedar thicket toward them, its clothes filthy and torn. It looked like it had been dead for a decade, scraps of shrunken meat clinging to bone and its empty eye sockets packed with worms. Its jaw lowered and lifted again, bringing together huge yellow teeth. 

“Where the hell do I shoot it?” Arjun asked, unsteadily aiming the gun. 

“The head!” 

“It’s nothing but a skull!” 

Sydney retreated behind him as the hideous thing clattered forward, limbs jerking and twisting beneath its ragged burial suit. “Just shoot.” 

Arjun thumbed back the hammer and pulled the trigger. The sudden percussion of the .32 was like a thunderbolt in the previously serene forest. 

A crow gave a startled caw from an overhead branch and winged toward the sky. The bullet, if it struck anything, made no mark on the monster. 

“We can outrun it,” Arjun said. “It doesn’t have any shoes, either.” 

“It barely has any  feet.  Give me that thing.” She grabbed the revolver and lifted it in a two-handed grip. 

The deader was only ten feet away, skidding on leaves and mud, when Sydney fired. The round struck the skull near the central suture that divided the hemispheres of bone. The skull cracked and a large chunk of it blew out the back, sending up a dust of grimy gray powder. The deader teetered and wobbled like a marionette on a slackened string, but it didn’t fall. 

“Is it dead?” Sydney asked. 

“You mean, is it dead  again?” 

“It’s not moving.” 

That wasn’t entirely true. Its slender ivory fingers tinkled like a wind chime as the arms oscillated back and forth. But it was no longer moving toward them. 

“His buddies might’ve heard,” Sydney said. 

“They don’t have ears.” 

“Like that matters. Let’s get out of here.” 

As they sprinted the rest of the way to the fence, Arjun detected motion all around them. He couldn’t tell how much was his imagination and how much was an actual army of zombies closing in. When the two of them emerged from the forest and onto the bright, sunlit pasture, Arjun felt as if they’d crawled out of a deep mausoleum. 

The farmyard was abuzz with activity as they passed through the barbed wire. Knocker must’ve alerted the others, and the two gunshots reinforced the immediacy of the threat. People scattered out from the farmhouse in all directions, some of them heading across the pasture toward Arjun and Sydney. 

“Must be the real thing,” Arjun said. 

“Let’s see how we can help,” Sydney said. “And they need to know these things are not freshies.” 

Knocker and two others approached them at a jog, all of them carrying rifles. Knocker, in his buckskin jacket and oilcloth bushman hat, looked like he was ready to fight a long-forgotten war. His belt held a hatchet in a sheath, a canteen, and several pouches of ammo as well as a walkie-talkie. 

His heavy-looking rifle featured a long scope. Arjun didn’t know the other two men, but he’d seen them around the farm. 

“You two okay?” Knocker said in his usual terse, gruff tone. 

“Yeah,” Arjun said. “We put one down back there. One of those grave monkeys, looked like it had been dead a while.” 

“Head shot?” 

“Yeah.” Arjun didn’t tell him it was Sydney who’d delivered the killing blow. “We saw a bunch more on top of the ridge.” 

“I ran into a pack of ’em. They were chawing on a buck I’d put down.” 

“Let’s fan out and wait until they hit the fence,” one of the other men said. “We can pick them off one by one.” 

“What do you want us to do?” Arjun asked. 

Knocker eyed them dubiously, noticing Sydney’s shirt was half

unbuttoned. “You won’t be much good with that peashooter. Why not check in with C.J.?” 

Arjun was relieved, but Sydney said, “We can be back-up, in case any of them get past you.” 

“If they get past us, we’re going to need more than that. At least get a rifle.” 

Sydney nodded, and they headed across the pasture. The livestock sensed the unease, and the horses whickered while the cattle plodded toward the barn. By the time they reached the farmhouse, guards had been deployed all along the perimeter of the property. C.J. and Sonia were on the porch, along with Jacob and the other three children in the group. 

“Pick out a rifle,” C.J. said. “They’re laid out on the table inside. The ammo is beside it.” 

“Why is everyone scattered?” Arjun said. “We only saw them on the ridge.” 

“We’ve got company for dinner,” Sonia said. “We’re surrounded.” 

 



CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE







Rocky didn’t like his vantage point from the barn’s loft, but at least it had windows on two sides in addition to the large sliding doors at each end. 

He posted his best marksman at the south door and he took the north, the direction from which the two gunshots had come. Meg covered the west, and a pale, sickly old gentleman faced east. Knocker had reported zombie activity along the ridge line, which would’ve been fairly easy to defend, but a guard along the driveway saw them approaching from the main road as well. 

Now they couldn’t escape using the vehicles, even if they’d had time to plan and pack. An old logging road ran beyond the pasture and into a pine forest, but it was only passable with four-wheel drive. And even if they ran, where would they find another place as viable as this one? 

No, he agreed with C.J. and Sonia’s assessment: They would have to hold it. 

He’d added a Barska scope to his M16, which created an effective range of a few hundred yards. Still, he couldn’t quite cover the entire pasture before him, but at least he could knock down anything that threatened the house and the children inside. 

He sighted through the scope to where Knocker and two others took up positions fifty yards from the fence line. The driveway was well defended, since it offered the easiest access to invaders. Any zombies that reached the gate would find themselves in a crossfire. 

Those that breached the fences would encounter a second line of fences. 

With armed resistance spread along the various pressure points, the group could hold off a small army. What worried Rocky was that they might be facing a  big army. It almost seemed as if the attack was organized and that they’d been outflanked on purpose. 

“Any possibility that these things can communicate?” he called to Meg. 

“Not unless you believe Jiang Li’s theory about communicative properties at the cellular level,” she responded. 

“What about these that have been dead for years? They don’t even have brains.” 

“Maybe there are vestigial nerve endings in the lining of the bone.” 

“What the hell does that mean?” the old man croaked. “Can these sons of bitches  talk?” 

“No, this would be more like biological telepathy,” Meg said. “Where they react to each other through multiple senses, the way ants and bees do. 

Sort of a uniform social intelligence.” 

“Christ, I wish the cancer had taken me when it had the chance. Commie zombies. Fuck me.” 

Rocky had already accepted that science had no explanation for this horror show. But Meg still clung to the lifeline of rationality and logic despite all evidence to the contrary. 

“Maybe Cameron Ingram has something to do with this,” Rocky

ventured. 

“What?” Meg said. “He appointed himself commander-in-chief of the zombie army?” 

“Maybe not in such plain words. But what if he’s influencing things in ways we can’t understand?” 

“Don’t tell me you’re buying into the ‘Antichrist’ conspiracy, too?” 

“How else do you explain these things coming up from their graves? No virus could do that.” 

“Ingram’s evil, no matter how you slice it,” the old man interjected. “And these rotten-assed creatures are evil, too. I’m fine with lumping them all together.” 

“All I know is Ingram effectively declared war on everybody who didn’t join his church, which is now a government, which is now a world authority,” Rocky said. “Either way, he left us to die without any military support.” 

“We have you,” Meg said. 

“If I had a grenade launcher and an M2, maybe I could make a difference. 

But right now the numbers don’t look good.” 

Before Meg could respond, shots erupted across the pasture. Knocker and his crew fired at a swarm of deaders pouring out of the trees. The things moved with an erratic mania, jittering and shaking as they encountered the

fence. They hung on the barbed wire, pieces of rotted meat tearing away as they writhed and flailed against the wire. 

Some of them flipped over the top strand and regained their footing. 

Others tripped and then discovered they could crawl under the lower wire. 

Most of them were recent victims of the infection and were more or less intact, but others appeared to be grisly stacks of spoilage that were little more than skeletons. 

Meg could cling to a delusion that these things weren’t creatures sent straight from hell, but Rocky had no problem with the idea. 

The only question was  How do you kick Satan’s shiny red ass? 

Knocker’s crew appeared to be holding back the attackers, which numbered in the dozens. A few strays entered the pasture along their flanks, causing the horses to stampede in panic. The strays were too far away for Rocky to settle the red dot of his scope on, so he swept his aim along the nearest fence line. 

More zombies came out from the scrub along the creek and encountered the fence unopposed. “Hostiles to the northeast,” he called out, and then reported the activity to C.J. via walkie-talkie. 

Rocky then settled in and opened fire, aiming carefully. He only had three magazines of ammo, and a wild spray of three-round bursts would soon leave him depleted. But even with the scope he wasn’t too successful with head shots, primarily because the creatures employed such an erratic gait. 

Just when he had a skull or forehead centered with the red dot, the thing would lurch and the bullet would sail high or strike a shoulder. The old man added his single-shot .240 to the fusillade, but his eyes were bad and he mostly provided moral support and choice curse words. 

“Zombies on this side!” Meg called. “Coming across the feed lot.” 

Rocky abandoned his post for a moment to dash across the loft floor and look over Meg’s shoulder. He reported the twelve to fifteen deaders to C.J., and then checked out the south, where a hayfield stretched for half a mile. 

At first he saw nothing, but then the man watching in that direction pointed to motion in the tall grass. The zombies approached through a swath that the locusts had cleared. 

Rocky took up his position again and targeted the approaching horde. He managed to knock down two with head shots, but another half dozen seemed to spring up to take their place. Farther away, Knocker and his crew were forced to retreat from the horde, leaving a litter of rotten bodies

glistening in the sun. A distant scream pierced the air, coming from one of the outbuildings near the gate—the farmhouse’s first casualty. 

Rocky’s walkie-talkie hissed amid the roar of the four people firing:

“Rocky, come in, this is C.J.,  over.” 

Rocky fumbled for his walkie-talkie, reluctant to interrupt his fighting. 

“Rocky here, over.” 

 “Jeb and Lacy are down, and O’Donnell is wounded. Gate’s vulnerable now. Can you get a warm body there, over?” 

Rocky realized he was the only one he could trust to handle the situation. 

“I got it, over.” 

 “Copy that. We’ve got breeches on all sides. Might have to fall back and tighten our perimeter, over.” 

“Use your judgment. We don’t want to get stretched too thin. Over and out.” 

Rocky told the others to hold the fort, and then descended the wooden ladder that led down from the loft. The zombies probably wouldn’t be able to climb it, but he didn’t want to take any chances. He called Meg to pull it up after he reached the barn floor, and then he raced across the barnyard to the driveway. 

Marty and Louise were positioned among the parked vehicles, firing almost at random into the forest. Rocky hadn’t had time to train everyone, and now he regretted it. He’d indulged in the luxury of peace, embracing the fantasy and ignoring the evil all around them. Lives would be lost because he’d relaxed at the wrong time. 

Two deaders had already managed to clamber around or over the steel entrance gate and were headed toward the house. Rocky took down the first, a freshly rotten female in a housecoat and slippers, with a close shot to the temple, and then employed his KA-BAR to pierce through the eye socket of the second. A slew of others banged against the gate, trying to force their way through, hissing and clawing. 

Rocky found Lacy lying sprawled near the gate, her head between the metal rails. The deaders were chewing on it, ripping away chunks of scalp, their lips bright red and coated with hairs. 

Jeb had been yanked over the fence, with only a shredded strip of cloth from his jacket to mark his passing. A cluster of deaders were gathered around his corpse, feasting on his flesh. Rocky fired an angry burst into

their midst, causing them to fall against each other for a moment, and then they resumed feeding. 

Rocky found O’Donnell in the shed, bleeding from a gash on his forearm. 

O’Donnell sat with his good hand clamped over the wound, his face twisted in pain. His rifle leaned against the wall out of reach. 

The man peered up from beneath the bill of his Carolina Panthers ball cap. “Guess I done messed up.” 

“You’re doing fine,” Rocky said, pulling his first-aid kit from a pouch. 

He retrieved a roll of gauze and wrapped the wound but could already see the infection spreading outward and up the veins of O’Donnell’s arm. 

“I know what’s going to happen,” O’Donnell said. “I want to keep fighting until I turn.” 

“Hold on, I’ll be right back.” Rocky ducked out of the shed, saw a zombie straddling the gate and about to drop over, and fired a three-round burst that knocked it back to the other side. The gate posts were wiggling in their holes, coming loose from the ground due to the constant push and pull of the zombies. It wouldn’t hold for long. 

The shed held lawn mowers, a tiller, and a couple of chain saws, along with several five-gallon cans of gasoline and jugs of motor oil. “How serious are you about fighting to the last breath?” Rocky asked O’Donnell. 

“Serious as a heart attack.” 

Rocky dipped a second strip of gauze into one of the gas tanks and stretched it out toward O’Donnell. He took a lighter from his pocket and pressed it into O’Donnell’s hand. 

O’Donnell understood. 

“It’s going to hurt like hell,” Rocky said. “If you time it right, you can use the rifle just before it blows.” 

O’Donnell managed a grimace of a smile. “No dice,  amigo. I’ve only got one good hand. The lighter it is.” 

Rocky patted the man on the shoulder. “Sorry.” 

“Not your fault. If you’re ever in St. Petersburg and run into a gal named Helena, tell her I love her.” 

“Copy that.” 

Rocky left O’Donnell to his final musings and headed back up the driveway. O’Donnell’s sacrifice might knock out ten or twenty, but once the gate was gone, the entire farm would be vulnerable. He paused to direct

Marty and Louise to focus their firepower on any zombies coming up the driveway. Then he continued to the house. 

He knocked on the heavy wooden door and identified himself. Sonia let him in. C.J., Sherry, and four children sat in the living room, grim-faced. 

Kit, the oldest, was reading a picture book to the others. Jacob pretended to listen but kept glancing over at Rocky. 

“Sherry, take the kids upstairs, please,” C.J. said in a calm but strained voice. 

Once they had gone, Rocky said, “We’re losing the gate, and it looks like the western fence won’t hold, either.” 

C.J. bent over a crudely scribbled map of the property, pointing out the various pressure points and sentry posts. “Knocker lost one of his crew, and Cheryl and Dave are gone. Bill took the pickup to the logging road and I haven’t heard back from him. Arjun and Sydney are holed up in the chicken coop so they’re probably safe. Doc and five others got cut off down here near the creek. If they were lucky, they moved back toward the road. 

Otherwise, I don’t see how they make it out of that marshy ground alive.” 

“They’re closing in on all sides,” Sonia said. “Unbelievable. Like they’re following a tactical strategy instead of just randomly looking for a meal.” 

“I think we should pull everybody back to the house,” Rocky said. 

“Won’t we be trapped then?” 

“Not if we move fast enough. We mass up and then find a weak spot and bust through. It means we lose the farm, but at least we’ll still be alive.” 

“I won’t sign on for that,” C.J. said. “I was born here, and I’ll be damned if I’ll let these walking sacks of shit take it from me. And Sherry’s so hardheaded she’ll want to stay, too. But the rest of you should go.” 

Rocky looked at Sonia, who nodded and said, “Sounds like the best bet.” 

“We’ve got six walkie-talkies out, but two of them are out of

commission,” C.J. said. “I’ll call in the people I can, but we need a runner to reach the others.” 

“I’ll do it,” Kit called from the top of the stairs, where she’d apparently been eavesdropping. “I’m fast, I’m in good shape, and I’ve got bad-ass lime-green sneakers.” 

Sonia started to protest but C.J. said, “You’re drafted, honey. It’s all hands on deck now. Come and get this map.” 

A low rumble filled the air, vibrating the tin roof of the farmhouse. “What the hell is that?” Sonia asked. 

But Rocky knew exactly what it was. He burst out the door and into the yard. The Black Hawk hovered a few hundred feet over the house, whipping dirt and grit against the windows. 

Rocky waved and shouted, squinting against the turbulence. He could see the pilot looking down, talking into his headset. The chopper was armed with an XM5 grenade launcher in the nose and an M134 minigun ported on each side. That wasn’t quite enough firepower to exterminate the zombies sweeping across the pastures from all directions, but it would inflict enough damage to give the group a fighting chance. 

“Open fire, damn it!” Rocky yelled. 

From his aerial vantage point, the pilot could easily see the zombies and how vulnerable the group was. 

But instead of the pilot swooping down to assist them, the Black Hawk’s rotors accelerated. The chopper gained altitude before turning and heading back toward downtown Raleigh and Promiseland. 

“You shitbird!” Rocky was stunned at the betrayal, but before he could fully process it, the gate gave way and the zombies flooded up the driveway toward the house. Seconds later, the shed exploded in a massive fireball that swept over the invaders. 

They staggered on, flames boiling up out of sizzling flesh and scorched cloth. Some of them were blown apart on the spot, but others crept or crawled forward, little more than chunks of smoking charcoal on charred bone. 

The first wave was down, but the next had a free ticket to a warm meal. 

 



CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO







Bill hadn’t really expected to see any deaders on the logging road. 

He assumed C.J. and Sonia had sent him up here because he was too old to be worth a damn and they wanted him out of the way. But then the zombies had swarmed out from the trees while he was parked with the engine idling. The first one was almost to his door before he noticed it. He rammed the Ford F-150 into reverse and backed up, the rear wheels thumping over another one he hadn’t seen. 

By the time he’d turned around, deaders hung from both sides of the truck, slapping against the glass. One even managed to hook a few fingers into a windshield wiper and drag itself onto the hood. Its bloated face pressed against the glass, snarling between mashed lips. Its pearl-colored irises leered at him with an uncanny hunger. Bill slammed on the brakes and the creature rolled off the hood onto the ground, and then he stomped the gas pedal and released the clutch. 

The zombies couldn’t break through the glass, but he was unnerved by their sheer numbers. His rifle was useless, since he couldn’t risk rolling down his window or opening his door to shoot. So he hit them with two tons of American steel, crushing them beneath the tires when he could. 

Once he almost bottomed out on a stump, and the rear wheels spun for a few seconds as he panicked, but then he broke free. 

He realized that a Ford truck couldn’t conquer the zombie apocalypse by itself, so he abandoned his bloody demolition derby. He headed back down the bumpy road to warn the others. When he reached the pasture again, he saw there was no need, because deaders were spread out across the grass, tottering and swaying in their stilted gaits. They were headed for the farmhouse. 

Bill raced ahead of them, startled at how much ground they’d covered. 

He saw a dead body lying in the grass and recognized the jacket. The

zombies had torn large red chunks of meat from the woman. A rifle lay several feet away, coated in blood. 

Zombie corpses were draped across the fence like soiled laundry. One had been almost cut in half, but still its arms dragged the head and torso forward, a string of pink guts trailing out behind it. Rocky drove the truck over to it and opened his door. When it reached up into the cab, intent on hauling itself up for a snack, Rocky shot it between the eyes. 

He heard the helicopter and blew his horn to get the pilot’s attention. 

When it lifted up and flew away, Bill whispered, “I’m never paying taxes again, you assholes.” 

Moments later, a column of fire bloomed up from the shed near the main gate, loose planks and scraps of tin tumbling through the air. As a horde of zombies shambled up the driveway, Bill gunned the engine and headed for the farmhouse. Kit was inside, and he’d be damned if he’d let those things reach her. 

He was halfway there when a figure popped up from behind a wild rose bush. At first he thought it was a zombie and he turned the wheel toward it, but then he saw that it was Knocker, the stoic hunter. He slowed and Knocker jumped into the passenger’s seat, his rifle barrel banging against the gear shift. 

“We got overrun,” Knocker said, stating the obvious. 

“Logging road’s full, too. No exit.” 

“C.J. called everybody in.” 

“That’s where we’re headed.” 

Now that he was lower in the valley, Bill could see zombies approaching from all directions. They were in various states of decomposition, some so fresh they couldn’t be more than a day dead and others carrying the corruption of years if not decades. An army division might be able to hold them all off—or maybe an armed-to-the-teeth helicopter could—but the motley gang of survivors at C.J.’s farm had no chance. 

“What happens once we all fall back to the house?” Bill asked. 

Knocker grunted. “We die together instead of alone.” 

“You’re just a real ray of sunshine, aren’t you?” 

“Been called worse.” 

When Bill reached the interior fence line, Knocker hopped out and opened the gate, the final barrier between the house and the zombies. 

Knocker squeezed off a couple of shots before he climbed back into the cab. 

They rode the rest of the way in silence. 

They pulled up to the house to find Rocky, Meg, and Sonia on the porch. 

A staccato patter of gunfire echoed across the property. Bill climbed out of the truck with his Winchester and asked, “Is Kit safe?” 

“Probably,” Sonia said. 

“What does that mean? She’s inside, isn’t she?” 

“She went to tell the others to join us here.” 

Bill started to launch into a rage, but Knocker laid a hand on his shoulder. 

The hunter’s cool, brown-eyed gaze was enough to calm him down.  We’re all dead anyway, the look seemed to say.  Why not go out with some dignity? 

“Once we’re all together, we’re going to fight our way out,” Rocky said. 

“It’s the only way.” 

That wasn’t true. Bill thought they each might have a better chance if they all split up and ran. Not everyone would make it, but the old and decrepit bait like him and C.J. would create a diversion that might allow others to escape. 

Meg and two others approached from the barn. Bill remembered that the old guy had cancer—he’d make great bait, too. Their hides were so tough and chewy that it would take the zombies half a day to finish them off. And probably get indigestion to boot. 

“Let’s take the upstairs windows until the others show up,” Rocky said. 

Bill followed him inside and up the stairs. They passed a bedroom where Sherry sat with the children, and Meg went inside to give Jacob a hug. C.J. 

and Moreau were already stationed at two windows, aiming and firing carefully. Bill and Rocky joined them, leaving Sonia downstairs with the walkie-talkie to organize the retreat. Knocker stayed on the porch to protect the driveway with Marty and Louise. 

“We’re going to burn through our ammo before we have a chance to enact the plan,” C.J. said. Roscoe perched at his feet, one floppy ear draped over the old man’s leather shoe. 

“We’ll give it fifteen more minutes,” Rocky said. “If the others aren’t back yet, we’ll go on without them.” 

“You’re just going to leave them out there?” Bill said. “I thought you were a soldier.” 

“We have little children here,” Moreau said, making it sound like “leetle cheeldren.” “That’s our number one top priority.” 

“Kit’s a child, too. She deserves a chance to live.” 

“Simmer down, Bill,” C.J. said. “We don’t have to decide anything right now. Save your hate for the deaders.” 

Bill did just that, aiming down the Winchester’s iron sights. He squeezed off head shots like he was back in the church steeple running up a body count. The zombies who’d breached the main gate made toward the house, clambering over the prone corpses of their fellow dead. The pile was so large, and their limbs were so entangled in the gate, that Bill didn’t think a vehicle could plow through the mass of corpses. 

And with the forest blocking off three sides and the creek bordering another, they could only leave on foot. 

“Here comes three more,” C.J. said, waving out the window. “And there’s Arjun and Sydney. Kit’s with them.” 

Bill hurried downstairs to meet her. She jogged up the porch steps, breathing hard, and gave a crumpled piece of paper to Sonia. “Here’s your map. I couldn’t find anybody else. Except a few that were already munched up.” 

“Thank you, Kit,” Sonia said. “Go up and tell the others we’ll be leaving soon.” 

The zombies were now within a hundred yards of the house on all sides. 

Knocker sat on a stool and rested his rifle on the porch railing, shooting as steadily as if he were taking down wild turkeys instead of former humans. 

Sonia aimed her Glock and fired a few shots even though the targets were beyond the weapon’s effective range. Bill joined in even though he fully accepted how hopeless their situation was. 

The shooting from the second story seemed to diminish. The farmhouse door opened and Rocky and Moreau came out. Others crowded inside near the doorway to listen. 

“All right, folks, this is it,” Sonia said. 

“We’re busting through over by the creek, a few hundred feet from the road,” Rocky said to the people on the porch. “We fan out in a tight V

formation, with the kids behind the center. If anybody drops, we close ranks and keep moving. No stopping for anyone.” 

“Cold,” Knocker said, pausing in his steady firing. “I like it.” 

“C.J. and a couple of others are staying behind to provide cover fire.” 

“We can’t leave them!” Jacob said from behind Meg. 

“This is how they want to go, Champ,” Rocky said. “None of us like it, but we’re out of options. And every second we waste hurts our chances.” 

“Then quit yapping and get moving,” Knocker said. 

“Everybody fall in!” Sonia shouted. 

As the remaining survivors poured out of the house, Bill waited for Kit, who gave him a sheepish grin. They all gathered in the yard in front of the house, where Rocky arranged them into a defensive wedge. Marty and Louise retreated from the driveway, both of them out of ammunition, and the zombies weren’t far behind. 

Above them, C.J., Sherry, and the old guy with cancer picked off the attackers as best they could. “I should stay here with them,” Bill said to Kit. 

“I’ll just slow you down.” 

“No way,” Kit said. “Who’s going to give me geezer advice like ‘Sit up straight’ and ‘Just say no’ and bullshit like that?” 

“If it helps all you folks get away, I’d die a hundred times.” 

“What’s your hurry? You’ll get there soon enough anyway.” 

She took his hand and he yielded. Maybe there was something to live for after all. 

“Gather up,” Rocky called as he and Sonia hastily arranged the group. 

Most of them were wearing backpacks or shoulder bags, carrying what food and supplies they were able. “I’ll take point. Concentrate fire right in front of us. Knocker, you bring up the rear.” 

The nearest wave of zombies was sparse but only thirty yards away now. 

Their combined firepower couldn’t fend off the zombies much longer. 

“Let’s roll,” Sonia said. 

As the formation moved out, Bill waved up at C.J. and the others. 

“Remember the Alamo.” 

The old man grinned and shouted back at him. “My memory’s as shot as everything else. Now get the hell out of here.” 

 



CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE







Meg made sure she kept between Jacob and the deaders as they

approached the fence. 

The wedge was surprisingly effective. Even without taking precise aim, the sheer force of the group’s volley managed to clear a path across the farmyard. When they reached the fence, Arjun and Sydney held the strands of wire apart so the others could wriggle through. Rocky went first, holding his ground as he delivered quick bursts along each flank. Knocker trailed behind the group and cleared out any stragglers that approached from the rear. 

“Don’t cut yourself,” Meg said as she helped Jacob through the wire. 

“Infections are deadly.” 

She then slipped through herself and descended a brushy slope down toward the creek. 

Even though every bush might be concealing a zombie, Meg felt safer here than out in the open. Or maybe that was a function of not seeing them all at once. 

 Out of sight, out of mind. 

“This way,” Sonia said, helping the other two children down the bank. 

The formation broke apart because of the slope, with people negotiating muddy or rocky terrain. Somebody let out a cry of panic somewhere to the left of Meg, but she couldn’t see who had been attacked. A frantic burst of gunfire followed the scream, which died away to whimpers of pain. 

“Don’t stop!” Rocky said. “No time to help anybody!” 

Meg wasn’t thrilled with Rocky’s heartless decree, but she yielded to his military experience. In a combat situation, soldiers would never abandon their fallen comrades in the field, but these were untrained civilians with the odds heavily against them. Rocky was just doing whatever offered the best chance for at least a few of them to survive. 

When she and Jacob reached the creek, she discovered several others were ahead of her. Arjun and Sydney had already crossed the rushing, knee-deep waterway and now fired at shapes shambling toward them through the trees. Arjun called encouragement to them. 

“Hang on, hon,” she whispered, clutching Jacob’s forearm and nearly dragging him into the creek. 

“I’m not a baby,” Jacob said, shaking free and wading into the water. “I can do it.” 

She followed after him, studying the glistening stones for the best footing. The water was icy cold, almost immediately soaking her jeans. Her feet were like numb wooden blocks inside her shoes. 

Jacob navigated the hazard easily, dancing from rock to rock and barely getting wet. She slipped once and fell to one knee, but was able to ford the rest of the way without harm. They stepped over a fallen zombie on the opposite bank, its head a bowl of wet red mush. 

They pushed their way into a stand of rhododendron, struggling against the tangle of wiry branches. Jacob dropped to his hands and knees and scurried ahead across the leaf-carpeted loam. The branches grabbed at Meg’s rifle. She tried to shove her way free but was forced to ditch the weapon. She plucked the Glock from its trusty nest inside her rear waistband. She reasoned that any fighting in the woods would be at close range anyway, rendering the pistol more effective. 

She heard twigs snapping, barely audible above the churning wash of the creek. She’d lost sight of Jacob among the profuse, waxy leaves. She called his name and got no response. Her hair snagged and she yanked free, ripping a few strands out by the roots. 

“Jacob, where are you?” She was tempted to ditch her pack, but it contained Mister Grizz, the last memento of Ramona, as well as ammo and some dried food. The branches tore at her hands and face, slashing painful shallow runnels in her flesh. She wished she carried a hatchet like Knocker, or even a seven-inch blade like Sonia and Rocky. 

 We should’ve stayed with the others. 

Had she chosen this difficult route because she reasoned the deaders couldn’t penetrate it? Or was she deliberately isolating Jacob to improve their chances by letting others serve as easier prey? 

Meg forced such thoughts away. No time for rationality. Just reaction and instinct. 

Just like a zombie. 

“Jacob, talk to me!” 

He wouldn’t have run that far ahead even if he was out of the

rhododendron. He might have a reason for staying quiet. She stopped moving and listened, but all she heard was the creek and her own breath. 

As silently as she could, she slithered against the dense foliage. Towering trees rose just ahead of her, so she knew she was nearly clear. She was parting the last snarl of branches when she saw him. 

Jacob had pressed himself into the lightning-blasted trunk of a massive old oak. Fire had carved out a black hollow that nearly concealed him. His eyes bulged with fright. A deader in a long yellow raincoat sniffed at the air not fifteen yards from him. Beneath the raincoat it wore a cop’s uniform, gun and nightstick still attached to the belt although the cap was long gone. 

The cop’s face was mottled and streaked with gray and green veins. Its eyes were red-rimmed and clotted with mustard-colored mucus. An open wound ran across its upper lip, making it look like it had two hungry mouths. It served a new set of laws now, and her son was about to get busted. 

Meg tried to raise the Glock but her sleeve was caught. The zombie cop moved closer to Jacob. Now she heard its growl of hunger. Its mouth opened to reveal mossy teeth, and the wound above it appeared to grin. 

She had to get its attention. “Over here, you filthy pig!” 

She would never call a police officer such a name in her old life, appreciating the dangerous and thankless nature of the job. But this thing was an animal. Worse than an animal—one that didn’t know it was dead. 

The zombie turned toward her, its growl emanating from deep within its putrid guts. It lurched toward her, the ragged raincoat fanning out around the body. 

“Run!” she yelled at Jacob, but the boy was paralyzed. 

Now she regretted not letting him have a firearm. She was so

overprotective she’d probably killed him. 

Finally Jacob broke out of his shock. “Look out, Mom!” 

She freed her arm and pointed the Glock toward the cop, but something grabbed her hand. At first she thought she’d snagged on another branch, but gnarled fingers encircled her wrist and tugged her out of the thicket. 

She hadn’t seen the second one. The cop’s partner in crime was a female, sporting a butch cut with a faded patch of pink dye at the temples. Half of

its face was gone, flaps of suppurating flesh peeled away from one cheekbone. The gash made its teeth seem even larger as they descended toward her exposed arm. The Glock spun to the ground as she wriggled and tugged against the assault. 

Jacob exploded from his hiding place, screaming like an Apache warrior. 

“No, get back!” Meg shouted, but the boy ignored her. 

He leaped onto the butch-deader’s back, wrapping his slender arms around its neck. He drove his knees into the deader’s spine and leaned back, forcing its mouth away from Meg’s arm. 

But now the zombie cop reached them, raking at Jacob with its filthy fingers. Meg slipped from the butch-deader’s grasp, the skin of her wrist rubbed raw. She lunged at the zombie cop’s knees, knocking it sideways before it could latch onto Jacob. It recovered and reached for her, both mouths sneering. 

The Glock lay between its feet. She dove for it. The zombie cop swiped at her, fingers raking through her hair. She hung suspended for an agonizing second, and then the zombie cop began lifting her up into biting range. She fumbled along its uniform, hoping to delay its meal. Her hand bumped the nightstick’s handle. 

Meg slid it free of its ring and plunged the butt up into the zombie cop’s face. The tip penetrated the facial wound and struck bone beneath the thing’s nose. She worked the wood deeper, crunching cartilage, and then pulled back. She delivered a sweeping blow against its temple, causing the zombie cop to judder on its feet. 

The second desperate blow knocked a shard of bone deep into the thing’s cranial cavity. The deader gave one final quiver and collapsed, plucking a few more hairs from Meg on the way down. 

Jacob was still astride the butch-deader, riding it like a miniature bronco buster. The zombie flailed and clawed at the burdensome prey, but Jacob ducked low and avoided the snatching hands. Meg scooped up her Glock and yelled, “Let go!” 

Just as Jacob hit the ground, Meg delivered a single shot just above the brow. The deader gave a confused and almost-human look before it dropped. 

Jacob gave it a final kick of triumph as it lay still. “Should’ve rested in peace, you bitch.” 

Meg was too relieved to scold him for the curse word. She gave him a hug. “Don’t run off from me again, you hear?” 

Racking another round into the Glock’s chamber, she led Jacob into the forest. She was reassured by the gunfire around her. That was tempered by the realization that the forest was thick with zombies and Jacob was vulnerable to stray bullets. 

“This way,” called an unseen voice and Meg recognized it as Bill’s. 

The churning wash of the creek faded as they slipped deeper into the woods. The gunfire from the farmhouse was barely audible now. Meg sent a silent telegraph of gratitude their way. She would honor their sacrifice by keeping her son alive and someday defeating the virus. 

But it was clear the walking dead had won this day, despite the vast numbers that had fallen. Each human casualty came with the anguish of sorrow and loss, but a vanquished zombie simply stopped. And the virus was still spreading among the survivors, so zombies were winning on that front, too. 

And deaders had a powerful ally: Rev. Ingram and his sinister Eye and Three. 

Bill stepped from behind a tree and she almost shot him. He frowned at her and shook his head. “I’m not dying today. Come this way. It’s clear.” 

Jacob gave a soft shout of joy when he saw Kit lurking behind Bill. He high-fived her and then embraced her in an awkward hug. 

“I almost got bit!” he said with pride. 

“Cool,” Kit said, giving him a nod of approval. “We heard the shot.” 

“Mom put two of them down.” He’d never praised her to another kid back when she baked cookies or drove him to soccer practice or helped him with his homework. 

“Let’s go before I have to do any more of them,” Meg said. “You might start bragging about me.” 

The four of them picked their way through the forest, moving away from the gunfire that was now scattered across the woods. Meg studied the chafed skin on her wrist, the weal revealing little dots of blood. She had proven immunity to the virus, but what if it had mutated since her initial exposure? 

 Nothing I can do about it now but wait and see. 

“Rocky didn’t tell us what to do once we got through the line,” Bill said. 

“Just keep moving,” Meg said. “The zombies are thinning out.” 

“What about the others?” Kit asked. 

“Let’s hope they’re teaming up, too.” 

“I can’t even tell which direction we’re going,” Bill said. 

“As long as we head away from the farm and the driveway, we should be okay.” 

“Until night falls,” Kit said. “I don’t want to be out here in the dark.” 

Realizing she’d frightened Jacob, she hastily added, “We’ll find a house before then, no problem.” 

A burst of semi-automatic fire erupted to their left. They headed toward it, Meg with her Glock at the ready. 

A figure lurched out of the shadows, a splotchy, infected face snarling at her. Meg raised her pistol and froze. 

The thing wore a red N.C. State windbreaker, just like the one Ian was wearing when she’d last seen him. 

It couldn’t be. 

Possibly. But the mathematical odds were—

 KERR-RRACK. 

The deader’s head exploded in a geyser of gore and Bill lowered his rifle. 

Meg looked at Jacob, who’d shared her horrible initial impression. “It’s not him,” the boy said. 

Meg took a closer look at the body and realized he was right. Ian had worn khaki trousers and Nike sneakers. This corpse was in black sweat pants and sandals. 

 Ian’s still alive. 

She didn’t care if it was likely false and the mathematical odds were poor. 

The belief gave her hope. 

They burst into a clearing and found Rocky standing over the corpses of three deaders. Louise stood listlessly to the side, trembling and pale from shock. Marty supported her, tears streaming from his eyes. 

“Let’s go,” Rocky said. 

“You tuh-told us not to stop and help anybody, but you duh-duh-did anyway,” Marty wailed, fighting back a sob. 

“I  tried to help. That’s all.” 

Now Meg saw the blood on the woman’s thigh and the rip in her pants. 

She was infected. 

“He’s right,” Meg said. “We can’t stay here.” 

“Yes, we can,” Louise said, perfectly calm. “You can’t, but  we can.” 

Rocky glared at Marty. “You sure?” 

He sniffled. “For buh-better or for worse.” 

Rocky handed Marty his Sig Sauer. “You got two rounds left.” 

“Thanks. Nuh-now get out of here before you ruh-ruh-really see me cry.” 

Rocky led the group away from the clearing. Marty’s and Louise’s voices faded, and the last thing Meg heard was an off-key duet of the old Sonny and Cher classic, “I Got You, Babe.” 

Ten minutes later, they came upon a blue plastic barrel in the woods. The leaves around it were slick with blood and white lengths of bone were scattered on the ground around it. 

“This is what I saw the helicopters drop yesterday!” Meg said. 

“It wasn’t zombie-cide or antivirals,” Rocky said. “It was fucking  bait. 

Look at all this.” 

“They were dumping chum like they were drawing sharks,” Bill said. 

“The sons of bitches were leading them to us.” 

They found more bones and blood deeper into the forest, along with a rotted, half-eaten chunk of what looked like an animal’s furry leg. “That’s from a dog,” Kit said with a sneer of disgust. 

“Ingram,” Rocky said. 

Meg didn’t respond. She had no more theories left. 

Occam’s razor said the simplest answer was the correct one:

Pure evil. 

The distant gunshots became intermittent and soon stopped altogether. 

Half an hour later, they emerged from the forest onto the main road. They rested for a moment, waiting for any of the others to arrive. But they soon realized they might be the only survivors. 

“Guess we walk until we find a car,” Rocky said. 

“Which direction is Raleigh from here?” Meg asked. 

“North,” Rocky said. “Why do you want to go there?” 

“To kill the Antichrist.” 





THE END

 

 

Look for Arize #3: TRIBULATION

 

With the mysterious and charismatic Rev. Cameron Ingram rising as a world leader in the wake of a zombie outbreak, a group of outcast survivors vow to bring him down. 

Ingram has formed an oppressive new government and demands loyalty from all refugees who seek protection. Those who refuse to wear his mark are considered enemies and left to fend for themselves. Ingram uses the military to expand his influence while he gathers a corrupt inner circle at Promiseland, the megachurch complex that offers sanctuary in a ruined city. 

After proclaiming himself a messenger of God, Ingram drops all pretense and embraces his role as the Antichrist. 

Dr. Meg Perriman and her allies plan to infiltrate Promiseland and expose him, but first they must traverse a hostile wasteland and evade Ingram’s deadly army. And they soon discover it’s not so easy to kill a king, especially one that’s no longer human. 

 

Get Arize #3 at Amazon US or Amazon UK
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