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Prologue
March 2010
Dr. Douglass Trowbridge’s letter to congressional members
Dear Representatives,
It is with terrible sadness that I give this ominous warning to every member of Congress, but the increased use of genetically modified foods in the last fifteen years has left me with no other choice.
I am afraid for our citizens, as well as all of the citizens of the world. It is with great regret that I say this, but we will be unable to change the course of human events if we don’t act NOW! It may not be too late to stop the worst of what is to come if we work immediately in order to reverse this trend and discontinue the rampant use of genetically modified foods. Only you, the honorable representatives of the American people, hold the power to outlaw this monstrous procedure. If you fail to act now, then I am afraid that this sad attempt to override Mother Nature will cause irreparable harm to the people from every nation on earth.
Allow me to state my credentials. I was at one time a tenured professor at a prestigious university, as well as a consulting scientist at Vector Labs, one of the international leaders in GMO technology. I have a BS in biology and chemistry from MIT, and a PhD from John Hopkins University. I hold twenty-seven patents in GMO technology, all of which I regret patenting. As a result of an experiment that went terribly wrong, my career as a scientist was destroyed, and this has fortunately caused me to see the error of my ways. But it is not with bitterness that I write to you. Instead, it is my firsthand knowledge of this frightening new technology that requires me to inform you of its dangers.
First, a brief overview. Genetically modified foods were introduced to the markets in the mid-nineties. In 2006, certain animals were genetically altered in order to create omega-3 fatty acids, and this was done by introducing specific gene types into their systems. Part of the goal was to reduce the phosphorous in their manure, thus reducing their environmentally harmful effects. Since that time, GMO technology has advanced and grown exponentially, with the U.S. being the most prolific user of the technology.
I will spare you all the technical jargon, but the basic science of genetic modification requires one to either add or remove genes from the targeted organism, using either a microsyringe or injecting it in with a gene gun. The alternate method to doing this is by the use of a lethalvirus, which is utilized as a vehicle to carry the genes into the animal cells. By inserting it into the nucleus of the host, the new organism is allowed to develop and reform, mutating along the way.
My research has established a number of disturbing trends in this area. The primary concern is that it irrevocably alters the biological system of the person exposed to these dangerous new strains. The genetic material transferred into humans changes the way the bacteria lives inside the intestines. Because these bacteria are living organisms and necessary to the digestive process, the introduction of these new strains has the potential to alter the basic components of human physiology by altering the very genetic code that make us humans unique. The ramifications of this biological shift will be dramatic. Already, scientific research has determined that over 80% of unborn babies have traces of Bacillus thuringiensis
(Bt) toxins in their systems, which have been introduced into GMO crops in order to make them more resistant to pests. In addition, wider exposure to these new crops will certainly make humans less resistant to antibiotic diseases, thus causing increased disease and prolonged suffering.
In addition, I have discovered that a change in the human DNA can have much more dramatic results than expected. Not only have I documented these results, but I have witnessed the terrible consequences first hand. Much of humans’ DNA throughout the last forty million years has been derived from viruses via epidemics quite similar to Yellow Fever and the Black Plague. It is a well-known fact that virally transmitted DNA can cause terrible mutations in the human body. It is also well documented in the field of psychiatry that many mood disorders such as bipolar disorder, depression and schizophrenia are a direct result of such mutated DNA being introduced into the human system. Living bacteria, growing inside the intestines and constantly changing and mutating, only make the situation worse.
In my opinion, the widespread use of genetically altered foods has caused many of these psychiatric disorders to propagate, thus making the world a more dangerous and inhospitable place to live. Cases of autism and schizophrenia have grown exponentially, as have certain allergies and various forms of cancer. In fact, the list is too great to mention in detail, but suffice to say, the aforementioned will cause widespread poverty, disease and social ailments if left unchecked. It is no wonder that in the last ten years the world has seen increased crime rates, rampant genocide and systematic raping of women, and mind-numbing poverty. And lethal, virus-based diseases, such as AIDs and avian flu have also increased, mutating beyond control and proving even more resistant to the newer drug therapies.
Because of this technology, I predict we will see an outbreak of new and more terrifying epidemics in the coming years. Already the world is sickly. The human condition is teetering on a dangerous cliff, and the smallest crisis could tip the scales towards an event so catastrophic that it might forever change the course of human history. I fear this is happening as I write this letter to you, because I have personally witnessed aberrant behavior in the control groups that I have set up and studied. The results of this research, however, have been purposely concealed by my previous employer, Vector Labs, in order that they may continue raking in their obscene profits and thus maintain their dominance in the field of GMO technology. How this catastrophe will one day manifest is anyone’s guess. It may result in a plague of apocalyptic consequences, or it might take the form of a worldwide war caused by the breakdown of the social and economic order.
Time is running out, Representatives. The tipping point is nigh. The world is nearing that crucial fork in the road where it can go in either direction. Please choose the right path. As a former researcher in the field, I can personally bear witness to the true horrors of this technology, and they are too unbelievable to even mention in this letter. Besides, you may find it difficult to believe me if I told you the things that I have witnessed. I urge you, as one of the leaders of the greatest country on earth, please protect the citizens of this great country, and the citizens of earth, before it is too late. Consider the draconian consequences of widespread psychiatric disorders in the Middle East or the countries that once comprised the Soviet Union. Consider that it might take only one mentally disturbed despot to trigger the next world war. I beg you to do the courageous thing and ban all use of genetically modified techniques in our food chain before it is too late.
Sincerely,
Dr. Douglass Trowbridge


Chapter 1
DAR HAD BEEN RELUCTANT TO TRAVEL this weekend, but Margaret and I thought it would be good idea to get her out of the city for a couple of days. The last few weeks had been hell, particularly after Dar tried to take her own life by swallowing a handful of her mother’s sleeping pills. Fortunately, our son Stephen had been home at the time and discovered her passed out on the bathroom floor, and immediately called 911.
I kissed Margaret goodbye and wished Stephen good luck in his soccer tournament this weekend. Then I grabbed our bags and carried them out the front door of our Back Bay home, and placed them in the trunk of the car, which was double-parked on Marlborough Street. It was a beautiful fall day. Pedestrians, joggers and bikers filled the streets. The foliage around Boston splashed autumn in every direction. I started the engine, put in a Sonny Rollins CD, and then waited patiently as Dar climbed into the passenger seat. I was just about to drive off when Margaret came running out the front door.
“Forgot her meds again,” she said, passing me the plastic bag containing her pill bottles.
Dar rolled her eyes and looked away.
“Drive careful, babe.” She kissed me on the lips. “I want the two of you to come back in one piece.”
“Don’t worry about us, hon. We’ll be having the time of our lives up there on the farm.”
“Yeah, dawg, partying like gangsters with the chickens and cows,” Dar said, forming a gang symbol with her fingers.
“You’ll see, Dar, it’ll be good for you to spend some time with your aunt and uncle.” Margaret turned to me. “I love you, Thom. Keep an eye on my girl, okay?”
“Of course I will. See you in a few days.”
“Can’t wait,” she whispered, nibbling on my earlobe. “And I just might have a nice surprise waiting for you when you get back.”
“Why don’t the two of you just get a room,” Dar snapped.
Margaret backed away from the car door and waved goodbye.
I shifted the car into drive and navigated the crowded streets until we were heading north on Route 93.
We merged from Route 93 onto 95 and headed towards Maine, passing through Portsmouth and crossing over the Piscataqua Bridge. As soon as we made it over the border, I could feel all the stress of the city draining out of me, and I became more relaxed the further north we traveled. Even the air smelled cleaner. Dar had fallen asleep next to me, and I certainly didn’t see fit to wake her. I glanced over at her from time to time, catching glimpses of her beautiful face: the small nose, the long, graceful eyelashes and full red lips. Watching her sleep, one would never believe that this beautiful creature had suffered so much turmoil in her seventeen short years. Where our son had excelled both academically and in athletics, Dar seemed to recede further into the recesses of her depression the older she got. But she was smart. Not only had she tested off the charts, but she was creative and artistic, although one would never know it from looking at her grades.
We were greeted by the sign once we came off the bridge:
Welcome to Maine: The Way Life Should Be
After passing through Portland, we headed straight towards Bangor. The road was long and straight, and the explosion of colors enthralled me. It was refreshing not to pass a large city every couple of miles, and I enjoyed the long stretches of road where I could gaze out at the gentle hills and empty fields. With Miles Davis playing on the CD, Dar asleep next to me, and the sun’s warm rays pouring in through the sunroof, life seemed good.
I switched on the radio and listened to NPR. Congress was still at an impasse on the budget, and both parties were refusing to compromise. The government would be shut down in three days if an agreement could not be reached. The Republicans railed about the eighteen trillion dollar deficit, the Democrats about deep cuts to vital programs. The European Union was watching the situation closely since Greece, Portugal, Ireland and Italy were on the verge of economic collapse. And the Chinese were clearly not happy with the political developments in America, as they held trillions of dollars in reserve. Making matters worse, the ruler of North Korea had passed away and was to be succeeded by his unpredictable youngest son. Disgusted with the state of affairs, I switched back to the jazz and let my mind wander.
Finally we reached my brother’s farm in the northern part of Maine. The sun had just begun to set by the time I steered the car into the long driveway. Dar raised her head up sleepily and stared out the window.
“Are we there yet, Dad?” she asked, stretching out her arms.
“Just pulled in, Dar.”
“About time.”
Rick and Susan walked out to greet us. My brother and I had been competitive since childhood, always trying to one-up each other. Where my novels had taken off in the last few years, his career as a scientist had gone in the opposite direction. And yet I still remained intimidated by his towering intellect and his many scientific accomplishments. I’d played second fiddle to him for most of my life, and yet somehow I’d turned out to be the more successful of the two of us.
“How was the drive up?” Rick asked, grabbing our bags out of the trunk.
“Wonderful, bro. Can’t even begin to tell you how nice it was not to have to deal with bumper-to-bumper traffic.”
“I certainly don’t miss city driving.” He paused and then whispered, “How’s Dar?”
“She’s been feeling a lot better these last few weeks.”
“Glad to hear it. Susan and I were sick to death when we heard about that suicide attempt.” He picked up the bags. “Come on in, Thom, and we’ll grab a couple of cold ones.”
We walked inside the farmhouse and sat down at the dining room table. Susan got us something to drink and then placed a bowl full of homegrown carrots and radishes on the table. As a gift, I gave them each a signed copy of my new novel, although I knew Rick would never read it. All he cared about were his own narrow, scientific interests.
I stared out at the open fields and the cows grazing in the pasture. It was so beautiful and rustic that for a moment I understood why they had moved up here. Rick had lectured me about preparing for the coming crisis and being self-sufficient, but then again, my brother had always held radically different views from the rest of society.
I could see myself becoming accustomed to this rural pace, the hustle and bustle of city life far removed from my overburdened mind. By the time Susan started to prepare our dinner, I was as relaxed as I’d been in a long time. Dar sat in the kitchen conversing with Susan. I sat back in my chair, a cold beer in hand, and began to swap childhood stories with my older brother.
We laughed as we rehashed old times.
So why did I feel apprehensive?


Chapter 2
JUST AS WE SAT DOWN TO dinner, the animals outside began to act in a bizarre fashion. I walked over to the window and observed their odd behavior. The cows were staggering aimlessly on the grassy meadow, mooing and crashing into each other as if they’d suddenly lost their bearings. Although I had no experience working on a farm, I’d never seen anything quite like it.
I opened the door and walked outside, leaned on the wooden rail fence, and studied them. They cried and bellowed, loud, mournful bawling as if tormented. I noticed that the sky had turned almost jaundiced in color. A few moments later, Dar walked out and stood beside me.
“What are they doing, Dad?” she asked.
“I have no idea.”
“Why in the world would they be crying and bumping into each other like that?”
“You should ask your uncle. He’s the farmer in the family.”
“He quit his job as a scientist to come up here and farm this crappy piece of land? Doesn’t make any sense.”
“I suppose he wanted to live closer to the land and escape the rat race,” I said, shrugging. “Why don’t you go ask him yourself if you’re so interested?”
“Maybe I will. And maybe he’ll give me a plausible reason to skip going to college.”
“How do you think he could afford all this in the first place? The man’s earned a PhD in genetics for crying out loud.” I smiled at her. “Besides, Dar, when you’re older, you’ll remember your college days as some of the best times of your life.”
“Seriously doubt that, Dad. Just the thought of school makes me want to barf. Maybe I’ll move up here and be a farmhand instead.”
“I’d love to see you shoveling cow shit and baling hay all day. You’d be enrolled in college after one day of hard farm work.”
“Whatever.” Dar rolled her eyes and stared over at the distressed herd.
Suddenly Rick sidled up next to us. “You guys coming in to eat or what?”
“What’s up with the herd, Rick? I’ve never seen cows act like that before.”
“I’m still pretty new at this whole farming thing myself. The pigs out back are acting weird too.” He placed his elbows on the fence and looked out with concern. “It could be any number of things: the weather, movement in the tectonic plates, diet, or some other subtle thing in the environment that we humans can’t detect. We’ve got a saying on the farm. Shit happens.”
“That’s hilarious. Shit happens,” Dar repeated, laughing.
“That’s how we put food on the table. Shit happens, plants grow. The cycle of life.”
“Yeah, well, shit happens twenty-four-seven in our household,” Dar said, glancing over at me. “That’s been the cycle of my life up to this point.”
“Be nice, Dar. Now’s not the time to act bratty in front of your uncle,” I said.
She laughed. It was the first time I’d heard her laugh in a long time. She’d be off to college in the fall, no matter how much she complained about it, and because of that I wanted to spend as much time with her as possible.
“Shit happens and then you die,” Dar added.
“Something like that, kiddo,” Rick said. “Come on, you two. Let’s go inside and have some grub. Susan put out a great spread tonight. Wouldn’t want you two city folks going hungry on your big trip upcountry.”
“I’m starving after that long ride. If I wasn’t a vegetarian, Uncle Rick, I’d probably try and eat you,” Dar quipped.
“I’m afraid an old horse like me wouldn’t taste so good. But I promise that you won’t go hungry tonight. We’ve got plenty of rabbit food for you to nibble on. Such a shame you won’t be able to enjoy Susan’s rib roast. One bite of that dish would knock your socks off.”
“I’m sure it would, bro, but all the same, we’ll stick to the rabbit food.”
“Suit yourselves.”
We walked back inside and took our seats at the rectangular wooden table. Despite the small talk, I felt a sense of unease in the air. Dishes appeared on the table filled with red potatoes, various types of salad and bright greens. Everything looked lovely, aside from the thick slabs of beef sitting atop their watery blood pools. Where in the past, I would have been salivating at such a meal, I now found the sight of that meat repulsive, although I kept such thoughts to myself.
“Dig in, kids.”
“It looks marvelous, Susan. Thank you for preparing dinner for us,” I said.
“You’re quite welcome. It’s our pleasure to have you two as our guests this weekend. Rick said you wouldn’t mind if I served a meat dish, but just in case, I prepared a fresh salad and some extra portions of vegetables. They’re all organic and grown right here on the farm.”
“We’re not food fascists, Susan, so no worries. It’s not like we’re going to read you the vegetarian riot act or anything,” I said, laughing.
“These green beans are ridiculous,” Dar said, spearing some on her fork.
“I’d like to throw you two back into the Stone Age and see if you’d turn up a beautiful piece of protein like this,” Rick said, holding up a bloody wedge of beef in front of his mouth. “Mmm, you have no idea what you’re missing.”
“Did you know that vegetarians are the last oppressed minority,” Dar said.
“That’s precious, kiddo. And I suppose you’ll now want special protected status as well,” Rick said.
“Nah, just more green beans will do.”
Darkness had fallen by the time we finished dinner. Rick and Susan went outside and herded the distressed cows back into the barn. A dessert of homemade ice cream and apple pie was served as soon as they came back inside. After dessert, we sat around the fireplace and listened to Susan play guitar and sing some of her original songs. Although the mood felt warm and convivial, I sensed an underlying tension in the room, for we could still hear the faint caterwauling of the cows out in the barn.
After an hour or so, exhausted, we retired to our rooms. Dar’s was located next to mine, but I could tell from her expression that she was still nervous about the cows’ odd behavior. The last thing I wanted was for her to slide into a funk while we were up here in northern Maine, so I offered her the twin bed next to mine, and surprisingly, she accepted. We immediately transferred all of her belongings into the room, and she settled in.
I slept fitfully, not able to expunge the memory of those anguished beasts outside, bumping into each other and crying out. The sound of their protests haunted my sleep. At sunrise, I slipped out of bed and walked over to the window. Dar lifted her head from the pillow and gazed up at me with her big green eyes, and I could tell just by looking at her that she hadn’t slept well. Outside, the odd yellow glow filtered in through the gauzy curtains.
“Can we go home, Dad?” Dar asked. “This place is sorta freaking me out.”
“But we just got here, and I’m supposed to go down to Bangor later today and sign some books.”
“I can’t explain it, but it feels really weird up here right now. Let’s just pack our stuff and head back to Boston,” she said, covering her head with the blanket. “And for your information, I’ve decided not to become a farmhand.”
“College doesn’t look so bad after all, huh?”
“I still don’t want to go to college, but I’m not about to shovel crap for minimum wage either.” She lifted her head off the pillow. “Why aren’t the roosters crowing? Don’t they usually start screaming about now?”
“Probably too early for even the roosters to make a racket.”
“Damn roosters get to sleep in later than me. Maybe they’re as freaked out about living up here in the boonies as I am.”
“I doubt they’d want to wake up in downtown Boston, in the middle of the Commons.”
I moved the curtain aside, noticing that the sky radiated a sickly, jaundiced shade of yellow. Rick and Susan were in the barn, overseeing the electronic milking of the cows. I noticed something strange happening out in the pasture—a pack of coyotes were teetering single file across the field. They trotted a hundred yards before they stopped and froze in place. They lurched forward again, stopping only to form into a semi-circle. One coyote stood front and center. The pack turned and faced the lone coyote and began to howl savagely, their long noses aimed skyward. Then, without warning, they attacked the defenseless coyote, tearing it to shreds. The ferocity of the attack shocked me. It seemed so brutal and senseless. They tore into the wounded animal, ripping off flesh and entrails, and gulping them down hungrily. As if on cue, they stopped abruptly and trotted off, disappearing into the woods.
Although the attack had happened a good distance from where I stood, I could clearly see the bloodied, tattered carcass strewn across the pasture. I wondered what had gotten into those poor beasts? But then something even more bizarre happened. I rubbed my eyes to see if I’d been dreaming. Upon opening them, I saw the mortally wounded coyote rise up from the pasture, entrails and all, its fur matted with sticky blood. It trotted off into the woods as if nothing had happened. Stunned, I shook my head and tried to regain my composure. Had I been hallucinating?
“Everything okay, Dad?”
I looked over at Dar, whose head was still hooded under the blanket. Her green eyes peered out at me. When I looked back out at the pasture, I saw nothing but blades of grass swaying in the gentle breeze blowing down from the north.
“Of course everything’s okay. Why do you ask?”
“I don’t know. You had this crazy look on your face like you’d seen something weird.”
“I was trying to look for those roosters. I can’t understand why they’re not cock-a-doodling.”
“Maybe it has something to do with the way those cows were acting last night.”
“You heard your uncle’s explanation. Animals experience sensations that we humans can’t even detect, and they only have one way of expressing their discomfort.”
“Those cows were more than uncomfortable,” Dar said. “What do you think got them so spooked?”
“If I could tell you that, Dar, I’d be Dr. Doolittle.”
“Maybe cows can get all weirded out just like people. Think some cow Prozac would make them feel better?” She laughed.
“I doubt it, but I’m sure milk sales would go through the roof.”
I had no answer for her question. Deep down, she had intuited something inexplicable. I was a man of the city, not the country; a novelist who spent hours cooped up in his office making up stories. I was only glad that she hadn’t witnessed the brutal coyote attack that had taken place outside. I tried to convince myself that it had all been a hallucination, the likes of which had been caused by lack of sleep and a fertile imagination.
We made our way downstairs for breakfast. I went from room to room searching for Rick and Susan, but they were nowhere to be found. Biscuits and fruit awaited us on the dining room table. A frying pan filled with cooked bacon and sausage sat cooling on a cutting board.
“Where is everyone?” Dar asked.
“Let’s go over to the barn and see if they’re out there.”
We walked out to the barn located behind the house. The morning air felt brisk and sharp. The color in the sky remained jaundiced and now had the smell as if someone was burning wood. The air pressure had dropped significantly in the last hour. Maybe a storm lay on the horizon. A strong wind blew down from the north, kicking up straw and dust. I glanced over at the pasture where the coyotes had been, but saw nothing but barren fields of grass bending in the wind.
An odd feeling came over me as a flock of crows swooped down onto a patch of dirt and began to caw in unison. Death! Their black eyes glared at us, cool as assassins. Dar and I picked up our pace and jogged over to the barn. Upon looking over, I noticed something strange. The crows took off and began to form into an elongated V in the sky. The V soared straight up into the air like an arrow. Dar noticed them as well and stared at the strange formation with one hand over her eyes. The V soared higher and higher, bowing at the apex of its arc. Then it began a slow, vertical assault downward. In a matter of seconds they had picked up speed—and they were heading straight towards us.
“Oh my god, Dad, what are they doing?” Dar asked.
“They’re trying to scare us away. I’ll bet there’s a nest nearby with chicks.”
“No, it’s a sign of something evil. Look, they’re heading straight at us!”
“Hurry, get inside.”
The V shot towards us without any indication of letting up. We sprinted toward the barn. Looking over my shoulder, I saw the entire flock nose-diving towards the earth in a suicidal burst. The crazed birds crashed into the ground in a spectacular fashion, a plume of feathers rising up where we had just stood. It sounded like an explosion. Dust and dirt hovered over the impacted patch of grass, forming into a billowy cloud suspended over the ground. Suddenly everything went silent. I looked over and noticed that Dar was weeping. Had we not left the spot when we did, we certainly would have been attacked. I hustled Dar along.
We approached the doors of the barn, and as we did, I wrapped my arm around her shoulder. My brain felt discombobulated and detached from my body. What the hell was going on out here in the northern regions of Maine? Was nature finally rebelling against all the abuse and toxicity that mankind had inflicted upon her in the last hundred years? Or was there an explanation for this activity?
“There has to be a reason for this,” I muttered.
“It doesn’t really matter!” Dar screamed. “Can’t we just get the hell out of this hellhole and head back to Boston?”
I stopped near the barn door and let her bury her face into my shoulder. Her muffled sobs reverberated in my ears.
“I want to go home now. Screw this place!”
“Take it easy, Dar. It’s going to be all right.”
“No, it’s not going to be all right. Something bad is happening up here, and we’re stuck in the middle of it.”
“I’m telling you, there’s an explanation for all this.”
“There’s an explanation for everything that happens,” she said, looking up at me with fear in her eyes. “That doesn’t mean it’s normal. Hitler had an explanation for killing Jews, but it was still wrong.”
“Let’s go inside and see what Rick and Susan are up to. Maybe they can tell us more about what’s going on.”
I heard a strange sound as we turned to enter, as if a million wings were taking flight. I looked back and noticed that the dust had just begun to settle when suddenly it began to kick up again. But how could that be? The sound resembled a helicopter taking off from its launch pad. But there was no way those birds could have survived such a high-impact collision. Dar pushed away from me and stared at them in disbelief.
“That’s so not normal,” she said, watching as the tattered birds flew up and away in a chaotic fashion. “This can’t be real. Tell me I’m about to wake up and this has all been a really bad dream.”
“Get inside the barn. Come on now, hurry.”
I grabbed her hand and pulled her inside. The smell of hay and manure punched me in the nose. But there was another smell as well, rancid and unwholesome, though I couldn’t put my finger on what it was or where it could be coming from. I called out my brother’s name and heard his voice two stalls over. Dar and I went over and found him and Susan staring at one of the cows, a look of grave concern on their faces.
“What’s the problem?”
“The livestock are sick, Thom. They must have contracted some sort of viral infection in the last few days. Whatever it is, I bet this thing is ripping through the dairy community as we speak.”
“How can you tell it’s a contagion?”
“Poor girls are burning up with the fever. It’s no wonder they were acting so strange last night. They were hurting. Here, look at this.” He held up a vial of cloudy liquid. It was pink with dark red strands running through it. “That’s why they were crying out last night. Their insides are being ripped to shreds.”
“What’s in the vial? Blood?” I asked.
“I wish it were. It’s supposed to be milk. Now who in their right mind is going to drink this useless shit?” Rick stood. “This is bad news. The more I look at these poor gals, the more it looks to me like a case of bovine spongiform encephalopathy, although I can’t for the life of me see how this could happen.”
“That’s impossible,” Susan said, turning to me with tears in her eyes. “These cows have been treated better than most people have. We’ve raised them entirely on pasture, Thom, never even injected them with hormones or antibacterial medicine. How could they possibly come down with such a hideous ailment?”
“What are we talking about here?” I asked.
“Mad cow disease,” Susan said.
“I just can’t believe this is a case of mad cow disease. But how else do we explain their agitated state? The reality of the situation is that we can’t afford to take any chances. And it’s not an isolated event because all the girls have it.” Rick stood and looked around the barn. “I bet the local vet’s busier than hell. We’ll have no other choice but to put them all down, and the sooner the better.”
“Put them down?” Dar asked, tears in her eyes.
“I’m afraid so, kid. We can’t afford to have this thing spread to the surrounding farms, assuming they don’t already have it. Besides, the girls don’t deserve to live in such agony.”
Dar buried her face in my chest when she heard his reply, and I knew that we needed to return home as soon as possible, before the slaughter began.
“I think we’re going to gather up our stuff and head back to Boston,” I said.
“Sorry this had to happen, Thom, but I think that would be best for everyone,” Rick replied. “This won’t be something you want to stick around for.”


Chapter 3
DAR AND I WENT BACK TO our room and packed. Although she had stopped crying, I could tell that she was still upset by the entire ordeal. I folded my clothes, put them neatly in the suitcase, and then went over to help her. She pushed me away angrily. I sat on the bed and scanned my cell phone for any messages, but realized that I couldn’t get a signal up here in these remote northern parts. It occurred to me that this was the main reason why my brother had moved up here. To escape all the madness the modern world had to offer and live a simpler life.
A single gunshot rang out in the air. The killing of the herd had begun. Dar, kneeling in front of her suitcase, put her hand over her mouth and began to sob. After a few seconds, she resumed packing, wanting to leave here as soon as possible. But in her haste, she’d overfilled her suitcase and couldn’t latch it shut. I helped her rearrange her clothes until we managed to secure it.
“Are you okay?”
“What do you think?”
“This is life on the farm, Dar. It’s a harsh life, especially when animals are involved. It’s one of the reasons your mother and I decided to become vegetarians.”
“Stop being so holier than thou. And what’s your diet have to do with this situation? As always, it’s always about you.” She looked up at me. “Animals get sick and die. Someday you and I will get sick and die, whether we eat meat or eat tofu twenty-four-seven. So please don’t give me any more of your pious lectures.”
“You don’t understand, Dar, mad cow disease, if that’s what this is, results from feeding cows the rendered parts of other livestock. It’s how industrial farmers keep beef cheap and plentiful. People eating such tainted beef have been known to die from it, their brains literally turning into sponges.”
“Yeah, just like mine is from listening to all your bullshit.”
“I’m being serious.”
“So am I. I feel like I’m losing my mind up here with you. Why did we even come up here in the first place?”
“So we could spend time together before you go off to school.”
“Will you forget about me going to school,” she snapped. “And what about those crazy birds? What was up with that?”
“I don’t know why they did what they did, but there has to be a reasonable explanation for all this. Maybe they were infected with the virus too.”
“I don’t really care if they were infected or not. Let’s just hurry up and get out of this hellhole.”
I thought about the pack of coyotes, now certain that what I’d witnessed had not been a figment of my imagination. But I still had no explanation for it. All the animals I’d seen had been infected, diseased, and acting oddly out of character. Something up here in Maine seemed terribly out of whack.
The repetitive sounds of gunshots filled the air as each member of the herd got put down. Dar placed her hands over her ears and started to hum. I needed to get her out of here as soon as possible before she suffered a nervous breakdown. Her mental state was fragile, and I worried that she might be reaching her breaking point. She was a sensitive girl, her feelings crushed by the smallest of insults.
She’d once brought a wounded bird into the house and tended to it until it had healed, and she frequently captured insects in mason jars so that she could free them outside. Even her militant vegetarianism stemmed from her love of animals rather than any dietary reasons, despite her insistence that she loathed the taste of meat.
Once the gunshots stopped, an eerie quiet filled the house. Dar and I gathered our bags and headed downstairs. We stepped inside the dining room to say our goodbyes. Susan sat in one of the chairs, sobbing quietly. Rick knelt next to her, attending to her injured hand. He dabbed ointment on it and massaged it into the cut, before wrapping it in gauze.
“What happened?” I asked.
“I was saying goodbye to Lucy when she bit my hand. That’s never happened before. Lucy would never bite me.”
“None of them would. The cows were agitated and aggressive, classic symptoms of mad cow disease. I didn’t have the luxury of taking them out of the barn one by one. It had to be done as quickly as possible.”
“Lucy never would have bit me. Her head was not in the right place.”
“I told you not to name the animals,” Rick snapped.
“Sorry if I happen to get attached.”
“You’re still convinced that it’s a cow virus at work?” I asked.
“Has to be, though for the life of me I can’t figure out how. A virus like that gets into the animal, and it causes them to go haywire and do things they would never otherwise do. Same with people. Turns their brains into Swiss cheese. It explains why they were acting so crazy last night.”
After taping his wife’s hand, Rick sat in a chair and put his hands up behind his head. Susan stared down at the floor, her body shaking visibly.
“Now that the livestock are gone, what will you do?”
“The herd is insured, which should cover a portion of the loss. Susan and I will need to completely sterilize everything in the barn before we reinvest in more livestock. Viruses like this usually burn out in less than a month, which means we’ll have to wait and see what happens. We’ll probably wait until spring arrives before we buy another cow and start over. We still have our crops, and those won’t be affected by the situation. Guess we’ll just have to be vegetarians like you guys for the time being.” He smiled.
I picked up our suitcases and prepared to head for the door.
“Sorry that your visit came under such difficult circumstances. Maybe we can do this some other time.”
“Yeah, bro, some other time.”
“You have to realize that these things happen in nature, and especially on farms. Unfortunately, you guys picked the wrong time to come up to Maine.”
“All the same, I think I’ll keep my day job.”
“Living off the land is not for the meek. Better off sticking with your novels, Thom. Keep your hands out of the shit and on your keyboard,” Rick said, holding out his hand. “The offer still stands. Things ever get bad down in the city, you and the family are always welcome to stay here. Hell, even if things don’t get bad.”
“Thanks, Rick, but I seriously doubt that the world will ever get as depraved as you seem to think.”
“Hopefully not, but the offer still stands.”
“Duly noted.”
“Later, Aunt Susan,” Dar said, waving goodbye.
“Bye, Dar. Thanks for coming up, babe. I love you.”
“Luv you too, Aunt Suze.”
I went over and shook my brother’s hand, then gave Susan a kiss on her cheek and wished her a speedy recovery. Dar did not budge, instead waving goodbye from the door’s threshold. I picked up our bags and walked over to the door.
An odd movement in my peripheral vision caught my attention, and I turned to look. A lone chicken stood pecking frantically against the ground. I stopped to watch it. On closer observation, I noticed that it wasn’t pecking grain or kernels of corn. Something beneath it was…moving, struggling to free itself. Dar ran over and kicked the chicken, and it skittered off down the driveway, clucking, feathers swirling in the air. A tiny chick flapped its wings and tried in vain to stand, now pecked to a bloody pulp.
“Leave it, Dar, Rick or Susan will take care of it. Come on, let’s get out of here.”
“Damn!”
Off in the distance, I could see the hills shaded in a reddish-gray mist. The rolling green meadow where my brother’s cows grazed also had a brown tinge to it. As I stood there, out of nowhere three dogs sauntered towards us, their ears pinned back on their heads, and their backs hunched in a threatening manner. They moved with such a determined gait that I knew instantly we were in trouble. We had two choices: either sprint towards the car or retreat back to the safety of the house. Dar was maybe five feet behind me. If the pack made a break, they would certainly reach us. I stopped and began to retrace my steps, and was startled to see that one of the dogs coming towards us was Buster, Susan’s friendly golden retriever. What had gotten into him? He would sooner lick us to death than attack.
I instructed Dar to walk slowly back to the house and not make any sudden moves. We needed to remain calm so as not to alarm the dogs. As we continued our slow retreat, I kept my gaze locked on the pack’s eyes. They seemed fitful and tense, ready to charge at any moment. To my right, the injured chick struggled to rise to its feet, but I could see that it was too weak and injured to survive.
Just then the pack broke. Their savage barks filled the air, and they sprayed saliva and drool in all directions. We dropped our suitcases, and I shouted for Dar to head back to the house. I turned and grabbed her arm to pull her along with me. Dar tripped ten feet from the screen door. When I looked back, I noticed that a mangy mutt had bolted ahead of the pack and was closing in on us. I lifted Dar up, placed my arm around her shoulder, and helped her to the door. The approaching dog’s growls signaled that he was not far behind us.
I reached the door handle and twisted, shoving Dar inside, then turned and kicked the mutt in the head just as it leapt up towards my throat. It fell back against the ground and whimpered, though the kick did not deter it. It stood back up and made another mad charge. I slipped inside the door at the last second and secured the lock. The beast jumped up against the storm door and bared its fangs. A streak of bloody saliva dribbled down the pane of glass. The dog’s eyes gleamed in the light and appeared as a demon sent from beyond. Its fur was matted with blood, dirt, and caked mud. I slammed shut the main door and retreated back into the dining room, wondering why my brother had not come out with his gun and shot them all dead.
I searched, but he was nowhere to be found. Dar sat in a fetal position on the floor, staring off into space. I took her to the living room and laid her down on the couch. Her eyes didn’t waver but stared straight ahead as if in a daze. I threw a blanket over her shivering body. She didn’t complain or say a word, instead pulling the blanket up to her chin.
I ran upstairs, searching every room until I found Rick in the main bedroom on his knees and hunched over Susan’s prostrate body. Her face looked pale and her lips bloodless and dry. Sweat poured off her scalp and down her forehead. Rick tore the blanket off her body and threw it aside.
“What’s wrong?”
“I don’t know.” He swiped a wet cloth over her head. “I thought you two were heading back?”
“Something came up. Is Susan okay?”
“I’m worried, Thom. As soon as you two left, she collapsed and started to go into convulsions. She’s come down with a fever. If it gets any higher, I’m going to have to run her an ice bath.” He turned around and faced me. “Why in the world did you come back here?”
“Something strange is happening out there, Rick. We nearly got ripped apart by a pack of dogs as we walked out to the car. We had to sprint back inside the house. And you’re not going to believe this, but one of those dogs was Buster.”
“Buster? No way! He’d never attack anyone like that.”
“I’m here to tell you he did.”
“Poor guy is scared of his own shadow. At the sound of thunder, he’s shivering under the bed like a coward.”
“Something got into him, Rick. There were two other dogs with him, and they all appeared rabid. In fact, if you haven’t noticed, all the animals around here are acting strange.”
“Maybe this mad cow virus is jumping ship.”
“I don’t care what’s causing this or why it’s happening. I’m worried about our safety right now, especially Dar’s. She’s on the couch downstairs in a state of shock.”
“I’m sorry to hear that, Thom, but right now I have to deal with Susan.”
“Maybe you should take Susan to the hospital.”
“Hospital? Are you kidding me? The nearest emergency room is almost an hour away, and if her temperature gets any higher while we’re on the road, I’ll have no way to control it.”
Susan closed her eyes and seemed to fall into a deep sleep. Rick put the back of his hand on her forehead and looked back up at me with worried concern.
“She’s sleeping now. I gave her some anti-viral medicine and a handful of Tylenols to help reduce the fever. Hopefully with a little rest, she’ll come out of it.”
“When you talked about this virus jumping ship, Rick, were you implying that humans are susceptible as well?”
“It’s highly unlikely, but theoretically, the virus could have been transmitted to Susan. Fortunately, many of these viruses aren’t lethal to humans. Makes us sick as hell, shit our brains out, but isn’t typically fatal. Of course, there are some viruses that are lethal, but I doubt this one has that potential.”
“What about AIDs? Wasn’t that transmitted from bats? And didn’t that Ebola outbreak a few years back make the leap from monkeys to humans?”
Rick stared at me with a grim expression before walking out of the room. I followed closely behind, feeling ashamed for bringing up such a grim subject with his wife so ill in the other room.
“Those are extremely rare examples, Thom. No offense, but we both know who the expert is on these matters. Now let’s give Susan some rest.”
I felt terrible for bringing this subject up, but I was thinking about Dar, my wife and Stephen back home. The situation up here frightened me, and I wondered if people around town had been experiencing the same phenomenon? The planet was in terrible shape and getting worse by the day, and I wondered whether these events were in any way connected.
“Rick,” I said, following him down the stairs, “is there any way we can find out if this situation is isolated, or if it’s happening elsewhere?”
“Thom, we moved up here to escape the modern world.” Rick sat down at the dining room table and poured himself a cup of coffee. “We don’t own a TV or radio. I’m thoroughly convinced that all that technological bullshit is what helped ruin our society.”
“You don’t really believe that?”
“Look around the place. See any of those things here?”
“So you live like a peasant. Good for you, Rick, but how else are we going to learn what is happening out there?”
“Susan and I usually get our news when we visit the local store to pick up groceries. Once a month, we drive down to Bangor and pick up a load of books and some trade magazines, maybe a few newspapers. The only subject I keep up on these days is genetics.”
I went into the living room to check on Dar and found her asleep on the couch. She was snoring and had her head on her hands. I placed the back of my fingers on her forehead and to my relief found her temperature normal. I returned to the dining room, plunked myself in the chair across from Rick, and poured myself a cup of coffee.
“So what do we do now?” I asked. “I’m not going to leave now that Susan is ill.”
“I appreciate that, but all we can do now is sit and wait, and see what develops. I’m sure this whole matter will blow over in a couple of days.”
“A couple of days?” I complained. “My wife and son are down in Boston expecting us to arrive home tomorrow, and now I can’t even get a hold of them because there’s no signal up here and you guys don’t own a phone or a computer. So no, Rick, I don’t have a couple of days to bale hay or shovel cow shit, or whatever it is you do up here.”
“I’ll forget I heard that,” he said, pouring more coffee. “What do you want me to do? You think I like what’s going on?”
“Just tell me how I can get in touch with my wife?”
“Look, I can lend you one of my rifles, and you can drive ten miles down the road to the general store. They have a pay phone there, and you can call your wife and tell her you’ll be a little late. Make something up if you have to, so she won’t be worried. Christ, you’re a writer, Thom. It’s not like you have to punch a clock first thing in the morning.”
Rick went into the other room, returning with a rifle clutched in his hands. He checked it once to make sure it was loaded and then placed it down on the wooden table in front of me.
“Here, this baby will take out anything that gets in your way. Stop an elephant in its tracks.”
I took the rifle off the table and held it. “I’m just warning you, if Buster comes after me again, I’m going to blow his ass straight into Canada.”
“If Buster’s as deranged as you say he is, then I suppose you’ll be doing the poor guy a favor.”
“Do you need any supplies while I’m there?”
“Got enough food and medical supplies to last a few years. But feel free to get yourself whatever you need.”
“Keep an eye on Dar for me while I’m gone.”
“Don’t worry, Thom, I’ll keep a good eye on both of those girls. They’re in good hands.”
I turned and headed toward the door, fully prepared to blow away anything in my path.


Chapter 4
AS SOON AS I OPENED THE door, I saw the pack of dogs milling around my car and waiting for me to exit. I pulled the handle open, and they sprang to life, sprinting over and barking maniacally. They ran up to the storm door and tried to paw it open, gnawing at the glass with their bared, bloody fangs. Rick ran over and slammed the main door shut, which caused the dogs to back away and stare at us with bloodlust in their eyes.
“Jesus, what the hell is going on with those goddamn dogs?” He peered at them through the window, shaking his head. “You were right, Thom. That’s Buster all right. Poor guy must have caught rabies from one of those other mutts.”
“I told you I wasn’t crazy.”
“There’s a pack of them that runs around the area. Never attacked anyone, but they must be getting more aggressive now that they’ve gotten sick.”
“They’re not going to leave us alone, Rick. Our only choice is to kill them or wait for them to leave.”
“Hand me that rifle.”
I passed him the weapon, happy to let him do the killing. I’d shot with him a number of times, but I’d never actually killed anything. I followed him to the back of the house. Once there, I gazed out the large bay window. The dogs milled around, following us, waiting for us to exit. I scanned the pasture and the hills and saw thousands of birds circling in the sky. They flew in strange formations, constantly switching directions and taking on new shapes. When the sunlight hit their feathers at a particular angle, it created a strange visual effect. It almost appeared as if they were trying to communicate something to us.
Rick opened a side window and stuck the barrel out. As soon as the dogs heard the screen go up, they lifted their heads and charged. Just as they came forward, we heard a noise coming from the barn. It sounded like the cows were acting up again. But that was impossible. Rick had fired a single round into every one of their skulls.
“What in the world is that?” he asked.
“Watch out, Rick! Those dogs are coming for us.”
I barely had enough time to finish my sentence when the mangy dog jumped up first. Rick waited a beat and then fired a single shot. The dog instantly fell back against the dirt, a bullet placed squarely above its left eye. Blood and gray pus oozed out of the wound. The black lab followed in the rear. Rick hesitated momentarily and then shot it as well, and it fell dead next to the first dog. He waited for Buster to arrive, cussing angrily as his old pal neared. It must have been hard for Rick to shoot his former best friend. He’d raised Buster from a pup and had nurtured him for the last seven years. “Sorry about this, buddy,” he said, waiting a second too long and allowing Buster the opportunity to jump up and grab the barrel in his teeth. Rick wrestled back control of the gun. The dog recovered and then leapt up at the window, its long nails scratching wildly against the siding. Rick stepped back inside the house, aimed the rifle downward from a standing position, and fired a single round into Buster’s head. The dog flew back and landed with a thump on the dirt. Tears welled up in Rick’s eyes as he surveyed his old friend. He wiped his moist eyes with the back of his hand and leaned out the window to observe his dead dog.
“Rest in peace, pal.”
“Rick, do you hear that noise? It’s coming from the barn.”
“I hear it, but I can’t believe it. I put down that entire herd one by one.” He started towards the back door.
“Obviously not.”
“How could that be? I shot them all in the head.”
“Could you have missed?”
“Missed? With a Glock from two feet? Hell no, Thom. I’m an expert shot. Dammit, I was standing point-blank in front of them when I pulled the trigger.”
“Then there has to be a reasonable explanation.”
“Come on, let’s go out there and see for ourselves.”
He reached in the gun locker, pulled out another rifle, and handed it to me.
“Take this just in case there are any more dogs out there.”
I took the rifle and followed him to the back door. Thousands of birds milled about in the sky, changing formations and careening back and forth. I didn’t want to ascribe our plight to the supernatural, but what else was there? I felt hopeless about our situation and somehow couldn’t resist the feeling that the end of times was near.
We headed towards the barn. A fierce wind kicked dirt up in our path. Blades of grass swayed in the pasture, and the field seemed to take on a life of its own, changing colors and absorbing the sun’s light in an odd manner.
The caterwauling got louder as we approached the barn. It sent chills down my spine. I looked up and watched as the abstract bird formations kept switch-backing and changing direction. What were they doing? The closer we got to the barn, the louder the cows’ cries resonated in our ears. It sounded as if the entire herd had come back to life.
Rick reached the door first and opened it with one pull. Light poured in and illuminated the inside. Hay flew up in the gusts and swirled around in tight spirals. The rank odor hit me first, a horrific mixture of decay and death. I retched into a pile of hay near the far wall. Just below me, I noticed the mauled, bloody chick pecking at the side of my shoe. I kicked it away in horror and stood back. The chick wobbled for a minute before wandering around the corner of the barn and disappearing from sight. When I looked back up, I saw Rick walking down the main aisle and staring in stunned silence at all the cows.
I picked up the rifle and ran after him. The cows were kicking and jumping around in their stalls, trying to free themselves from the narrow confines. Their eyes were not quite black, but more a grayish tint that made them look frighteningly surreal. I walked behind Rick, staring at the abstract blood patterns that had been splattered across the floor and wood slats. Every single one of them had the same bullet hole above their eyes.
“There has to be an explanation,” Rick whispered, shaking his head in disbelief.
“You shot them,” I said. “The only explanation is that they came back to life.”
He turned and looked at me. “Are you kidding me, Thom? I spent over twenty years studying microbiology. That includes studying cellular structure as well as having performed countless autopsies on both animals and humans. I think I know a dead animal when I see one.” He returned his attention back to the cows.
“What else could it be, then?”
“Don’t talk like a damn fool. That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard!” he shouted, gripping the rifle. “I’m telling you right now, there’s a reasonable explanation for why this is happening.”
“Give me just one.”
“I can’t right now. But I will.”
We continued down aisle after aisle, staring at all the distressed livestock struggling to be free from their enclosures. Wads of bloody, pink foam bubbled from their mouths, noses and ears. They kicked back against the wooden pens and glared at us.
Suddenly we heard loud squeals coming from outside the barn. We rushed out and saw that the pigs had started digging frantically in the mud and attacking each other with their bared teeth.
“Please tell me that you didn’t put them down, too?”
He turned and gave me a look. Yes, he’d slaughtered all the pigs in addition to the cows.
“If those pigs break loose from that pen, they’ll wreak havoc everywhere,” he said. “I’m going back into the barn and finish off the job. You head over to the pen and put a bullet in each and every one of their goddamn skulls. Stay far enough away, Thom, so that you don’t get bitten. It appears that all the farm animals have come down with the virus. It’s rare when it happens, but if that’s the case, then we’ll need to barricade ourselves inside the house until it burns out.”
“Jesus, Rick, what are you going to do about Susan?”
“Like I said, it’s rare that a virus of this type has the same effect on humans. But just in case, I loaded her to the gills with anti-virals. She should be fine once it works its way into her system. Now go finish those sows off.”
The thought of slaughtering those pigs filled me with dread, but I knew that I had no other choice. I’d never shot a living thing before, and my hands were shaking. I was going to kill a living thing merely to put it out of its misery, not for nourishment. Their death was to safeguard us from disease.
Rick fired the first shot, and the dead animal collapsed to the floor in a heap. By the time I reached the pen, my hands were noticeably trembling. I lifted the rifle to my shoulder and pointed it at the first pig charging towards me. Its head collided angrily against the rail. Its snout protruded through the opening and blew out a spray of saliva that flew up in my face. Terrified, I wiped it away with the back of my sleeve and staggered backward, fearful that I’d been infected. I raised the weapon and pointed it down at the pig. Its eyes flared and widened as it snarled, and its hind legs kicked mud up behind it and onto the surrounding pigs. I pulled the trigger and fired. The bullet struck it in the shoulder, but the wound only seemed to embolden it. I stared in shock, noticing that not a drop of blood spilled from it. It was as if this pig was made of stuffing, like one of the toy animals Dar kept on the shelves of her bedroom. I lifted the gun and aimed again, this time nailing it between the eyes. It collapsed instantly and fell back into the mud. I went around and methodically shot each pig in the face. When the deed had been completed, I stood staring at all the carcasses, feeling strangely aroused by what I had just done, and almost drunk with raw power. It gave me such a high that it filled my entire being with a primal emotion that made me feel invincible.
Rick was closing the barn doors by the time I made my way back. Above us, the skies looked ominous, filled with so many birds that they blocked out much of the sun. We went back inside and settled in the dining room. After a few minutes passed, Rick went upstairs to check on Susan. I went into the living room and knelt down next to Dar, who was still asleep. I placed the back of my hand on her forehead. Thankfully, it felt cool to the touch. Better to let her sleep, I thought. I went into the kitchen, made another pot of coffee, and returned to the dining room with fresh cups for both Rick and myself.
“How’s Susan?” I asked when he came back down.
“Still sleeping. Her fever hasn’t yet broken, which concerns me, but overall I think it’s a good sign that it hasn’t gotten worse. I’m convinced that she’ll come out of it, especially considering all the anti-virals I gave her.”
“Dar’s still sleeping, and thankfully, she doesn’t have a fever.” I sipped the hot coffee. “Now that Susan seems to be doing better, I think I should be heading back to Boston once Dar wakes up.”
“Might want to wait another day, Thom. If this thing is spreading—and I’m not saying it is—it’ll certainly be worse down there. Best thing to do is to give it twenty-four hours and see what happens. At the very least, drive down to the general store and call your wife, and see if she and Stephen are okay.”
“I doubt they’re having any problems down in Boston. Ever seen any cows grazing in the Commons?”
“Yeah, you’re probably right. Still, you can’t be too careful.”
He removed a clear plastic bag from his jacket and tossed it on the table. I stared at it, trying to make out what was inside it. It looked to be a piece of leather.
“It’s an ear from one of the dead cows.”
I stared at in revulsion, wondering what he was doing with a cow’s ear.
“I’m going to take it down to my lab and examine it, and try to determine the cause of this outbreak.”
“You have a lab downstairs? I thought you were coming up here to shovel shit and forget about the rest of humanity?”
“Yeah, well, I lied.”
I’d always been secretly scornful of his decision to leave academia and New York City in order to move up to Maine. It seemed a rebuke of my own lifestyle, a slap in the face for all the decisions that I’d made by choosing to live in Boston. But I never admitted this to him.
“Let’s just say that I like to keep abreast of the latest innovations in the field, especially after having studied genetics all those years.” He stared at me, as if wanting to admit something else but afraid to.
“What is it, Rick?”
“I might as well tell you now, Thom. The crops I raise up here are not your garden variety. They’re a direct result of the research I’ve been doing in DNA.”
“You mean you’ve tinkered with their genes?”
“Of course I did, and it happens all the time in agriculture. It’s no big deal, Thom. Just by changing a few sequences of DNA, I was able to make these plants more resistant to Maine’s winter. I was also able to create produce that was both tastier and more efficient to grow. It’s an important part of nature, and a technology that’s here to stay.” He stared at me. “You tasted the corn and squash we had for dinner last night. What did you think?”
“They were delicious, but that’s more a testament to Susan’s cooking than your Frankenfood.”
Rick laughed and stuffed the ear back in his pocket.
“Don’t you think you’re playing with fire by messing with Mother Nature?”
“Wake up, Thom. It’s being done all the time these days in corporate agriculture. The only difference is that they have few ethical standards when it comes to these matters. With them, it’s all about the dollar, volume, and boosting the stock price. I farm with care and integrity and with no financial motive other than to make a living. Besides, it’s just Mendel experimenting with his peas all over again, mixing the genes to create a stronger hybrid.”
“You’re messing with the environment, Rick, and that worries me.”
“What the hell do you know about the environment, Thom? You complain all the time about environmental degradation and global warming, and yet you sit on your ass writing books. What if I told you I had the ability to create a plant that doesn’t require pesticides and can grow in all different climates? And what if I told you that because of my tinkering we could feed the world many times over, thereby reducing the carbon footprint required to transport crops from one place to another? Would you tell me to go to hell then?”
“Probably not. But it still sounds scary.”
“Anything does when you’re not familiar with the technology.”
Dar stumbled into the dining room and sat in the chair next to me. She looked tired, almost stoned, and I attributed it to the shock waves still coursing through her fragile mind.
“How you doing, kiddo?” I put my hand over hers.
“I just want to go home really bad, Dad.”
“Your Aunt Susan isn’t feeling well. I just want to make sure she’s okay before we head out.”
“What’s wrong with her?”
“I think the situation has stressed her out,” Rick said.
“She doesn’t have what all those animals have, does she?”
“No, she’s fine. Your aunt Susan just needs a little rest.”
“What do you think, Rick? We can stay and help you out with Susan if you like.”
“Nah, I think you’re good to go home. We should be fine now. Besides, there’s not much we can do for Susan at the moment, except let her rest and make sure she’s well hydrated. Hell, I can do all that. I’ve got plenty of medicine and Tylenol. Pays to be prepared.”
“Okay, Dar, let’s go home. Our bags are still outside.”
“Can I go upstairs and say goodbye to Susan before we leave.”
“That okay, Rick?” I asked.
“That should be fine. Just don’t get too close to her, okay? I don’t want you catching any of this crud going around.”
“All I’m going to do is to sit with her for a few minutes and make sure she’s all right.”
“Yeah, that should be fine,” Rick said.
Susan had always been Dar’s favorite aunt. When she was a young girl, she used to spend a week in New York City with Rick and Susan every summer. Susan would take the week off from her law firm and take Dar to all the museums and parks, and then they would stroll around Central Park eating hot dogs and watching the street performers. The two of them developed a close bond during those visits, and it was one of the reasons Dar used to want to come and spend time with them at the farm.
I desperately wanted to get on the road and drive the hell out of here. As much as this situation terrified me, I pushed it to the back of my mind and accepted Rick’s explanation for what had happened. My brain couldn’t begin to process the horrors we’d seen, nor could it explain this perverted reversal of life that had taken place. My mind began to play tricks on me. For a brief moment, it crossed my mind that my brother’s genetic dabbling was somehow responsible for these freakish events. But Rick had a PhD in biological engineering from MIT and had taught the subject for many years in New York City. If he didn’t know what he was doing, then no one did.
His reasons for leaving the academic world had always been a mystery to me. I found it difficult to believe that he’d just decided to pick up one day and leave his challenging and respected position behind in order to farm vegetables in the hills of Maine. I rarely brought it up in his presence, as it seemed like a sore subject. I accepted his desire for independence and self-reliance for what it was. It had been his choice to make. He’d long ago earned tenure at the university and was held in high esteem in his field. The only way he could have been removed from that position was if he’d committed some egregious crime.
“Take this rifle with you, Thom, just in case. You never know if you might run into another pack of dogs.”
“The wife will kill me if she sees me with a gun,” I said, laughing. “She’s planning a petition to absolve the Second Amendment.”
“Good luck to her and the army of her choosing, trying to get these guns out my hands. You just tell that wife of yours that owning a gun is our God-given, constitutional right.”
“You know Margaret, Rick. She’d hand me my divorce papers if I ever said such a thing.”
“Always was a bleeding heart liberal, that girl. Too bad.”
“That’s what happens when you grow up in Brookline and then matriculate at Smith College. She’ll be a bleeding heart liberal till the day she dies.” I snatched the rifle out of his hands.
“These college professors love nothing more than to brainwash their students, turning them into liberal zombies. And I should know, having taught with these pretentious assholes my entire career.”
Just then, a vehicle roared into the driveway and screeched to a stop. Rick and I rushed over to the window to see who it was and watched a young man get out of the driver’s side door. He ran around and opened the passenger side and helped a child and a woman holding an infant get out. He seemed nervous and in a great rush. As he closed the door, I saw a terrifying sight out of the corner of my eye. The three dogs Rick had shot earlier stood between the family and the house. They growled menacingly and hunched their backs. The man held out his arm and told his wife and kids to remain perfectly still. One false move and the dogs would rip them to shreds.
“Christ!” Rick said, grabbing his rifle and heading towards the door. The second he opened it, the three dogs turned their heads and glanced back at him. Each of them had an oozing black hole in their skull. “You going to come out here and help me, Thom, or what?”
I followed outside, praying that my shot would be accurate. The dogs hesitated for a moment, glancing between the family and ourselves, as if debating which of us to attack first. Rick raised the rifle, and as soon as he did, the mangy mutt turned on his heels and charged. I shouldered the rifle and took aim, watching as the black lab followed behind it. Rick fired a shot and dropped the first dog. I aimed and fired a split-second later and put a bullet in the black lab’s head. When I looked back down, I saw the mangy mutt lying motionless on the ground—again.
Buster turned and charged towards the family. Rick and I raised our weapons, but we were too far away to be accurate; we might accidentally hit one of the kids if we fired. Buster, bloodied and caked with dirt, headed straight towards the older girl. The girl’s father threw himself in front of his daughter at the last second and wrestled the dog to the ground, holding him by the scruff of his neck. The dog snapped its jaw inches above his throat and reversed positions, standing on top of his chest. I pointed the rifle at Buster and fired into the dog’s ribcage, but it had no effect because Buster kept attacking, single-minded. The children cried out in horror, scared to leave their mother’s side. She kicked the dog’s underbelly, but it did little to deter it.
“Have to shoot it in the head!” the man shouted, holding Buster at bay. “These things ain’t alive. They’re goddamn dead or some shit. Put a bullet in his skull.”
“Okay, buddy, hold tight!”
Rick pulled out his Glock and positioned himself next to the man. The dog snarled and looked over at Rick with a newfound hatred. He jumped off the man and leapt towards his former master, but Rick managed to fire a round into Buster’s head just before it reached him. Buster collapsed in mid-air, momentum causing him to topple over and onto Rick. He heaved the dog off and watched as it fell back to the ground. We all stood around in stunned silence.
“Hurry! Get inside!” Rick yelled.
“Come on, kids. You heard him,” the man said.
I looked down and noticed that the older girl had a nasty bite on her hand. Buster’s sharp canine teeth had penetrated the skin. Rick stood staring down at his former canine friend as he backed up towards the house.
“That’s your dog, ain’t it, Swiftley?” the man asked.
“Yeah, he was,” Rick said. “That’s Buster’s corpse all right, but that sure as hell wasn’t the dog I raised.”
“Wasn’t your fault, man. It’s this crazy thing going around making all them animals go haywire. Something’s gone seriously wrong around here. Animals lost their goddamn minds or some shit.”
“There’s got to be an explanation for it.”
“Oh, there’s an explanation all right,” the man’s wife said. “It’s the end of times, and it says so in the Bible. Satan’s come to collect what is rightfully his.”
“Shut the hell up, Delia. You’re scaring the kids with that damn religious talk,” the man said. “Swiftley’s right. There’s an explanation for all this. And he should know, being a goddamn bigshot scientist at one time.”
“How’d you know that, Gunner?” Rick asked.
“Hell, everyone in this small town knows everything about each other, Swiftley. You think we’re all bunch of stupid-ass bumpkins?”
“I never said that.”
“It’s all good, man. Let’s clean Emily up. You got some medicine to take care of this bite?”
“You seem to know everything about me, so I assume you know that I do. Come on, let’s get the kids inside.”
“Much obliged for taking us in,” Gunner said. “A couple of them crazy-ass dogs busted in our house and wouldn’t leave. Didn’t have time to get my gun, so we jumped in the car and came over to your place.”
Rick shot me a look as if to say that this was going to be a long night.


Chapter 5
THE KIDS WERE HYSTERICAL BY THE time we managed to gather them inside. Rick retrieved his medical kit and tended to the girl’s wound while her mother cradled her on her lap, trying to calm her down. He cleaned the cut and dabbed it with ointment. Dar carried the infant into the other room to distract her from the chaos. The girl’s father paced back and forth, watching as Rick worked on her hand. The girl screamed in agony, burying her head in her mother’s chest. After cleaning it off, Rick took the gauze and bandaged it. Once finished, the girl rested her head on her mother’s shoulder and sniffed back the tears.
“What’s her name?” Rick asked.
“Emily. And the baby’s name is Amber,” her mother said.
“Well, Emily, you should be all right now. The cut is not too deep and should heal properly.” Rick stood up and turned to the father. “Why’d you drive over here, Gunner?”
“I told you, Swiftley, got scared when I seen them dogs tearing through our house. I was out tending to my rabbits at the time, and all of them were acting strange and going crazy in their cages, attacking each other left and right. The girls were playing outside when a bunch of them coyotes come off the hill. Tried like hell to scare them off, but they kept coming like they wasn’t even scared. Good thing I had my shotgun nearby. Brought the girls inside and then went back out, but them damn coyotes wouldn’t leave, so I blasted away. Thought they was dead, but then a few minutes later them bastards got up and ran away.”
“It’s a sign, Gunner,” his wife said. “A sure sign of the devil.”
“Thought I told you to shut your trap,” Gunner snapped.
“What else did you see out there?” Rick asked.
“All the animals seemed out of whack, even the birds. And did you see the color of that sky? After I shot them coyotes, a couple hawks swooped down and tried to attack me. Nearly took out my eyes. Lucky I ducked at the last minute or else they would have.”
“That’s because they were sent by the devil himself.”
“For the last time, Delia, shut up!” Gunner shouted, pointing his finger at his wife. After regaining his composure, he said, “I never seen a coyote get up after being shot like that. Them things raised up from the dead, I swear on my mother’s grave.”
“Now we have to figure out why.”
“Which means if it can happen to them animals, then it can happen to all of us,” Delia said.
“Who’re them two?” Gunner asked.
“This is my brother, Thom. Thom, these are my neighbors Delia and Gunner Clayton.”
“Please to meet you,” Gunner said, extending his hand.
“Wish it could have been under better circumstances.” I shook his calloused hand.
“Me too, man. Me too.”
I looked over at Delia, but she was in some sort of a trance. She was a pretty girl, not much older than Dar, with long blonde hair that fell to her shoulders. She had a hardened look on her face, a result of many years surviving in the rugged hills of northern Maine. She cradled Emily in her arms, rocking her gently. Upon returning to the room, Dar introduced herself to the family.
“Your daughter is asleep now. You want me to take her sister so you can take a break?”
“Sure, and thanks,” Delia said.
Dar took Emily by the hand and led her into the other room.
Many questions whirled in my mind. Was this crazy phenomenon happening in just this isolated area of Maine or had it spread far and wide? Were humans at risk or only members of the animal kingdom?
We heard a cry coming from the second floor. Susan! Rick bolted up the stairs, and I followed right behind. We entered the bedroom and saw Susan coughing and spitting up. Balls of sweat beaded up on her face and neck. She arched her back over the mattress as bubbles percolated out of her mouth and snaked down her throat. Rick felt her forehead and then turned to me with a look of concern.
“She’s burning up. Go in the bathroom and run a cold bath. Bring back a cold cloth to put on her head. Then put some ice cubes in a bucket and start dumping them in the tub.”
Once in the bathroom, I turned on the cold water and let it run. I found a towel in the storage cabinet. I soaked it in cold water until it was wet, wrung it out, and then ran back into the bedroom. Rick snatched it from me and started to wipe it across her head. “Strip her down,” Rick ordered. I removed her socks and sweatpants and tossed them aside. Then I pulled her shirt over her head. Susan wasn’t wearing a bra, which embarrassed me, but there was no time for that. Her face was beet red and her breathing shallow.
“Jesus Christ, I don’t have time to wipe her down. I need to get her into that bath right away.”
Rick scooped her up and carried her into the bathroom. As soon as he was inside, he fell to his knees and placed her into the running bath water, scooping up handfuls of cold water and splashing it over her face and chest. I ran downstairs, filled a bucket with ice and then ran back upstairs and dumped it in the water. Suddenly, Susan inhaled sharply and opened her eyes. Rick pleaded with her to hold on as I stood behind him, wondering what to do.
“We can still take her to the hospital,” I said.
“The hospital is forty-seven miles away. There’s no time for that,” Rick said. “There’s nothing they can do in that emergency room that I can’t do for her here.”
“You’re not a doctor, Rick.”
“Doctors make everything worse. How do you think that flesh-eating bacteria spread? Besides, I know more about the human anatomy than most of those idiots do.”
“Jesus, I think she stopped breathing.”
“Come on, baby, stay with me.” Rick began doing CPR on her. Bath water splashed over him as he clasped his hands against her chest in a rhythmic motion, alternating between chest pumps and mouth-to-mouth. But then her body slid back into the tub, and her head fell under the cold water. Rick continued to do CPR, unaware that this had happened.
“Get her head out of the water, or she’ll drown!” I shouted.
Rick scooped his arms under her body and lifted her out of the bath. He carried her back into the bedroom where he placed her down on the bed, resuming the lifesaving procedure. After twenty minutes, he realized it was all for naught; Susan was dead.
He collapsed onto his knees and placed his head on the mattress. I looked down at Susan, perfectly still on the bed. It took me a few moments to register the fact that she wasn’t coming back.
I placed my hand on Rick’s shoulder as he sobbed quietly for a few minutes. Tears spilled from my own eyes at the reality of my sister-in-law’s passing. It had happened so fast. Rick wiped away his tears and stared at his deceased wife. The look of vulnerability on his face was something I’d never before seen. I didn’t know whether to embrace him or simply let him mourn in private. He’d been a scientist his entire life. He lived by reason and rationality, and those same traits had accounted for much of his success in life. They also kept him at an arm’s distance from everyone else.
“She loved this farm with all her heart. I’m going to bury her on the property when this is all said and done.”
“We all loved her very much.”
“She loved you guys too, especially Dar,” he said. “She’s gone, Thom, and there’s nothing else to do for her. I need to find out what killed her.”
“How are you going to do that?”
“By studying that cow tissue and comparing it to Susan’s DNA. This thing has to be eradicated before it’s too late,” Rick said, pulling the sheet up to her chin.
We stood there for a minute, staring down at Susan’s peaceful expression. She looked angelic in the light, almost as if she were sleeping off some bad dream. She was a beautiful woman, tall and thin, with blonde hair flowing to her shoulders. Her skin had a slightly yellow tint to it.
I found myself staring, afraid to break the solemn respect we were paying her. But something happened that stunned me. Her eyelids began to flutter. I took a step back and shuddered, placing a hand on my brother’s arm.
“She’s still alive!”
“No, Thom, it’s a post-mortem reflex.”
I didn’t want to believe it. I’d seen dead people at wakes and funerals, but I’d never actually witnessed someone dying right in front of me. It had always been scrubbed and sanitized behind closed doors or in a hospital room with doctors and nurses in attendance.
Her eyelids opened, and I jumped back in shock. Even Rick seemed taken aback by this development. He stepped away, surprised. Was it possible she hadn’t died? Maybe the CPR had worked after all. She stared up at the ceiling. Her lips formed into a beatific smile, and she seemed happy and at peace.
“Susan? Is that you?” Rick said, falling to his knees. “Is that you? Please talk to me, babe.”
I stared in awe at this miracle. The smile on her face grew wide, and she looked so beautiful that I couldn’t take my eyes off her. I felt so happy, I wanted to cry. Her eyes seemed as blue and clear as the Atlantic Ocean.
“Please, Susan. Talk to me, sweetheart,” Rick begged.
“I was so close to bliss before being brought back to this realm,” Susan uttered.
“Thank God you’re alive, Susan,” Rick said.
“Oh, silly, but I’m not. I’ve just visited the most beautiful place I’ve ever seen. We will all be there someday, dear, you and I together again.”
“You’re talking nonsense. You’re delirious from the fever.”
“I’m delirious from the love that exists all around us, and everywhere in the universe,” she said.
She turned to face him, the angelic smile beaming across her scrubbed face. She took her right hand and ran it alongside his cheek. “There’s not much time left on this plane. This is merely a phase, dear, so don’t get too used to it.”
“Who told you this?”
“It doesn’t matter who told me, dear. You have to know that I have loved you more than anything in this world. We were sent back for a reason.”
“Goddamnit, Susan, you’re hallucinating. You’ll be fine now that your fever has broken. Now try and get some rest.”
“I feel blissful and at peace. Listen to me now because there’s not much time. Things will soon change. You must be brave and know that all will be well, and that everything happens for a reason.”
“She’s delirious, it’s to be expected,” Rick said, turning to me. He took her hand and kissed it as she reclined on her back and stared up at the ceiling.
“I’m so glad to have loved you, and in return, to have been loved by you. I feel so blessed to have been born and to have experienced all the joy that life has to offer. Enjoy happiness before it sets in. All will be well, my love.”
“What the hell is she talking about? Before what sets in?” Rick asked.
I had no idea what was going on or what Susan was talking about. Susan had always been a refined and articulate person. But in death—or whatever this state was that she now labored under—she seemed like a spiritual alien sent down from the heavens. I debated going downstairs and getting Dar so that she could say her last goodbyes. But instead, I remained perfectly still, conflicted about exposing my daughter to such a strange specter. Dar appeared to have recovered from the initial shock of this experience, and I did not want her to plunge back into that troubled state.
I watched Susan closely. Her smooth abdomen sat flat and unmoving. I thought it odd for someone so close to death. She cupped her translucent hands over the sheet and remained perfectly still. Her chest did not undulate with the rhythms of life-sustaining breath. I contemplated the message she had conveyed to us. It made sense, especially after witnessing how all those animals had come back to life. But the undead did not act this benign and loving. Literature and cinema told a different story of flesh-eating zombies feasting on blood-rich organs and ropes of intestines. I would have never imagined a peaceful spirit conversing with us about the afterlife.
Rick stood next to me and stared down at his wife, who seemed to settle back into a state of rest. He appeared confused by his wife’s last words. Public displays of affection had not been his strong suit, and although Susan had been much more relaxed and comfortable with people than her husband had ever been, professing her undying love for him was not something she did in front of others. With Dar it had been different. She and Dar had always shared a bond throughout their lives. The fact that Susan had never borne children probably accounted for her affinity to my daughter. She could say things to Dar that she would never say to anyone else.
Rick turned to walk out of the room. He stopped and leaned against the doorframe in mourning. I inched closer to Susan, standing above her body and watching as she rested in repose. Her blue eyes flickered in the light, and her beatific smile never wavered, even in death.
It was then that I noticed the subtle transformation that began to take place. Her skin began to slowly change from its pallid complexion to something darker and more sinister. Hairs sprouted along her body, and her features began to broaden, particularly her eyes. Her breasts beneath the sheet began to shrivel into tubular pouches. Her stomach expanded outward like one of those malnourished African children I was used to seeing on television ads. I shouted for Rick to come over as Susan’s teeth mutated into solid rectangular blocks. She began to moan and wriggle madly on top of the mattress. She lifted her hands, which appeared thick and blocky, and sat up in bed. A faraway look came over her eyes as she directed her gaze front and center. Rick and I stood back in shock as she slid her feet off the bed and faced us. Her pink underwear snapped against the growing weight of her midsection and broke off, falling to the pine floor until she stood there completely naked. But it wasn’t Susan.
“Susan! No!” Rick shouted.
Susan—or what remained of her—grabbed hold of Rick and tried to pull him into an embrace. Foam bubbled out of her mouth. She bared her teeth, leaning forward to take a bite out of his cheek. Her movements were slow and lethargic, allowing Rick time to escape her grasp. He backed out of the bedroom and retreated down the hallway. The newly formed creature raised its arms and brayed loudly. Its ears grew longer, course, and more hirsute.
“You need the gun,” I said to Rick. “It’s the only way to put her down.”
“I can’t do it,” he said as we retreated down the stairs. “You need to do it for me. Please, Thom.”
I heard hooves clacking against the oak floor.
“You have to do it, Thom. I can’t kill her.”
“Get me the rifle, then. That monster isn’t your wife.”
Once we reached the bottom of the stairs, I ordered Dar to take the two children into the living room and shut the door. She asked what was going on, but I shouted for her to do as she was told. She gathered the children in her arms and ushered them into the living room, and then shut the door behind her. Rick passed the rifle over to me.
“Get into the living room,” I told Gunner and his wife.
“You ain’t the boss of me, mister. I’ve got Jesus, the real boss, on my side,” Delia said, pulling out the metal crucifix that hung around her neck. “Jesus will defeat Satan. Jesus will overcome all forms of evil.”
“Ignore my wife. Delia’s one of those religious freaks. I’ll stay and help you,” Gunner said.
“Ignore me at your own peril, for I have Jesus Christ by my side,” Delia mumbled.
“I can’t bear to watch,” Rick said, looking back one last time as the creature emerged into the dining room. I positioned myself behind the long oak table and aimed the rifle at her.
“Hurry up and shoot that goddamn thing!” Gunner shouted.
“Shoot that devil!” Delia screamed, holding the crucifix up to the light. She approached the creature. In her other hand, she wielded a butcher’s knife.
“Get the hell back, Delia!” I shouted.
“I’m invincible with Christ!”
Gunner tried to restrain his wife, but it was too late. She broke free, raising the knife up over her head and stabbing the creature in its leathery chest. She plunged it repeatedly into its hardened flesh, shouting in righteous indignation. Its thick skin prevented the knife from fully penetrating. The creature wrapped its arms around Delia’s body, leaned in, and took a bite out of her neck, removing a large chunk of flesh. Delia cried out in agony as blood sprayed into the air and spattered along the floor. She held the crucifix up to its head, but it had no effect.
I aimed the rifle but couldn’t get a clear shot. If I fired now, I would certainly hit Delia in the head. The creature leaned in and tore another chunk out of her shoulder. Tendons and muscle hung from its discolored mouth, pink, striated flesh glistening in the overhead light. Delia struggled to remove the knife from its chest.
“Move out of the way, Delia!” I shouted as the beast gnawed off the tip of her nose.
Delia screamed in agony, and her knees buckled. Her body slumped just enough for me to fire a bullet through the creature’s skull. It fell back against the bottom of the stairs, pulps of skin and blood spattered around its offal-colored mouth. I walked over and pumped another round into its head for good measure
“Holy Christ!” Gunner shouted, moving over to his anguished wife.
Delia lay on the floor, bleeding and crying out in pain, arms groping upwards the ceiling. The raw, exposed tendons on her shoulder, neck and face shone with a terrible intensity. The expression on her face haunted me, and would haunt me until the day I died. A gaping hole opened up where her nose had once been. Blood and milky pus oozed out of it. The sinewy, white ends of nasal cartilage flapped in the air. Gunner tried to staunch the flow with a towel, but I grabbed his arms and pushed him off her. He glared at me with hatred in his eyes as Delia screamed in agony, her arms waving in the air.
“What the hell you doing, dude? You got a death wish?”
“There’s a box of latex gloves in the bathroom. I’ll go grab two pairs. Your wife has just been infected.”
“What do you mean infected?”
“You want to end up like that?” I pointed towards the dead creature lying motionless on the floor. “You want to leave your kids orphans because you were too stupid to take precautions?”
“Nah, dude.”
“Good, because that monster used to be Rick’s wife. She got bit by one of the infected cows.”
“Shit!”
“Shit is right. Now don’t move, Gunner, until I come back with those gloves.”
I returned with the gloves, and we pulled them on. I grabbed one of the towels off the table and then pressed the larger of the two strips against Delia’s face. I handed the other one to Gunner and ordered him to tie it around her shoulder. The cloth quickly became soaked with blood, and I had to get another one to staunch the flow. Her anguished cries felt like daggers in my ears, and I wondered when I would wake from this nightmare and be back in my Back Bay home with my family, writing novels and sipping single malts in my comfortable office. I ran into the bathroom and pulled the ointment out of the medicine chest. I removed the blood-drenched cloth off her face, squeezed some ointment into the open wound, and then pressed down. Delia let out a bloodcurdling scream. I turned away, the sight of her too horrific to bear. Ripping off a longer, wider strip, I made a sling for her arm. I ordered Gunner to treat her shoulder the same way. Then I stood and took a deep breath. I needed Rick’s help, but I knew he couldn’t bear to see his wife in such a hideous condition.
“Where the hell you going, dude? My wife needs help here!” Gunner shouted.
“I need to remove Susan’s body before Rick sees it.”
“You can’t just leave my wife like this.”
“Just keep applying pressure, and I’ll be right back. I need to get rid of this thing before we all become infected.”
I grabbed it by the ankles, refusing to believe that this creature had once been my loving sister-in-law. I dragged her past the table, trying hard to ignore the moans of agony emanating from Delia. As I dragged Susan’s body out, I noticed that it left a trail of fetid gray brain matter in its wake. Once at the doorway, I dropped its ankles, opened the door, and dragged it to the furthest corner of the driveway. The odor emanating from the corpse was terrible, a putrid mixture of decay and death. I dragged it another thirty yards before I dropped its ankles and ran back inside. As I sprinted back to the house, I looked up and saw three hawks circling above my head and preparing to attack. By the time I made it back inside, I was dirty and exhausted, and struggling to catch my breath. I grabbed the rifle off the table and then went back into the pantry and found some lighter fluid and a pack of matches.
“Now where you going?”
“Just shut up, and take care of your wife.”
I ran back outside, ignoring Delia’s cries. Glancing up, I saw the hawks nosediving towards me. I pointed the rifle skywards and waited until the last moment. Then I pulled the trigger. Two of them spiraled to the ground. The wounded birds fluttered their wings, trying to rise up. I sprayed them with lighter fluid and dropped a lit match, and they quickly went up in flames. I sprinted over to the monster that had once been Susan and sprayed her from head to toe. I dropped a lit match over its body and watched as it went up like a bonfire. The smell of its burning, decaying flesh nearly caused me to pass out. I staggered back to the house, noticing the lone hawk circling above, readying to resume its attack. Once inside, I shut the door behind me and collapsed on the floor, gasping for breath.


Chapter 6
DAR RAN OVER AND HELPED ME up. We went over to the window and stared at the burning corpses out in the driveway. Rick joined us as the remains of his wife went up in the pyre. The flames jumped and crackled in the wind and seemed to glow a deep orange. Reflected against the rolling hills, it appeared like some flickering apparition.
Behind us, Delia continued to wail in pain. Rick ordered Gunner to take his frail wife into the next room where the two children were asleep, and then instructed Dar to carry the sleeping children upstairs. The sound of her tortured cries pierced my ears as we sat down at the table to discuss a plan.
“So we know what we’re dealing with. We need to shut down their brains in order to kill them. It appears that all the animals around this area have become infected with the contagion. The how and why we don’t yet know. But what we do know for sure is that if you get bitten by one of these things, the host enters your bloodstream and you’ll get sick,” Rick said.
“Uncle Rick, how can you be so calm and cool right now? You act like Aunt Susan never even existed,” Dar said, tears in her eyes.
“Look, Dar, your aunt Susan’s gone, and there’s nothing we can do to bring her back. I’ll grieve when the time is right, so don’t give me any of your shit right now, okay?” Rick said. He turned to me. “We have a serious situation on our hands, Thom, that requires clear thinking and sound judgment. It’s something I’ve been preparing for these last few years.”
“If what you say is true, Rick, then we have another big problem on our hands. Delia and her daughter were bitten by that dog. What are the odds that the two of them will turn into one of these things?” I asked.
“Good question. This contagion might affect people in different ways. What could kill one person may have no effect on another.”
“But you saw the animals out there after you shot them. Nearly every single one of them came back to life,” Dar said.
“Or remained dead,” I said.
“Or undead,” Dar said. “They’re freaks, whatever they are!”
“Why don’t we stick to what we do know. Maybe there’s a biological mechanism that only makes them appear dead.”
“Appear dead? Are you serious?”
“Okay, mister novelist, what do you propose we do?”
“For starters, I’d like to head over to that general store down the road and see what the hell is going on out there. I can pick up some supplies while I’m there and make a quick call home and then to the authorities.”
“Sounds like a plan to me,” Rick said.
“Dar, you stay here with Rick and the others and make sure the kids are okay. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”
“The nearest store is ten miles away. Head down the main drag, and you can’t miss it. It’s located at the very end of the road. Make sure you get some more first aid supplies just in case. Always can use more of that. I have plenty of food and water,” Rick said.
“I want to go with you, Dad,” Dar said.
“No way. You need to stay back and help out with the kids,” I said.
“It’s okay if she wants to go with you, Thom. Gunner and I can keep an eye on the kids while you’re gone. You two won’t be that long.”
“Okay, Dar, looks like you’re riding shotgun.”
Rick grabbed one of the rifles and passed it over to me. Dar had only shot a rifle a couple of times and only under the supervision of Rick while out in the pasture. He kissed Dar on the head and then started to tap his finger against his temple.
“Remember, Dar, aim for the skull. You go for the body and these things will keep coming. Shut down the cerebral cortex and you unplug these son-of-a-bitches.” Rick pulled out a Glock and handed it to me. “Take this with you just in case you come into close contact with one of those crazy dogs. I have plenty of other guns to choose from, and plenty of ammo, so don’t be afraid to use it.”
“We shouldn’t be gone too long.”
Dar and I stood at the door, waiting to head out. We scanned the sky and pasture for any potential predators. When the coast appeared clear, we sprinted out to the car. Thousands of birds circled above us, darkening the sky, but they flew too high to be any real threat. We passed the smoldering remains of the birds, their ashes soaring up into the wind. To our right burned the charred remains of Susan, tiny flames still dancing along the shrunken corpse. Ashes flew up and took root in the current, getting carried far up in the air. Upon approaching the car door, I reached into my pocket and pulled out the keys. Dar screamed from the other side as a formation of birds began to descend upon us. I unlocked the car, and the doors clicked open. We rushed inside and slammed the doors shut, and the BMW roared to life. Suddenly, we heard a loud series of thumping all around us. Metal popped and windows pinged.
“What the hell is that?” I said, hunched down and looking around.
“Holy crap!” Dar said, pointing towards the sunroof.
The birds crashed against the windshield, along the windows and against the roof and trunk. Through the moon roof, I could see their continued assault. It looked like thousands of arrows raining down upon us. Their eyes looked ferocious, and they seemed intent on dying for their cause. Some of the birds survived and fluttered about on the blood-smeared windshield, their legs bent and wings broken at weird angles. I punched the gas pedal and peeled it out of there until I reached the paved road. Once we were safely coasting along, I breathed a sigh of relief. I turned on the radio to see if I could gather some news about the situation facing us, but heard only static. The road ahead was long and winding, and as I drove, I continued to scan the radio for any stations that might be airing news.
“That was completely messed up,” Dar said, shaking her head in disbelief. “Why are they attacking us like that?”
“That’s the million dollar question.”
“I realize we’re in the middle of nowhere, but isn’t it weird that we haven’t even seen another car on the road?”
“Everything is screwed up now.” I looked over at her. “How you doing?”
“Much better than before.” Dar crossed her arms and stared out the window.
“I’m really proud of you, Dar. You’re a lot tougher than I thought.”
“Whatever.”
“I love you, Dar.”
“Cool.”
We rode the rest of the way in silence. By the time we emerged out of the thick woods and into the clearing, we could see the general store at the end of the road. The parking lot was packed with cars, trucks and motorcycles, and a group of men milled around the store’s entrance. The sight of them caused my spirits to soar. I turned into the lot and saw the men shouting at each other, wielding guns and drinking beer from bottles. Some of the men pointed their shotguns skyward and fired into the air. Birds fell from the sky as they exchanged high fives. The sound of intermittent gunfire blasted in our ears, and I realized that many of the men were drunk. Dead birds, squirrels, raccoons and possum lay scattered over the blood-spattered parking lot and pushed off to the side. Someone was pouring gasoline over them and lighting a match. The men guzzled beer and bottles of liquor, oblivious to the carnage around them. I parked the BMW, got out, and approached one of them with my arms raised.
“What’s going on? Is the store even open?”
“Mister, you ain’t getting anywhere near that store. The Humphrey gang went in there and took the place over. Couple guys with guns tried to make their way past them boys, but they turned right around when they saw who was in there. They’re the ones deciding who gets what and when they get it.”
“Why are they being such assholes?”
“World’s going to hell in a hand basket, if you haven’t heard. You got your head buried in the damn sand?”
“What are you talking about?”
“Some people saying it’s the end of times,” the man said, taking a pull on his beer. “Them Humphrey boys dragged a few biker rivals inside and used them as shooting practice,” the man said, pointing at a bird on the pavement that was starting to reawaken. “See that critter? Fucked up, ain’t it! We just keep shooting them suckers till they’re good and dead.” He aimed at the bird and blew its head clear off.
I turned to Dar, who was still sitting in the car, and told her to lock all the doors and wait inside. I sprinted over to the front door, where I was greeted by a ponytailed giant wearing a black leather motorcycle jacket.
“We’re closed for business,” the burly man said, holding a shotgun in his oversized hands. “Now beat it, dork, if you know what’s good for you.”
“You don’t understand, mister, I have two sick people back at my brother’s house, and we need some medical supplies to help them recover.”
“Boo fucking hoo. Now get the hell outta here before I pin your ears back on that girly head of yours.” He took a long swig from a bottle of Jack Daniels and then readjusted the wad of tobacco bulging in his lower lip.
“You don’t seem to understand the severity of the situation.”
“No, you don’t understand, asshole. I already shot a couple of dudes that pissed me off. Wasting a city slicker like you wouldn’t bother me in the least.”
“Where’d you put the bodies?”
“Dumped them in the walk-in cooler, same place you’re going to end up if you don’t get outta my face. I’m going to count to three, and you better be gone.”
He shoved me back hard and pointed the shotgun at my chest.
“Listen to me. Stay away from them, or you might become infected.”
“One…”
“Shoot them in the head if they come back. It’s the only way to kill them.”
“Two…” His expression began to change.
He was drunk and unsteady on his feet. These men had been partying hard and were now reveling in their newfound power. I peered inside and saw some of the men making moves on the teenage cashiers. There was fear in the girls’ eyes, but there was nothing I could do to help those poor kids. And now my daughter sat alone inside the car, waiting for me to return. I headed back, but before I reached it, I noticed that two men were dragging Dar off to the side of the lot.
“Dad!” Dar shouted.
Panic filled me. What were they planning to do to her? Of course I knew the answer, though I erased it from my mind. I grabbed one of the rifles out of the car and ran over, raising it to fire off a warning shot.
“Let her go!”
One of the men turned, big as a house, and looked me up and down before starting to laugh.
“Pretty boy like you going to shoot me?” he said, holding a bottle of Southern Comfort in his free hand.
“I won’t hesitate to shoot if you don’t let my daughter go.”
“Fuck off, asshole! I haven’t had a piece of ass like this in years.”
The man squeezed Dar’s bicep and began to drag her off into the woods behind the parking lot.
I aimed the rifle at the burly guy’s head. Dar’s pleas for help quickly brought me back to reality, and I knew I had to act or else something bad would happen to her. This loose confederation of drunken good old boys wouldn’t do anything to help me or my daughter, and there was no way I was going to stand by and let them assault her in broad daylight. I raised the rifle and fired off another shot, but the man simply turned around and gave me the finger.
“I’m warning you. Let her go right now, or I shoot.”
“Sure I’ll let her go, just as soon as I get my rocks off with this fresh young bitch!”
I took aim at his head, said a quick prayer, and fired. He collapsed to the ground, blood gushing from a gaping hole in his neck. It occurred to me that I had killed a human being, though I felt no remorse for my actions.
Dar got up and came running to my side. She threw both arms around me and began to sob. The other men in the parking lot, seeing what I’d done, began to circle around us. Surrounded, we had nowhere to go. One of the men walked over and examined his dying friend, and then turned and pointed me out. A few crows flew down and started to peck at the exposed, bloody tendons of the dead man.
“You killed him.”
“Get back in the car,” I whispered to Dar.
“Don’t move, or I’ll shoot the both of you dead,” a tall, thin man said. He was wearing a baseball cap with a car-racing emblem over the visor. He pointed his rifle at my chest. “That was my brother you shot, mister.”
“I warned him to leave my daughter alone. He didn’t listen to me.”
The barrel of the gun poked at my chest as birds circled menacingly above. Before I could speak, a couple of the men pinned me up against the car. One of the men grabbed Dar by the elbow and started to drag her away. I tried to go after her, but the other men held me back. I shouted out her name, begged the man not to do anything to her, but none of my pleading seemed to work. Feeling helpless, I watched the man and my daughter disappear into the woods.
Then a radical plan came to mind. It was a long shot but worth a try.
“Your brother’s not gone for good. I know how to bring him back to life,” I said.
“I been drinking all day, mister, but I ain’t that drunk,” the tall man said. “Butch was my kid brother, and now he’s dead. That daughter of yours is gonna pay dearly for the sins of the father.”
“Please, let me prove it to you. I’ve been blessed with special healing powers, but I only have a small time frame to use them.”
The others all looked at the tall man for a decision. Cases of pilfered beer sat stacked on the bed of a pickup truck. Men ripped cans out greedily and drained them. The parking lot was littered with empty beer cans, dead animals and broken liquor bottles. Some of the men hoisted bottles of whiskey up to their mouths. Others stumbled and fell they were so drunk. A young kid picked up all the dead animal carcasses and tossed them into the growing bonfire.
“You’re bullshitting me, city slicker,” the man said, looking over at my eighty thousand dollar BMW. “If you could bring back the dead, then you wouldn’t find yourself in this situation.”
“What do you have to lose? If I’m wrong, then you can kill me.”
“If you’re wrong, I’m going to make you watch every last man here have his way with that pretty little girl of yours. Then we’ll torture her for hours on end before we slit her throat. God says an eye for an eye, but I take that biblical shit two steps further.”
“Give me a chance, and I promise you won’t regret it.”
“Go on then. Work your black magic.”
“Thanks. You won’t regret it.”
“You won’t be thanking me when you’re watching that girl pleasure us.”
I walked over to where the dead man lay. Thick, mineral-rich blood continued to ooze from the gaping neck wound. The crows flew up and away. I knelt down next to him and raised my arms up over his body. Hopefully this ploy would succeed and Dar would not be harmed. Never in my wildest dreams would I have wished for someone to reawaken from the dead. I leaned over the man’s body and prayed that he would rise up. I shouted out a few crazy phrases and made some random, theatrical gestures with my hands. All the men circled around, watching with great interest as I performed this crazy act. A few were so drunk they could barely stand. After a few minutes of mumbo-jumbo, the dead man had still not awakened. The men started to grumble angrily and throw beer cans at my head.
“He’s messing with you, Buzz,” someone shouted. “Waste this pussy right now.”
“Give me more time. Sometimes it takes a little longer than others.”
“I’ve had just about enough of your new-age bullshit,” Buzz said. He turned to the men and said, “We’re going to have some serious fun with that sweet young thing tonight. Let’s go take that hot bitch. And bring the beer, too.”
“No, please! Just another minute.” Tears fell from my eyes.
They grabbed my arms and started to drag me to where Dar had been taken. A trail cut through the woods. Some of the men started to cheer as we approached it. I could hear Dar screaming in agony off in the distance. Her cries were followed by slapping flesh sounds and the grunts of a man moaning pleasurably.
“No!” I screamed, tears streaming from my eyes. I could not fathom what he was doing to my daughter. The sounds of her agony made me want to kill them all. They directed me onto the narrow path that led into the dense woods. We were maybe ten steps into the patch of trees when I heard a boy’s voice shouting from the parking lot. It sounded like the voice of the young kid picking up the dead animals.
“Hey, everyone, come back! He did it!” the kid shouted. “Butch is alive. Come and see for yourselves!”
The men stopped in their tracks and looked back through the small opening in the woods. My plan had worked, though it had been too late to help Dar. The men stared at each other in confusion before staggering back out towards the parking lot. Dar suddenly came running up to my side, doing up her jeans and pulling her shirt down over her bare stomach. Her left eye appeared bruised, and her upper lip was swelled and bleeding. I wanted to kill the bastard who did this to her. I debated taking her hand and running away deep into the woods and never coming back, but I had no idea about the terrain or where we would go. We would be lost, cold and hungry in no time. No, we had no choice but to turn back and get in the car. It was our only hope of surviving this ordeal. I took Dar’s hand and led her out of the trail.
“We only have a few minutes if we’re going to make it out of here alive,” I said. “Just follow my lead.”
“A few minutes to do what?”
“I’ll explain it to you once we’re back in the car.”
“Dad, they’re going to kill us when they realize you turned that guy into a freak.”
“That’s why we need to act quickly. I’ll explain it to you once we’re safely back on the road.” I looked at her as we hustled along. “I’m so sorry, Dar.”
She looked up at me, pain in her eyes and hyperventilating. “I swear on my life that I’ll never let anyone do that to me again.”
We emerged into the clearing and saw the men surrounding the dead man. I pushed through the crowd, and by the time I reached him, he was sitting up and smiling. He appeared dazed, confused, and unsure of his whereabouts. His brother knelt next to him, tears flowing down his ruddy cheeks. His left hand rested on his brother’s shoulder, just below the disfiguring neck wound, which was still dripping with thick, clotted blood.
“How you feeling, Butch?”
“Never better. I feel so lucky to be back here.”
“You want a lick of whiskey or something?”
“Oh no, I feel too good for that.” He turned and stared into his brother’s eyes, cupping his cheeks in his hands. His brother looked slightly uncomfortable, but he didn’t move.
“This fella over here shot you in cold blood. Then somehow he brought you back to life. I don’t know how he did it, Butch, but it’s a goddamn miracle is what it is.”
“It’s no miracle, brother. It happened for a reason, and I forgive him.”
He helped his brother up and then embraced him. The men circling around watched on in confusion.
“I totally forgive you, brother, for the way you done me wrong all those years when we were growing up. It’s all good now. I forgive you, too. We’re going to make everything right in the world now.”
“Those beatings I gave you when you was a tyke was for your own good, boy, seeing as how you was always such a smartass growing up,” he said. “And what the hell are you going to make right?”
I started to back away, pulling Dar along with me.
“Everything.”
“And what the hell you going to forgive me for, boy?” Buzz said.
“The beatings, and not helping me when Dad came into my room at night. Stealing all that money I earned selling newspapers and then sleeping with my girl. But it’s all good now. I forgive you.”
Buzz glanced around at the men staring at him suspiciously. “That’s a load of crap. I never slept with your girl.”
“You can’t lie, brother. I know it happened. I’m aware of everything now and part of something bigger.”
“How the hell did you ever find out about that? That stupid bitch tell you I slept with her?”
“Don’t matter how I found out. I just know things now. I woke up and realized that everything is okay.”
“You’re a goddamn liar.”
“I love you, brother. My goal is to find them.”
“Find who?”
“The good and pure in this world.”
Dar had already gotten behind the wheel and started the engine. The men were so engrossed in the man’s resurrection that no one seemed to notice that the two of us were attempting to escape. I opened the passenger door and slipped gently into the bucket seat. Dar stepped on the gas, and the car lurched into reverse, crashing into a tree. She’d earned her learner’s permit last month, though she wasn’t yet proficient enough to drive on her own. But we didn’t have time for formalities. We needed to get out of the parking lot as soon as possible.
“Put it in drive!” I shouted.
“I’m trying!”
The men suddenly began to back away from the brothers. Dar shifted the gear into drive and stepped on the gas. The car jerked forward but didn’t move. Unbuckled, I slammed my head against the windshield. The impact of the collision nearly knocked me unconscious.
“We’re not moving!” she shouted.
“That’s because the emergency brake is on.”
“What’s that?”
I looked over and saw the group of men begin to sprint in our direction.
Dazed, I glanced over and saw the two brothers locked in an embrace. The older brother dropped his shotgun to the pavement, and his knees buckled as he looked up in horror. When the dead man removed his head from the crook of his brother’s neck, I noticed that he’d taken a bite out of his throat. Blood shot into the air, and the man’s carotid artery flapped about like a loose water hose. The transformation had begun. The men backing away shouted out in fear and staggered drunkenly back to their trucks.
“Release the goddamn emergency brake!” I repeated, my head pounding.
“Where the hell is it?”
“Right here.” I pointed at it.
She released the emergency brake and accelerated towards the truck in front of us, crashing into it. She backed up and then shifted into drive again and steered around the other vehicles. Deftly, she navigated the BMW until she reached the main road. I reached up to my forehead and wiped away the blood trickling into my eyes. A bulbous knot grew near my hairline. When I reached back to grab a towel, I noticed the dead man on his hands and knees, tearing into his brother’s face.
“Shit! Shit! Shit! Go!”
“I’m doing the best I can.”
“You okay to drive?”
“Hell yeah, I’m good to drive,” she said, turning onto the main road. “I’m going to gun it down this road until we get back to the farm.”
“Good, because I can’t do anything right now, my head is killing me.” I pressed the towel against the growing knot.
“That was so crazy.”
“Just keep your eyes on the road, and slow the hell down!”
“I’m driving, Dad, so I get to choose how fast we go.”
“I’m very sorry about what happened back there, Dar,” I said, tears streaking down my face.
“I heard you the first time.” She stared straight ahead. “Just promise me one thing.”
“Of course.”
“Promise me that no matter what happens, you’ll never mention that incident again. Swear! No matter what happens. Ever!”
“I promise you I’ll never bring it up again.”
“Good. Then it’s history. One life ends and another begins.” She spun the wheel on purpose and swerved across the road. The speedometer hit seventy.
“Watch where you’re going.”
“Take it easy, old man,” she said. “That was some quick thinking back there, making them believe you could bring back the dead.”
“It was a long shot, but it worked.”
“But how did he come back to life? He didn’t get bitten by anything.”
“I took a chance after I saw some crows picking at his corpse.”
“Well, your crazy plan worked.”
“Please keep your eyes on the road.”
I grabbed the steering wheel to keep the car from veering into the woods. The roads on this stretch were hilly and winding, and one false turn could catapult us over the shoulder and into a clump of trees.
“I want to kill all these dead things for all the trouble they’ve caused us,” Dar said. “Damn fuckers!”
“Is that what you’re calling them now?”
“Got a better name for them?”
“No, that’s as good as any.”
“They’re fuckers who need a good ass-kicking.”
“They need more than an ass-kicking, Dar. They need a bullet to their brains.”
“I’m going to make it my mission in life to end their miserable existence.”
I turned and watched her laugh. It was a strange laugh, sad and yet filled with a demonic determination. This was a side of her I’d never before seen. The trauma of what happened in those woods had triggered something dark inside her. When I looked out the windshield, I saw a moose standing in the middle of the road and directly in our path. I shouted for her to hit the brakes, throwing my arms up over my face at the last second.


Chapter 7
DAR HIT THE BRAKES, AND THE BMW skidded across the road, fishtailing from side to side until the front end struck the moose near its hind leg. The moose flew up in the air. It crashed onto the roof and cracked the windshield, glass shattering everywhere. My head snapped back from the impact of the air bags as the car lurched to a screeching halt. The full weight of the moose now rested above our heads. Metal twisted and creaked all around us; steam hissed from the ruined engine. I glanced above the bag’s fabric and noticed that the moose’s rack hung just over my head. Another inch and I would have been killed. I staggered out of the vehicle, my head and neck throbbing in pain, and limped around to the driver’s side. Dar’s face rested flat against the bag, and she appeared unconscious. I unbuckled her seat belt and dragged her out of the car, placing her down in the middle of the road.
A car approached from the opposite side—the first vehicle I had seen since we started out. I ran over to flag it down, but it swerved around me and sped away. Shit! I went back to Dar and noticed the moose writhing on top of the car, blood pouring from a nasty wound on its head. Kicking and bleating, it tried to extricate itself from the wreckage. A large, continuous gash began at its mangled legs and continued up to its blood-soaked underbelly. It wouldn’t live long in this condition. Dar regained consciousness and managed to prop herself up on her elbows. She appeared groggy and dazed, but other than a deep gash across her forehead, she seemed fine. I lifted her to her feet.
“What just happened?” she asked.
“You hit a moose. I told you to keep your eyes on the road.”
“Damn! Now they’ll never give me my driver’s license.”
“I won’t say anything if you don’t.”
“Cool.”
I ran back to the car and retrieved the two rifles. I hooked one around my back and passed the other to her.
“We might need these in case something else decides to attack us. The car’s not going anywhere, from the looks of it. We’re going to have to hoof it back to the farm.”
“So much for German engineering.”
“When nature meets German engineering, Dar, nature usually wins. I’m guessing that Rick’s place is probably a mile or two from here.” I examined the wound on her head. “That’s a nasty little cut you got there. Will you be able to make it?”
“I’m fine. Come on, Dad, let’s get the hell out of here before something else happens.” She turned and stared at the moose still bucking up and down on the car. “We can’t leave it like this. We need to put it down.”
“Yeah, I suppose you’re right. I’ll do it.”
I took the rifle off my shoulder and walked around to the side of the car. Steam shot out of the moose’s nostrils, and he glared at me with his big black eyes. The odor of shit and gas emanating from his ripped entrails nearly made me vomit. Above us the birds circled in the sky. Birds of all types and shapes soared, weaving back and forth like some bizarre quilt pattern. I lifted the gun and prepared to shoot the wounded animal. I felt no sympathy for this moose, having just killed a human being. How hard would it be to kill a moose? The more I killed, the less troubled I felt by doing it. I felt like a soldier in the heat of battle, just trying to stay alive. The moose brayed and kicked as I aimed at its head. I pulled the trigger and shot a hole through its left eye. The echo reverberated in the air, ringing loudly in my ears.
“Come on,” I said, limping off.
Dar stared skyward and let out a frightening war cry that left me unhinged. She turned to me with a haunted look on her face. “I’ll never be the same after this is over.”
“None of us will. But we don’t have time to discuss our feelings right now.”
“Uncle Rick was right. You have to learn to be self-sufficient if you want to survive in this world. Forget about words, concepts and ideas. They mean nothing now.”
“Words and ideas put food on our table and a roof over our heads.”
“Maybe at one time they did, but what good is it doing us now?”
Another car approached from the opposite side. I tried to flag it down, but like the other one, it swerved around us and sped down the road. I turned and glanced at Dar. Blood flowed from the sides of her face. She tried to wipe it away, but the wound wouldn’t stop bleeding. We needed to stop somewhere and bandage her head, but there was nowhere on this long stretch of road where we could find help. We were on our own, and it appeared that none of the passing cars would stop to help us.
“Over there,” Dar said, pointing to a small embankment, upon which stood an old country house. It was nearly hidden behind a clump of elms and maples. Next to it sat a pickup truck in the dirt driveway. “Maybe we can stop at that house and see if the people inside will help us.”
“Might as well try.”
I put my arm around Dar’s shoulder and helped her along the yellow median strip. Above us, the branches acted like an arcade, blocking the view of the birds circling above. The caws and screeches sounded like something out of a horror movie. Thirty yards from the dilapidated house I heard a rhythmic tapping along the pavement. The noise got louder as we staggered ahead. I turned and, to my horror, saw the moose making a mad dash towards us.
I pushed Dar out of the way and aimed my rifle, but the moose clipped me before I could fire off a round. I flew through the air and landed in a clump of shrubbery near the shoulder of the road. My ribcage felt seared, and every breath felt like a dagger in my side. The moose pawed the ground and glared at me, steam hissing out of its flared nostrils. Its long legs were broken and twisted at an odd angle. How had it carried its massive weight on such mangled twigs? Blood and brain matter clung to its glistening fur. Its left eye was gone. It bared its yellow teeth and brayed. Then it lowered its massive rack and charged.
I tried in vain to pull myself up, but the pain in my ribcage was so severe that I collapsed back onto the shoulder, barely able to move. It ran straight at me, and I knew if it reached me I was a dead man. Without warning, it collapsed at my feet. The odor of death and decomposition filled my nose as the gunshot echoed in the air. When I turned around, I saw Dar holding the rifle, a whorl of smoke wafting from the end of the barrel.
“Peace out, motherfucker!”
“Damn!” I said, staring down at the dead moose, a second bullet hole in its skull.
“Get up, Dad. I’ve a feeling that there’ll be plenty more of these dead fuckers waiting for us.”
She held out her hand and helped me up. My entire body pulsed with pain, and it felt like I’d collided with a cement truck. Dar’s face looked horrific. Blood streaked down her forehead and sluiced between her eyes and across her reddened cheeks. She stared coldly at me as she hooked the rifle around her shoulder. Twenty-four hours ago, I feared she might suffer a nervous breakdown requiring medical attention. Now she seemed not only to have accepted this tragic situation, but to have risen to the challenge.
We limped toward the dilapidated house on the knoll, and as we did, I pondered this new threat to our existence. The world had long been headed down this dangerous new path. Global warming, wars, and economic crisis among other things had done us in. It didn’t leave much room for optimism. Our food and water sources had been seriously compromised by industrial toxins and man-made pollutants. Poultry and livestock supplies had for years been bolstered with drugs and were made to suffer in horrible, overcrowded conditions. Wildlife in Africa had been slaughtered to near extinction. Human genocide continued to proliferate in Africa and parts of Asia. Human rights throughout the world had not come to pass, and women were generally treated as second-class citizens. It was no wonder the planet seemed to have flipped some switch and caused the unthinkable to happen.
Dar and I climbed the broken concrete steps that led to the house. The rail had long ago been knocked off its foundation, and it leaned inward at an awkward angle. Weeds and overgrown grass overran the hilly lawn on either side of us. My entire body shivered from the cold and debilitating pain. The temperature had dropped fifteen degrees in the last hour. I prayed that the people who lived here could help us out, as I didn’t think I could travel much longer in this condition.
Dar reached the door first and rapped against the wood. I clasped a hand to my ribs and winced in pain, praying that someone might answer.
“No one’s home,” I said after a few minutes passed.
“Let’s go inside and see for ourselves.”
She pounded on the door with her fist, and it swung open. Stepping inside, we saw piles of trash heaped near a couple of tattered couches and along the wall. Paint flakes dangled from the ceiling, and the walls were covered in floral wallpaper that looked to have been put up in the forties. An old television set with rabbit ears sat on a collapsed metal stand. Spider webs dangled from every corner of the room, and mold covered portions of the walls. Dead bugs lay trapped inside spider webs, wrapped tight in silky balls of thread. As bad as it looked, I could tell that someone had recently been living inside this house. Dar walked over and switched on the TV set.
“Maybe we can get some news and see if these things are turning up elsewhere.”
“Good idea,” I said, sitting gingerly on the ragged arm of the couch.
She turned the knob until the static formed into a fuzzy picture. It wasn’t the clearest video I’d ever seen, but the sound was good, and we could at least make out what was going on. A male reporter sat at a desk and reported on the events of the day. Underneath him, the caption said that this was a special report. We sat there, stunned by what he was saying.
Most of the world economies were on the verge of collapse. The American dollar had lost much of its value in the world market, and China was now making threatening statements. The American dollars the Chinese held in reserve were now worthless. Riots had ensued throughout the world, especially in many of the big cities in Europe and the United States. The euro had ceased being a valid currency. Russia had instituted martial law, and rumor was circulating that they’d been violently repressing protests in Moscow and St. Petersburg. Fundamentalist religions, Christianity in particular, were announcing this as a sign of the end of days. Muslim uprisings were threatening Israel, and some of the more moderate Muslim countries like Turkey had seen a dramatic increase in religious Jihadism.
“Think Mom and the little asshole are okay down in Boston?” Dar asked, ripping off a shred of curtain and wrapping it around her forehead.
“The Back Bay’s a pretty safe neighborhood, so I’m praying to God that they’re okay,” I said. “And please don’t refer to Stephen like that. Your brother saved your life that day.”
“Wish he hadn’t.”
“You don’t know how bad he felt about it. We all prayed that you’d make it.”
“What’s praying going to do for anyone? God is a myth perpetrated by the weak and the helpless.”
“You’ve been listening to your uncle Rick for too long.”
“Well, it really doesn’t matter what you or I believe,” she said, shrugging. “And even supposing God exists, God helps those who help themselves, right?”
“You’re making a valid point.”
“Besides, you really think a loving god would allow people to come back to life so they could consume human flesh? Seriously doubt that, dude.”
“I don’t want to get into a theology debate with you, Dar, but suffice to say that there’s a reason why everything happens in this world.”
“Believe what you want, Dad. From here on out, I’m going to believe only in myself. Dar is god. God is Dar.” She picked up the phone and put it to her ear. “Dead, like every other goddamn thing around here. Only this line isn’t coming back to life. Where’s Verizon when you really need them?”
“Very funny.”
“They’re not mentioning anything on TV about these fuckers coming back to life. This shit must only be happening around here. But why northern Maine?”
“Don’t know.” I stood. “Do you see the keys to that truck lying around? Maybe if we can get it started, we can drive it back to the farm.”
“I don’t see them, but if they’re here, I’ll sniff them out.”
I hobbled around the room, tossing things aside, searching for the keys. Dar rifled through the drawers of a table near the front door. After a few minutes, she discovered them inside a pocketbook located in the pantry. One of the keys had the Ford logo stamped on it, the same make as the pickup out in the driveway. We set about to leave when we heard a noise coming from the back of the house. It sounded like a scream.
Dar ran out the back door before I could stop her. I limped behind, clutching my ribs in pain. I pulled open the screen door and searched for her. Behind the house sat a dilapidated barn. Dar stood near the double doors, which were slightly ajar, and waved me over. I made my way down until I stood next to her, hearing a series of moans resonating from within. Dar peeked her head inside the door as I knelt down beneath her and looked inside.
What I saw repulsed me. Three bizarre-looking creatures knelt over two adults and appeared to be pulling organs out of the bodies. The creatures appeared to be children—or were children at one time. But they were children no more. They fought amongst themselves over the heads, which had been ripped from the bodies. They clawed away at every orifice in an attempt to extricate the gray brain matter. Blood was smeared over their mouths and hands. They sucked at the eye sockets and slurped hungrily, screeching in competition for the bloody morsels. They pulled stringy tendons from the neck and chewed as if it were linguine. They pushed and shoved each other for the choicest morsels. I noticed some distinct physical differences between the children. The smallest one had what seemed like feathers covering his body, as well as a tiny set of wings attached to his back. The girl had a round nose like a snout and pointy ears that continually flicked away flies. She made grunting noises as she chomped down on the hair-covered skull bones. The oldest boy looked like an animal too, but nothing in particular that I could identify.
A gust of wind blew at our backs, and the three creatures stood on their hind legs and sniffed the air. Their hands, more like claws, were spattered with blood and brain matter. They turned and looked at us. The one that resembled the bird flew a few feet in the air before landing back down on one of the bodies. Each of them also had claws where there should have been feet. They shrieked loudly and began to charge towards the door. Pinkish, spongy jelly clung to their hands and was smeared across their faces. It resembled cranberry sauce.
Dar swung the door open and aimed the rifle at them. “Want a piece of me, you little fuckers?”
Her first shot blasted through the pig child’s head. Gray brain matter sprayed in the air behind it, and it collapsed on a bale of hay. I lifted the rifle but couldn’t locate the flyer. Where had it gone? Dar swung the barrel around and took aim at the nebulous older one.
“I want that feathered bitch,” she shouted.
I took aim despite the spasm in my ribs. “I’ll take out the older one.” I fired and put a bullet through his eye socket, and he fell back dead.
We opened the barn doors. Light filtered inside, illuminating the grisly scene. Dar aimed upwards and fired, but the feathered thing flew higher up into the dark loft, hiding from view. These creatures were mutating and becoming more adaptable to their surroundings. It was starting to make sense now. It suddenly dawned on me that Susan had taken on the DNA of the cow that had bitten her.
“Come on, Dar, let that one go. We need to get in that truck and get back to the house.”
I scurried to the front yard and towards the truck. My ribs felt afire, and the knot on my head pulsed with pain. Dar reached the truck ahead of me. Above us, the flock of birds rocketed back and forth, but they had not yet attacked for some reason. I fumbled with the keys, and as I did, I turned and saw the winged child heading our way. It skipped, flew up, and then scampered on the ground again. I pointed my rifle at it and fired, but missed. Dar took aim from the other side of the truck. She waited until the demon pounced at the last second before firing a round through its translucent skull. Its head exploded, and a fine spray of grayish brain matter misted down upon us. It caused my face to tingle as if pricked with a thousand pins. I walked around the truck and stared down at it lying on the ground, trying to make out what manner of beast this child had turned into. What had once been an angelic-looking seven-year-old boy was now a headless monster with mangled feathers and hands shaped like claws. Its body lay covered in blood and brain matter, and fatty tissues of pink cerebral cortex sat speared like kebobs in its sharp claws.
“That’s some radical shit!” Dar shouted excitedly.
“Get in the truck.”
“Blew its fucking head clear off. So cool!”
“Get in, Dar!”
We climbed inside the truck and shut the doors.
“Uh, Dad?” Dar said, pointing towards the left side of the road.
Four more creatures had appeared. Where had they come from? As soon as they saw us, they began to stumble up the hill in our direction.
“More of them. They’re everywhere.”
“Yes, I can see that.” I stuck the key in the ignition and turned. “Come on, truck. Please start.”
“They’re getting closer. Hurry up, and get this piece of shit moving, Dad.”
“I’m trying. It obviously hasn’t been started in some time.”
The four creatures staggered up and pawed around the side of the truck. One of them, I noticed, had been the redneck at the general store that had dragged Dar into the woods. I heard the rifle go off, and the passenger window shattered. The creature’s head jerked backward, leaking gray goo out onto the dirt.
“Rot in hell, you fucking rapist!” Dar shouted.
“What the hell are you doing? Now they can reach inside and get us.”
“Sorry, but I just couldn’t help myself.”
“Nice shot then.”
She pointed the rifle at each one of the creatures, blowing their heads off. I fiddled with the ignition, pumping the gas pedal like crazy. Finally the engine turned over, and the truck came to life. Dar stuck her head out the window and whooped triumphantly.
“I’ll kill all of you motherfuckers!” she shouted.
“Relax, Dar. Compose yourself.”
“Don’t you dare tell me what to do,” she snapped. “Because I’ll never relax again, you hear? We need to keep killing these things in order to stay alive.”
“Let’s just worry about making it back to the farm.”
“They’ll keep on coming, old man, one after another. Better get used to it.”
“We’ll discuss it when we get back to the house.”
“Your brother was right. Shoot them in the head, and they drop like flies.”
I pressed down on the gas pedal, and the engine stuttered, stalled, and then began to move forward. I decided to let the engine warm up a little more.
“I don’t want to flood the engine and have it die on us in the middle of nowhere.”
“Look out there. More of them are on their way,” she said, pointing at another group of flesh-eaters stumbling onto the property. “Put it in drive, and run their asses over.”
One of the dead picked up a stone and threw it at the truck. It flew through the broken window and knocked loose some jagged pieces of glass attached to the frame. The sharp crystals flew inward, and I covered my face with my arms as they sprayed back into my face. One of the creatures reached through Dar’s broken window and started to grope at her with his rotting hand. Saying a quick prayer, I punched the gas pedal. The transmission wavered for a second and then sprung to life. The truck lurched forward on the dirt driveway, crashing into the lot of them. A couple of the creatures flew into the air. Two others fell under the front end. I heard the sound of skulls cracking under the truck’s tires, snapping like twigs. It was one of the most sickening sounds I’d ever heard. Dar punched the dashboard and shouted happily. Turning onto the main road, I glanced at the dash and noticed an eight-track player with a tape protruding out of it. I pushed it inside in order to drown out the sickening noises reverberating in my head.
Black smoke poured out of the muffler. In the rearview mirror, I could see a few of the creatures stumbling through the thick haze and heading in our direction.
“What is that noise? That’s probably the worst thing I’ve ever heard in my life.”
“Tell me about it. I hope I never ever hear the sound of bodies crunching like that again.”
“No, I mean that music. What is that shit?”
“‘Fernando’ by Abba,” I said, smiling halfheartedly. “You don’t like it?”
“It’s repulsive. Please shut that off,” she said, rifling through the loose cassettes on the floor. “Here, stick this one in instead.”
I took out the Abba tape, tossed it out the window, and inserted the other tape. Upon hearing the song, I punched the steering wheel happily. Adrenaline coursed through my veins as I steered the truck down the road. Despite my love of jazz, this was one of my favorite songs of all time.
“Now this is more like it. Who’s this guy?”
“The Boss. ‘Born To Run.’”
“Who’s the boss?”
“Bruce Springsteen. Only the greatest rock-and-roller of all time.” I started to sing along.
We sang the refrain to ‘Born to Run’ as the truck sputtered down the lone country road, the two of us bonding in a way I never could have imagined. I looked down and noticed that the gas gauge indicated we were low on fuel. We passed some wobbly creatures stumbling aimlessly along the road. They howled and turned towards us as we passed. Dar stuck her head out the window and gave them the finger, cussing loudly. It was then that I realized we had a good chance of making it back safely, if we could only go a little further. We’d made it this far already and were less than a mile away from the farm.
It felt now as if Dar and I, two tramps like us, were born to run.


Chapter 8
THEN THE TRUCK BEGAN TO SPUTTER. Shit! I stepped on the gas, rocking in my seat and trying to milk a few extra rotations out of it, but realized that this was the end of the line. It slowly glided to a stop on the broken yellow median strip. Dar glanced over at me as the Boss’s voice faded to nothing. Just ahead I saw what looked to be two creatures stumbling in our direction. One of them fell to all fours and began to crawl towards us, its tongue hanging out. Thick strings of saliva hung from its mouth and dripped onto the road. The truck’s engine gasped and exploded one last time before it died. We sat there in the middle of the road, debating what to do next.
“What just happened?” Dar asked.
“We’re out of gas. Grab your rifle because we’re going to have to hoof it the rest of the way back.”
“How did we run out of gas?”
“Wasn’t like there were many gas stations along the way, in case you hadn’t noticed.”
“Okay, I’m ready to do this.”
“Stay on the yellow line so we can head back together.”
“How about we just follow the yellow brick road? Lions and tigers and fuckers, oh my!”
“Funny, Dar.”
We hopped out of the truck and began to trudge down the center of the road, rifles in hand. The creatures, approaching us from the opposite side, raised their arms and hissed. One of them was a girl in her early twenties, completely naked. The other guy looked to be the same age. I imagined them as a young couple once in love. The girl looked as if she’d been the result of a wolf mating with a human. Fine hairs sprouted from her skin, and her teeth looked long, sharp and yellow. She looked skyward and let out a howl. Dar aimed the rifle and pulled the trigger, but nothing happened.
“Damn, I’m out of ammo.” Dar grabbed the rifle by the barrel. “There’s more than one way to skin a fucker.”
I took aim, fired—and missed. Dar sauntered over to the snarling beasts and cracked the gun over the wolf girl’s head. It fell back to the pavement, howling in pain. I ran over and took aim at the male heading towards Dar, hoping there was still some ammo left in my rifle. Blood dripped from the man’s yellow teeth as he grabbed hold of Dar and tried to take a bite out of her shoulder. I pulled the trigger and spilled his brains out onto the road. The body toppled over to the side and lay convulsing. I checked the magazine and saw that it was empty.
The wolf-girl got up and charged. Dar gripped the rifle’s barrel like a baseball bat and waited for the right moment. The creature bared its fangs and hissed before lunging forward. Dar swung with all her might and cracked it against its head, and it fell to the ground screeching. It started to rise, but Dar ran over and bashed it repeatedly over the head until its skull split open and grayish-pink brain matter spilled out over the dotted yellow line.
“That’ll teach you to mess with me!” Dar screamed, trying to catch her breath.
“Come on,” I said, grabbing her hand. “We don’t have much time.”
We staggered ahead. Every breath I took caused me to gasp in agony. Another creature sauntered towards us, but we easily swerved around it and continued on our way. The human ones, I realized, were slow and plodding, like zombies, and easy to maneuver around.
“Eat me!” Dar shouted as we sprinted past, flipping it off.
“I doubt they understand what you’re saying.”
“Don’t care. The only thing these things understand is a bullet to the brain.”
As soon as we’d run a couple yards, I turned back and saw that the creature was pursuing us. I tried to ignore the sharp pain in my ribs and put it out of my mind, but found it difficult. Despite the grim future facing us, all I wanted at the moment was for Dar and I to make it back safely.
We dodged three more of them, one of which possessed bovine features just like Susan. It brayed and hawed. I had no idea what we would do if we faced one of the swifter moving canine or bird creatures. I didn’t have much strength left in my reserves, but I staggered on, determined to fight through the wall of pain.
“The farm is about one hundred yards away. All we have to do is dodge a few more of them and we’re there.”
“I’m not sure I can make it, Dar.”
“Suck it up, old man. We’re going to make it back together.”
“Please, just give me a second to rest.”
“Hell no! I’m not going to have your death hanging over me for the rest of my life.”
We reached the long driveway leading to the farmstead. As soon as we took the corner, we saw the gravel-filled path. The sky opened up, and the silhouetted hills appeared off in the background. Birds and pestilence permeated the sky and blocked whatever sunlight tried to filter down. I began to shout out Rick’s name as we stumbled towards the door. Behind us, a few dead stragglers staggered after us in pursuit. Dar pounded on the door. One of the creatures got too close, so Dar ran over and dropkicked it to the ground. Just then, Rick swung the door open and shouted for us to get inside. Rather than follow his directions, Dar ran to the center of the driveway and egged the creatures on. They turned and started to encircle her.
“Come on you freaks. Come and get me!”
“Get in here, Dar. Don’t be stupid.”
Rick ran out and dragged her back inside as I stumbled into the dining room and collapsed into one of the chairs. Sweat and blood poured down my face. I looked over and saw Rick carrying Dar in by the waist. She couldn’t have weighed more than a hundred pounds soaking wet, but she kicked and punched at the air like a crazed lunatic. I’d never seen her so worked up. This ungodly situation we were in, ironically enough, seemed to have brought my troubled daughter back to life.
“That was so awesome!” Dar said once she’d settled down.
“Sit down and shut up!” Rick shouted. “Don’t you ever put us in jeopardy like that again.”
“You have no idea what we just went through,” Dar snapped once he placed her down. “And don’t you ever to tell me to shut up again.”
“Okay, kiddo, take it easy now. We’re all worked up here.”
Rick stared at her for a second, surprised, before sitting down next to me. “What did you see out there?” he asked.
“It’s bad, Rick. Real bad. On TV the reporter said that a global economic collapse was imminent. The world’s coming apart at the seams.”
“I knew it would, and it was only a matter of time. This economic collapse is just the beginning. It will lead to political instability and mass suffering. It’s why I’ve stored two years’ worth of food and supplies.”
“Good for you, Rick. You want a goddamn medal?” I said.
“Then again, I never expected this to happen, people coming back from the dead.” He stared at me with a harrowed expression. “Has this phenomenon been reported elsewhere?”
“Apparently not,” Dar said. “Seems not to be an issue outside this suck-ass little town.”
“Hmmm.” He gnawed on the nail of his thumb. “But why here in northern Maine?”
“Who knows why?” I said. “How is Gunner’s wife and kid?”
Rick shook his head ominously.
“Are they dead?”
“It’s only a matter of time. The two of them are exhibiting the same symptoms as Susan before she passed away. High fever and shallow breathing. We need to have a talk with Gunner about what needs to be done if and when.”
“He’s going to flip out when you tell him.”
“I know he will. Might as well hold off on that for the time being. I don’t want to see that guy lose his marbles. He’s a little unhinged to begin with.”
“Look, if you’d just seen what we’ve been through, Uncle Rick, you’d understand why someone could become unhinged,” Dar said. “This goddamn town is filled with these dead motherfuckers.”
“What a mouth on you. Those creatures out there teach you some new cuss words?”
“No one tells me how to speak or what to do anymore. So go screw yourself, Rick.”
Rick whistled and looked over at me as if to ask what had come over his niece.
“It’s crazy out there,” I said. “We barely made it back to your house alive.”
“What happened?”
I explained to him what we’d been through, keeping out the part about Dar’s assault.
“I give you two major credit. You city slickers are a lot tougher than I thought.”
“Whatever,” Dar said, rolling her eyes.
“Fighting for survival is not for the meek,” Rick said, standing to face us. He put his hand on Dar’s shoulder. “Most of these things, I’ll wager, are slow and pretty dim-witted, but as their numbers grow, they’ll continue to be a major threat to us.”
“Ya think?” Dar said.
“As we kill them, we’re going to need to torch their corpses. Who knows what diseases they carry. The harder ones to kill will be these animal hybrids. Some, like the bird and canine hybrids, will have quicker reflexes than others.”
“The human ones are slow and easy to waste.”
“Unfortunately, I had to kill one of my neighbors while you two were gone. He obviously succumbed to this contagion. I used to warn everybody around here that one day the shit would hit the fan, and that they better be ready when it happened. Advised them to store some food, water and ammo so that they wouldn’t have to leave their houses, but they obviously didn’t listen.”
“Who in their right mind would have expected this house of horrors?” I said.
“Why don’t you give your brother some credit for once,” Dar said, turning to me. “If it wasn’t for him, we’d have ended up as lunch meat.”
I stared at my brother, refusing to admit that he’d been right, even though I knew he was.
“Just like you, Dad.” She turned and looked at Rick. “It’s the same shit at home. He can never admit when he’s wrong.”
“Okay, so I was wrong about the dead coming back to life. Go ahead and sue me, then.”
“It’s not about being right or wrong,” Rick said. “This situation has nothing to do with bragging rights. It’s about survival now.”
“How could this have happened, Rick? You’re the scientist here. Got any answers? Why are the dead coming back to life?”
“I wish I could tell you.”
“So what are we going to tell Gunner?” Dar asked.
“Sooner or later we’re going to have to talk with him, and explain the need to put down his wife and child.”
“God have mercy on whoever has to deliver that message. I’m sure that discussion will go well.”
“These are the facts whether we like it or not,” Dar said. “We have to be realistic about the situation we’re facing.”
“Should we tell Dar about Susan’s experience, Thom?” Rick said, staring at me. “She’s in this as deep as you and I, and she’ll find out eventually.”
“Tell me what? You guys holding out on me?”
I glanced over at Rick, who looked away.
“Okay, Dar, after your aunt died, she began exhibiting this strange behavior before she turned into one of those creatures.
“Tell me something I don’t already know. I’m well aware that these fuckers like to eat human flesh. I also know that they take the shape of the animal that’s bitten them.”
“Partial shape based on the transfer of genetic material. But that’s beside the point,” Rick said. “After Susan died and then rose from the dead, she said some odd things.”
“What kind of things?”
“Spiritual stuff, I guess is how you’d put it. She didn’t turn into one of these things right away. In fact, she appeared almost like an angel. She specifically said how much she loved us all, and you in particular. She also claimed that she had an afterlife experience and said she nearly entered into the pearly gates until she was pulled back into this world.”
“Heaven?”
“Heaven. Bliss. Nirvana. Whatever state of being you want to call it. Personally, I think she was delusional, her dying brain playing tricks on her as the cells began to regenerate. It’s a common experience among those on their deathbed. But she was absolutely radiant in this new state of consciousness. It happened just before she turned into one of them. My guess is that it was an aberration caused by the virus.”
“Do you believe what Susan said?” I asked Rick. “The stuff about the afterlife?”
“I’m a scientist, and I don’t believe in God. God and heaven are merely myths propagated to keep the masses under control.”
“That’s exactly what Dar said.”
“What do you think she meant?” Dar asked me.
“I think what Susan claimed to have happened was real,” I said. “I believe Susan witnessed something tangible and real after she died.”
“You’re sadly mistaken in that belief, Thom.”
“What if I told you it happened not just with Susan, but with someone else?”
“And who would that be?”
I explained how the man I’d shot in the parking lot had come back to life, and how he had forgiven his older brother for sleeping with his girlfriend. I told him how he had taken a bite out of his brother’s throat and face after he changed.
“Once is an aberration. Twice and it can’t be a coincidence,” I said.
“I hate to put a damper on your theory, but I beg to differ with your interpretation.”
“Something evil is pulling these people back to earth,” Dar said. “They’re led to the gates of something awesome, and then it’s snatched away from them at the last second.”
“I’m afraid you’ll not like the truth when I tell you.”
“And you know what the truth is?”
“I understand the scientific truth about the workings of the human brain. The behaviors of these creatures have been adapted to insure their survival, similar to the predator in the wild who is able to blend into the environment in order to capture prey.”
“Have you lost your mind?” Dar said.
“These creatures are lethargic. They’re not yet equipped with the proper tools to catch prey on their own. They’re slow and plodding, and not very intelligent. That’s why they’re able to incorporate the DNA of other species. This post-death behavior is a way to hypnotize the living long enough to ensnare them.”
“That theory is so crazy that it actually makes sense,” Dar said. “But why are they so desperate to eat us?”
“It could have something to do with the evolutionary process.”
“How do you figure?” I asked.
“If these things have been created to consume the brains of living human beings, it means that they’ve been programmed to rid the world of humankind. It’s a Malthusian circuit breaker.”
“Malwhosian what? Speak English, Rick, before my head explodes,” Dar said.
“Okay, take the Ebola outbreaks in Africa. The virus kills its host, which means it has to quickly find another host in order to survive and then reproduce. But implicit in its grand design is the fact that it will eventually burn out, either by running out of hosts, or allowing the surviving hosts to build up a natural immunity to the virus, thus rendering it harmless. It’s the same with the dead. Built into their code is a directive; they must consume live brains in order to thrive. The function of this code must be to prevent the newly deceased from ever becoming a flesh-eater in the first place.”
“They don’t seem to be interested in each other, so without us humans to feast on, they’re destined to wander the earth endlessly.”
“Theoretically, but it’s only a hunch.”
“Look,” Dar said, “I don’t give a shit anymore about how and why these things came about. They’re out there, and we’re in here, so let’s deal with them with extreme bias. All I want to do is kill as many of these nasty motherfuckers as possible.”
“Dar Swiftley, the first warrior in the fight for human survival,” Rick said, laughing. “You’ll go down in the annals of human history, kiddo.”
“And you’ll go down in the anal of history as one of the biggest assholes on earth,” she shot back.
“Look, all I want to do is get home to my wife and son,” I said.
“This is the safest place to be right now, Thom. You go back down to Boston and it will be a nuthouse, I guarantee. Because if what you reported is true, I bet most major cities are in dire straits right now. There’ll be food riots, race wars, and money will cease to exist as we know it. And if there is an outbreak of the dead, you and everyone else will be overwhelmed. Think traveling in Roxbury is bad now? You wait. Those homeboys will eat you alive.”
“The TV reporter didn’t say anything about the dead rising up anywhere else.”
“Uncle Rick’s right,” Dar said. “Boston will be a madhouse.”
“It’s only a matter of time before this situation spreads. Look, Thom, I don’t know why it started here, but I know for a fact that there’s no safer place to ride this thing out than right here. The house is battened down safer than Fort Knox, and I have enough food, water and ammo to last us for some time.”
“What about my wife and son? They could be in real danger down there. Probably worried sick about us too.”
“I don’t know what to tell you,” Rick said. He got up and stared out the window at the bird-blackened sky. “We should know more by tomorrow morning. Maybe everything will settle down and the military will come up here to help us out. But tonight we need to get some rest. Tomorrow promises to be a busy day.”
“I’ll probably never sleep again after what I’ve been through,” I said.
“Forget that noise because I’m going to sleep like a baby tonight,” Dar said. “And come tomorrow, I’ll be ready to rock-and-roll.”
“Good for you, kiddo,” Rick said. He looked at me with a seriousness that concerned me. “This is war, Thom, and you have to view it as such. Even soldiers need their rest.”
“We’re in a war against the dead,” Dar said. “And somehow I feel I’ve been reborn in life with a clear mission to kill. I feel more alive than I’ve ever felt before.”


Chapter 9
I TRIED TO SLEEP BUT COULDN’T. I tossed and turned and wept like a baby, feeling extreme guilt about the sexual assault that Dar had endured back in that parking lot. The sound of her crying out in pain from that brutal assault echoed in my ears and wouldn’t stop. I blamed myself. I blamed those angry men hell-bent on killing and willful destruction. I blamed the horrific situation we found ourselves in. But mostly I blamed myself, rehashing that terrible scene over and over in my addled mind. What could I have done differently? Had I done all I could to keep Dar safe?
My sleep was also hampered by fear of the unknown. Terrible dreams visited me throughout the night. My brain raced wildly, and the pain in my ribs and shoulder left me writhing in agony. Dar slept soundly in the other bedroom, her loud snoring evidence of this fact. Rick remained downstairs, keeping an eye on everything. We’d decided it would be smart to take turns keeping watch just in case those things decided to attack.
After two hours I’d had enough. I got up and peered through the window, but could see nothing outside in the dark. I tiptoed downstairs to the kitchen, grabbed a glass of milk, and then made my way into the moonlit dining room. I peeked first into the living room and saw Gunner and his family sleeping soundly on the couch and along the floor. Rick had given Delia and her daughter a boatload of painkillers earlier in the evening, which had knocked them out cold.
I went back into the dining room and sat at the large oak table. The tranquility of the early morning felt peaceful after the chaos of the previous day. But where was my brother? I half expected him to be here, keeping an eye on things, pacing back and forth. The sound of a door opening somewhere inside the house startled me. I reached for the rifle sitting on the table, looked over, and saw a faint glow coming from the living room. A shadowy figure began to emerge. I aimed the rifle in the general direction, my heart galloping in my chest, and watched as Rick came out from the shadows and into the dining room.
“Jesus, Rick, you scared the hell out of me.”
“Put that thing down before you kill somebody,” Rick whispered.
“I didn’t know it was you. I thought it was one of those things.”
“The first thing I did when I moved into this house was completely retro-fit it and make it more secure. It would take a whole army of the dead a lot of time and effort to break inside this place. What are you doing up so early?”
“I couldn’t sleep. Had some bad nightmares so I figured I’d come down here and keep you company.”
“What about Dar?”
“She’s been out cold since her head hit the pillow. She’s proven to be a lot more resilient than I thought.”
“That girl of yours is a real tiger. Didn’t think she had it in her, especially after she tried to off herself. I think I like this version far better than the moodier, depressed one.”
“I’ve never seen her this animated. Maybe she’s still in a state of shock or suffering from post-traumatic stress.”
“No, you’re over-analyzing the girl. She’s a natural-born fighter, Thom, you just didn’t realize it because of all the finishing schools, recitals and ballet lessons you forced her to attend. Every society needs warriors.”
“I might as well tell you this now, Rick, not that it makes any difference, but that suicide attempt wasn’t an isolated event. She’s been seeing a therapist for depression and bi-polar disorder. We also learned that she’s been cutting herself.”
“Christ, I didn’t know it was that serious. I suspected something was out of whack, but never realized it was that bad,” Rick said, sitting down next to me.
“It’s been pretty rough on us the last few years. There were times we weren’t even sure she was going to make it. Days went by where she wouldn’t even get out of bed or talk to anyone. That’s why I thought it would be a good idea to come up here and let her hang out with you and Susan for a couple of days.”
“Yeah, she and Susan were good buddies. Things would have been a lot better under normal circumstances.” He looked away. “I miss Susan terribly.”
“We all do, Rick, especially Dar.”
“Dar will survive this thing and become stronger for it. Her problem is that her brain functions on a different level than everyone else.” He tapped his temple. “That’s why all these quacks prescribe drugs for every ailment. This culture we live in leaves no outlet for the primitive aspects of our natures. Everyone is expected to go to college and get a degree, and major in art history, modern literature or women’s studies.”
“That’s the crazy thing about this whole situation. As bad as it’s been, I’ve never seen her so alive and passionate about something as she is right now. Isn’t that the damnedest thing? Took bringing back the dead to bring my troubled girl back to life.”
“Greatness often rises to the occasion,” he said, standing. “Okay, brother, it’s time I show you what I’ve got downstairs. Might as well do it now while everyone is asleep. Follow me and be very quiet.”
I followed Rick into the living room and through the door he’d emerged from. We took a steep set of stairs down to the basement. I held onto the rail for support, hobbling down one step at a time. The exposed foundation was composed of various-sized rocks held together with mortar. Once downstairs, we walked through a dusty old room until Rick led me to another door. He opened it, and what I saw inside surprised me. It was new, sanitized and scrubbed. He’d outfitted it with state-of-the-art computers and sleek microscopes, and had turned it into some kind of a high-tech lab. Bright lights lit up the room, and it looked sterile and pristine. On the benches sat sophisticated measuring equipment. Technical books on DNA, chemistry, and microbiology filled the shelves. I had no idea what all this was for, but considering that Rick had once been one of the top genetic scientists in the world, I figured the lab had something to do with his field of expertise.
“What do you think?” he said, looking around proudly.
“Nice, if you’re creating Frankenstein’s bride.”
“Just because I quit academia doesn’t mean that I quit doing research and studying biology and genetics. I just hated being stuck in that ivory tower. It was incredibly stifling to my intellectual development. Did you know that Albert Einstein did his finest work while working at a patent office?”
“So what’s your point, Rick?”
He opened a small box on the floor that looked like a mini-refrigerator. A whorl of smoke gushed out of it. He reached inside and pulled out a package and held it up to me.
“I’ve taken samples from every one of these dead creatures. I’m going to analyze their DNA to see if I can find any clues to this puzzling situation. That computer over there is worth over twenty thousand dollars. It can sequence millions of DNA strands, as fast as any machine in the world. If I can manage to isolate the strand of DNA responsible for this event, then I might also be able to find a way to shut it down.”
“But why would you think it’s a strand of DNA? It could be a virus, a bacterial agent or any number of other causes.”
“It’s just a hunch I have. That’s why I’ve been examining these tissue samples for a clue. I’ve started entering the data into the machine. Hopefully, it will produce some results in the near future.”
“Was that your master plan? To conduct genetic research once you moved up here?”
“You could say that. I’ve discovered an amazing number of things since I built this lab, Thom, things that will someday revolutionize the food chain and eliminate the need for pesticides, manure, and polluted runoff into our streams and oceans.” He sat back in the chair and stared at me. “I’ve managed to genetically alter certain strains of my own crops and make them hardier, stronger, better able to withstand the vicissitudes of Maine’s climate.”
“Jesus, Rick. Don’t you think that’s a dangerous thing to do? To mess with the food chain like that?”
“DNA sequencing is the greatest discovery in the history of science and has been going on for years, brother. The promise it holds for mankind is remarkable. It will revolutionize everything from fighting lethal diseases like cancer and heart disease to making citizens better able to resist killer viruses and bacteria. The enormity of this discovery will extend to making our animals and food better equipped for survival. The end result of all this research will be to help end world hunger, and consequently wars, famine and human misery.”
A scream suddenly erupted on the first floor. We bolted up the stairs and emerged into the darkened living room. I saw Gunner leaning over the couch and attending to Emily, who was writhing in agony, her face dripping with sweat. I flipped the switch, and the room lit up. Gunner’s wife, on the opposite couch, stared lethargically over at her afflicted daughter. On the floor below her slept the baby, Amber, stretched out on a blanket, with her arms raised above her head. Rick took a thermometer out of the desk drawer and checked Emily’s temperature.
“It’s too high, Gunner. Go get some Tylenol, and bring it over. Thom, go fill the bath with ice water.”
I ran to the bathroom, started the water, and shuffled back and forth with a steel bowl filled with ice. When I returned to the living room, I saw Rick force-feeding the girl cups of pink, syrupy Tylenol. Sweat poured down the girl’s face, and her eyes seemed to roll back in her bruised sockets. Delia appeared so sapped of energy that she couldn’t even get off the couch. Rick removed a hypodermic needle from his case and shot the girl full of anti-viral medication.
“Put her in the tub, Gunner, and hurry. Take all of her clothes off and keep wiping her down with a wet cloth.”
“Yes, sir.”
Gunner nodded, picked up Emily, and ran with her into the bathroom. Rick followed behind him. The two men had barely left the room when Gunner’s wife started to go into a convulsive fit. At first I assumed she was sobbing, but upon closer examination, I noticed that she had entered into a state of shock. Her entire body shook with tremors. Sweat coursed down her forehead, and her face was now as red as a tomato. I could almost feel the waves of heat radiating off her body. I shouted out for Rick, and he rushed back into the living room.
“What now?”
“It’s Delia. She’s started convulsing.”
“Christ, this is just great. Get some more ice and apply it to her forehead, then go upstairs and fill the bathtub with cold water. Let’s hope these are the only two victims because I only have two bathrooms.”
“Right.”
I ran upstairs, turned on the cold water, and then hustled back down to fill it with ice cubes. I filled the bowl with the remaining ice, ran back upstairs, and dumped it into the cold water. Pain hammered my body. With each breath, it felt as if someone was stabbing me in the lungs with a screwdriver. When I felt I could move again, I limped gingerly down the stairs and into the living room. Rick lifted the syringe needle skyward, squirted some of the medication out of the tip, and then plunged it into Delia’s exposed abdomen.
“She’s in much worse shape than I thought,” Rick said.
“What’s the matter?”
“It came on fast. I think all her organs are shutting down because of the high fever.”
He reached under Delia’s body, lifted her up, and carried her up the stairs and into the bathroom. He placed her in the tub, clothes and all. Removing a blue towel from the cabinet, he dampened it and started wiping it across her body. It was happening all over again.
“Look, it’s working,” I said. “The tremors stopped, and her breathing is slowing down.”
“She’s dying, Thom.” He felt her pulse. “Her breathing is becoming shallower, and her heart is weakening.”
Rick ripped open her shirt. He clasped his hands together over the top of her bra and began CPR. He did this for the next ten minutes before he finally stopped and pulled his raw hands out of the icy water. He turned in exhaustion and stared at me, shaking his head.
“It’s no use.”
“She’s dead?”
“What do you think?”
“There’s not much time, Rick. She’s going to change into one of those things very shortly.”
“Damn! What are we going to tell Gunner?”
He reached down into the icy bathwater and lifted her body out. Water dripped over the floor and onto his shoes. I followed behind him as he carried her down the stairs. At the bottom, he made a beeline towards the basement.
“Where you taking her?”
“Down into my lab, where her husband and kids won’t see her change into one of those nasty things. Better to let them remember her the way she was rather than what she’ll turn into.”
“Good idea. But what should I tell Gunner?”
“He’ll be too busy dealing with his daughter, assuming the poor girl survives her fever.”
I rushed over to the first floor bathroom and saw Gunner wiping down his daughter with the cold cloth and splashing water over her face. Emily looked weak and exhausted, but she appeared to be conscious and holding on.
“Seems to be working, Gunner. Good job. It looks like the medicine and the cold water are doing the trick. Keep at it.”
“Thank God,” Gunner said. “Can you get me some more ice?”
“There’s none left. I need to set the machine up and make some more.”
“There has to be more. That goddamn tray was half-filled the last time I looked inside.”
I wondered whether I should tell him or not. I remained silent for a second while he continued to splash cold water along Emily’s body and wipe her down with the towel.
“Where’d the damned ice go? My goddamn daughter is sick here!”
“Take it easy, Gunner. Your wife fell ill while you were taking care of Emily. I had to use some of the ice in order to help get her temperature down.”
He looked up at me. “How’s she doing?”
I shook my head.
“Shit!” he punched his hand in the water, causing it to splash up in his face. “Goddamnit!”
“You okay, Daddy?” Emily whimpered.
“Yeah, baby, Daddy’s fine.”
“We did the best we could, Gunner,” I whispered.
“I know, man, I know.” He covered his reddened eyes and sobbed. “I ain’t mad at you guys. It’s this shit we’re dealing with. This crazy situation.”
“Take care of Emily, Gunner. We’ll talk about it later.”
Tears streamed from his eyes.
I turned to leave but stopped when I heard him call out my name.
“Do me a favor, Thom. Don’t let her become one of them things. Take her out back and do her right, with dignity and shit. Set the torch to her. I couldn’t bear to see her end up like Swiftley’s wife.”
“Sure, Gunner.” I patted his shoulder, assuring him that we would respectfully dispose of his wife’s body.
I walked back into the dining room and contemplated my next move. I looked up and saw Dar coming down the stairs, the strip of cloth still wrapped around her forehead. She’d cut chunks out of her hair so that it stuck up at all angles, exposing patches of her scalp. Her black T-shirt came halfway up her stomach and exposed her navel, and she’d scrawled various symbols on her abdomen with red and black markers. Tucked inside her waistband was a gun. She’d darkened her eyes with black mascara and now looked like some impoverished urchin out of a Dickens novel.
“Is that gun loaded?”
“Locked too. No sense taking a chance with all these fuckers stumbling around.”
“Nice hairdo, Dar. Not exactly the style you used to get at that fancy Newbury salon.”
“Can’t believe you paid that drag queen two bills to cut it,” she said, stopping near the bottom.
“Why don’t you go back upstairs and change into something less revealing.”
“Why don’t you for once stop telling me how to live my life? I’m nearly eighteen years old and can do as I want.”
“Fine. Can you at least watch Amber for a few minutes while I go downstairs?”
“Where’s Gunner and the rest of his hillbilly clan?”
“Delia passed away from the fever,” I whispered. “And Emily is sick too. Gunner’s got her in the bathtub and is trying to get her temperature down.”
“Delia turn into one of those things yet?”
“Rick took her body downstairs into the basement. He’s going to take care of the matter before it reaches that stage.”
“Okay, I’ll keep an eye on the little rug rat.”
Dar looked possessed, but I had other things to worry about now. I went downstairs and knocked on Rick’s lab door, and after a few moments he let me in. What I saw inside his lab shocked me. He’d placed a cot inside the lab and had strapped Delia’s body to it. Delia lay on her back, deathly still, her hands resting down by her sides. The color in her face had begun to drain, and she looked as white as a sheet of paper.
Upon noticing my uneasiness, he said, “Look, Thom, she’s dying and not coming back. It’s an amazing opportunity.”
“Opportunity for what?”
“Advancement, study.”
“But I thought you said she was already dead?”
“I lied. She’s still breathing—barely, but it’s only a matter of time before she passes away.”
“What the hell do you think you’re doing? This is completely unethical.”
“There is no saving her, do you understand me? Her brain has shut down, and her body temperature is up to 106 degrees. Look, Thom, I know you’re upset, but by studying her I might be able to get a better understanding of the biological underpinnings of this phenomenon. This way, I’ll be able to track the physiological changes in her body and learn what’s causing this thing, maybe even discover how to reverse the process.”
“What you’re doing is wrong and inhumane. It defies every ethical and moral fiber in my being.”
“That’s why you’re a novelist and I’m a scientist. You have any qualms, then go write a goddamn novel about it.”
I tried to get my head around the idea of him studying one of these dead things.
“I just promised Gunner that we would dispose of her body with dignity and respect. He made me swear that we would not let her turn into one of those creatures.”
“I’m sorry, Thom, but you misspoke. She’s gone and has more value to society dead than alive,” he said. “I have a responsibility to help other potential victims and protect the rest of us from this contagion. If I can learn something from her and save other lives in the process, don’t you think that’s the responsible thing to do?”
“I suppose,” I said, confused. “But a voice inside me is screaming that there are certain lines you should never cross, and this is one of them.”
“You shouldn’t listen to that voice, Thom, unless you’re sitting at your desk and narrating one of your highbrow novels. This is real life, pal, not fiction.”
“Okay, Rick, I get your point. Your work is way more important than mine. It always has been, right?”
“Look, I understand your objections, and they are completely valid, just not relevant in this case. I only ask that you don’t tell Gunner what I’m doing, and that way he’ll never even know the difference.”
“You mean you’re going to let her turn into one of those things right here in this room?”
“That’s the plan. She’s all tied up with nowhere to go. These things are weak and appear to have the brains of a two-year-old. This way I can take as many tissue samples as I want, and I can monitor her vitals and brain activity the entire time.”
“How long before she succumbs to the illness?”
“Within the hour, I’m guessing. Hell, I’m as knowledgeable about this outbreak as you are. But with all her organs shutting down, it shouldn’t take long.”
I walked over to the dying woman and stared at her. It amazed me how much everything had changed in the short time since Dar and I had taken our leisurely drive up to my brother’s farm. We were now embroiled in an epidemic of global proportions. The world economies were failing at a crucial time in the planet’s history. Worse, my daughter had morphed into a deranged, crazed person I didn’t even know. My mind reeled, and suddenly I became dizzy. The only silver lining, if it could be called that, was that Dar had emerged from this crisis stronger than expected. Of anyone here, I thought she’d be the first to suffer an emotional breakdown. Instead, she seemed to have gone completely in the opposite direction.
I stared numbly at the corpse, praying to God for the redemption of her soul. I felt exhausted, sore and thirsty. We sat for maybe fifteen minutes before Delia gasped and inhaled deeply. Her eyes opened, and her hands tightened into fists before relaxing again. She took one last deep breath, looked helplessly at us, and that was it. Rick felt for a pulse. He glanced at me and shook his head. Delia had passed to the next realm.
I stared down at her. The last thing I wanted to do was watch another one of these monsters being born. After about five minutes passed, I saw her fingers start to wriggle and the tendons in her neck begin to twitch like guitar strings. I knelt down by her side and stared at her expression. It radiated such warmth and beauty in repose that it completely floored me. Suddenly her eyelids shot open, and she stared up at the ceiling, smiling. It was like staring down at an angel.
“Delia, is that you?” I whispered.
“Why can’t I move?” she whispered.
“It’s for your own safety,” I told her. “Rick, come over here.”
Rick opened his sleepy eyes and ran over to me. The first thing he did was yank me back by the collar.
“Not too close now. You don’t want to get infected.”
“Look at her. She’s beautiful. Look at that smile, it’s the smile of an angel.”
She stared up at us and beamed radiantly, looking nothing like the worried mother who had come here for help.
“Please release me. I want to give each of you a warm embrace.”
“I’m sorry, Delia,” Rick said, “but we just can’t do that right now.”
“I’m not Delia anymore. I’ve transcended the physical state and entered into the spiritual realm.”
“The spiritual realm? Who are you, and why are you back from the dead?”
“Tell Gunner, Emily and Amber that I love them and always have. Tell them that there’s more to all this than what we’ve come to know and experience and love. I am fully embraced by everything now, one with it all, and I look forward to sharing it in the near future.” She glanced at us. “You’ve been so kind to my family. How can I ever thank you?”
“What’s it like on the other side?” I asked.
“It’s beautiful. A force magnified beyond human perception. We were brought back to send a message and to inform everyone that the world you inhabit is heading down the wrong path.”
“So life exists after death?” I asked.
“Of course, silly. Release me, and I will tell you more.”
“We just can’t do that,” Rick repeated.
“Tell me more,” I urged.
“Hold me. Be one with me.”
“Don’t do it, Thom. Look the other way. It’s a trick.”
“Immense beauty, which shall be all yours.”
“Shut up, Rick. It’s no trick. This woman has experienced a deep spiritual transcendence.”
“Bullshit! She’s a decomposing Venus flytrap.”
She smiled at me, her pink lips soft and translucent. I leaned in to kiss her, and as I did I noticed a perceptible thickening of her features beginning to occur. Rick grabbed me by the collar and yanked me back again. Her lips, ears and nose began to distend. Her nostrils widened, and she began to softly whimper. The skin over my face felt the angry heat of her changing. A terrible stink began to permeate the room. Her breasts shriveled up, and her skin turned coarse like sandpaper. Thin hairs spouted on her exposed areas of skin. Her stomach swelled as if pregnant, and she began to resist the restraints holding her body to the cot. Her mouth opened and rectangular yellow teeth gnashed the air.
“Holy Christ!” I said, falling back on my ass.
“She’s changing. The brain is in its transitional phase, reenergizing and reforming.”
“She looks like Susan did when she changed.”
“That’s because she inherited half of Susan’s mutated DNA, including the cow that bit her.”
I watched in horror as her face went from radiant to something evil and demonic. Once the changes were complete, she began to struggle fiercely against the straps securing her to the cot. The grunting noises she made sounded horrible. Pinkish spittle sprayed into the air. Her thick fingers, the nails black and blunted, tapped against her thigh, clawing, scraping and prying. And yet despite the malevolent beast she had turned into, I felt optimistic that what she’d experienced was real. She had gone over to the other side and confirmed what mankind had always wondered about; that there is life after death. Maybe this transformation was the price one had to pay to witness such truths.
“What are you smiling about?” Rick said, staring down at me.
“You heard her. She’s seen the afterlife. It’s not too late for the rest of us to change.”
“Are you fucking delusional?” he said, shaking me by the arms. “Get a grip on yourself, Thom. This is an evolutionary trick. I can’t believe you don’t see it. Their behavior is designed to ensnare victims and ensure that the contagion lives on in another host. It’s like the Venus flytrap, only it traps humans instead of flies. There is no afterlife, Thom. Get it through that thick head of yours.”
“You’re wrong, Rick. I believe what she said is true.”
“That’s because you don’t want to believe the truth. You’re blinded by this mythology called heaven and hell. There is only evolution and nothing else.”
“No, she was telling us something different, despite what happened to her. She said it freely and without dogma.”
He laughed and stared over at the raging beast in the cot, struggling to free itself.
“If only you could have seen your face when that land shark was talking to you. She had you completely mesmerized. Christ, you would have reached into that skull of yours and spoon fed her your own brains if she asked, assuming you had any left.”
“You’re such an asshole,” I shouted, pushing him away. “That’s always been the problem with you, Rick. Your whole life has been consumed with rationality, utility, scientific reasoning. Sure, science is great and a wonderful tool, but it’s not the only truth. You’re too close-minded to see anything beyond the narrow realm of your own area of expertise. Look around you, Rick. Something created all of this: the trees, the oceans, the hills and all the living things that occupy this world. Your evolutionary theory is as scientifically valid as my belief in God, regardless of your arrogant bullying.”
“Evolution is the natural progression of things, Thom. It’s stamped in every living creature’s genetic code. All that surrounds us is a result of eons upon eons of ongoing natural selection. Forget about any benevolent deity looking down on us with sympathy, love or understanding. A belief in God defies logic. Besides, any deity who would turn us into flesh-eating monsters after we die is not a deity I want any part of.”
“But you’re mistaken if you think you have a choice, because the two are not mutually exclusive,” I said. “And whether you want any part of God or not is beside the point. You don’t have a choice if God exists. God doesn’t need your approval to be.”
“Faith is a fairytale for the weak-minded. What we’re seeing here, from all my years of research, is an epic speeding up of the evolutionary process. It’s happened before in the history of evolution. The question is, what does this rapid development mean for the human species?”
“Evolution trends toward progress, and this isn’t what I call progress.”
“How do you know evolution trends toward progress? Do you even know what progress is? It’s like flying a plane in a raging storm without the benefit of instruments. You don’t know whether you’re flying up or down. Progress is relative. Viral epidemics throughout history have made us a stronger and infinitely more adaptable species. Yet would you deem the bubonic plague a positive development?”
“No, of course not,” I said, confused by his analogy.
“Of course you wouldn’t. But in many ways, the bubonic plague was a positive event. It helped us to adapt and allowed the modern human brain to become more advanced and sophisticated. For all it’s worth, brother, progress is a misconception and total human construct, developed by religions and governments in order to maintain the status quo. There is no built-in morality in the evolutionary process. It is what it is.”
“I’d refuse to believe that theory even if it was true!” I paced back and forth. “Let’s just stop talking about this and deal with the situation at hand.”
“Good idea. Abstract thinking won’t help us deal with this shit now.”
The severity of his harsh, analytical words rang in my ears. I glanced down one last time at the horrible creature trying to free itself from the straps. It thrashed and trembled, snapping its jaws in the air and clawing its hands. I stormed out of the lab and bolted upstairs, the pain in my ribs rendering me useless. I didn’t want to believe Rick. I could not. Many of the themes in my novels dealt with characters undergoing spiritual transformations through difficult situations, although nothing close to this. I did not entirely believe that his evolutionary theory negated the existence of a greater being. Delia’s words gave me reassurance that something greater was at work here. Something within her was trying to convey to us that our species needed to change or else doom future generations to misery and torment.
The sun began to rise above the horizon. I ran over to the window to see if anything had changed, but it was still too dark to see what had taken place during the night or if any of those creatures had ventured near. I made a pot of coffee and took out some bagels and cream cheese. Despite the lack of sleep, I felt alert and awake. I went into the living room and checked in on Dar, who was asleep in the rocking chair. Amber lay on the floor, still sound asleep. Gunner sat at the foot of the couch, tending to Emily, who looked weak but much better. Maybe she would survive after all. I went over to him and put my hand on his shoulder.
“How’s she doing?”
“Little better now. Her temperature is down to about 102, and she’s taking in fluids, thank God. I think she might actually make it.” He turned and looked up at me. “Did you take care of everything?”
I avoided his question and patted his shoulder, optimistic that this contagion could be handled with medicine and proper care.
“Great news about Emily, Gunner. Let me know if you need a break.”
“Thanks, but I’m good for now.”
I couldn’t look at him with a straight face, knowing full well that his wife was downstairs, transformed into a hideous monster. She was now one of them, having crossed over to the other side and returned as one of these soulless creatures. And the more I thought about it, the more I realized that Rick had a valid reason to keep her alive, as repulsive as I found his methods. If he could somehow learn about her condition, then maybe he could help prevent others from succumbing to this sickness. Maybe he could help develop a vaccine that would prevent the dead from rising up and cannibalizing the living.
I walked into the kitchen and poured another cup of coffee. It was strong, black, and delicious. Who knew such simple things could be so pleasurable? The horizon started to glow a deep pink and purple. The snow-covered hills of northern Maine seemed to absorb the sky’s ominous reflection. I felt hopeful that Dar and I might soon be driving back to Boston, and that the military and the CDC would be arriving to bring this situation under control. I doubted that we would ever come back to Maine after all that had happened. I never wanted to see a farm again. Nothing could come close to the horrors we’d experienced in this neck of the woods, with the insane birds, crazy cows, pigs, savage coyotes and dead rising up to consume the living. Personally, I couldn’t wait to get home and reunite with my wife and son.
But would Boston, beset with riots and protests, be any better than this place? It had to be. I couldn’t see how it could be much worse.


Chapter 10
SNOW STARTED TO FALL JUST AS I was preparing to commandeer one of Rick’s cars and drive back home. I couldn’t believe our bad luck. Fat, thick flakes fluttered from the sky and created a whiteout scenario. Maybe we wouldn’t be going home after all, since there was no way of telling how much snow to expect, or if the roads were even passable. I slammed my fist onto the table and cursed. I had to make a decision right away about whether we should risk leaving or wait and see if the snow might eventually stop. If we left now, we might get caught in a deadly blizzard and end up dying of hypothermia in our car. I envisioned the two of us stuck on one of Maine’s back roads, running out of fuel and freezing to death, buried under three feet of powder.
But if we stayed here at the farm, we faced certain hardship and risked getting attacked, and then turning into one of the infected. The choice seemed grim. I calculated the odds of either choice, weighing the pros and cons, knowing full well that our survival hinged on making the right decision.
I paced back and forth in the dining room, wondering whether I should take the chance or wait. Outside, the snow didn’t appear to be letting up. Without a TV, radio, or Internet access to news reports, I had no way of making an informed decision. And I was going crazy inside this farmhouse with nothing to do but stare out the window and wait for more of those crazed lunatics to show up.
The only books I’d brought for the trip were ten copies of my new novel, which I’d signed for the bookstore in Bangor. What would I do for the next few days if this snowstorm kept up? I searched the drawers for a deck of cards, but came up empty. Rick had many books on biology and genetics in the other room, but that heady jargon would make my head spin. One needed a PhD in microbiology and chemistry to understand such esoteric tomes.
I was about to go back into the kitchen when I heard a low-level rumble outside in the driveway. It sounded like an engine. It pulsed and growled, and then roared like an explosion. I rushed over to the window and saw a tall man on a Harley gripping a set of handlebars, which were angled higher than his head. Snow fell all around him. He sat on the vibrating bike, glancing around at the burnt corpses strewn about on the whitening grass. He wore a black leather jacket with a red bandana tied around his head. His hair was long and black, and he sported a soul patch under his bottom lip. Without warning, he gunned the bike to a spot about twenty feet from the house, shut off the engine, and stomped on the kickstand. A shotgun was secured to the back of his bike. After dismounting, the man headed towards the front door and began to pound on it. I wondered if I should let him in, as he began to punch the door with the side of his fist.
“What the hell is that noise?” Rick said, running up the stairs.
“There’s a guy at the door,” I said, seeing Dar walk into the room. “He drove up on his Harley and parked out front.”
“That’s all we need, another mouth to feed. Don’t let him in. We need to keep our numbers down if we’re to survive this ordeal.”
“There’s going to be a lot of desperate people out there, Rick. What are you going to do when they all start showing up?”
“We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. Right now we have to convince this poor sap to go elsewhere, and that there’s nothing here for him.”
Rick opened the main door, but kept the storm door locked. “What do you want?” he asked the man.
“There are creeps all over this goddamn place,” the man said. “They’ll come after me if you don’t let me in.”
“I’m afraid I can’t do that, friend. There’s no more room in here. I’ve got my hands full with two families and a sick kid to boot. Why don’t you try another house down the road and see if they’ll help you out.”
“Tried half a dozen houses already, but they got them things stomping around and chewing on body parts like they’re attending a country barbecue. Figured if I had any brains left, I’d get the hell out of there too, which is why I came here. Besides, my hog is low on fuel, and the snow’s coming down hard.”
“I’m afraid I can’t help you. There’s another homestead about a half a mile down the road. The Baldwins. I can give you some gas if you like.”
“Look, I can help you guys out. I’m strong, a hard worker, and a helluva a shot with a rifle. I can shoot a cigarette out of a man’s mouth from thirty yards away.”
“Let him in, Rick,” Dar said.
“I let him in, and then I have to let in every other asshole comes begging at my door. The answer’s no, Dar!”
“You just going to stand around and watch him get eaten by one of them fuckers?” Dar said. “The dude’s blood will be on your hands.”
Rick turned around and faced her. “Our survival against these ‘fuckers’, as you so aptly call them, depends on us having enough supplies to last until this situation is over. Put more people into the equation and our survival rate drops dramatically. Someone in this house has to have the balls to say no, and looks like that someone is going to be me.”
The man started banging on the door again. Rick removed the Glock from his belt buckle and pointed it at him.
“I suggest you move on, fella, if you know what’s good for you.”
“Don’t do this, man. I’ll work my ass off if you let me in.”
“Jesus, Rick!” Dar shouted. “Stop being an asshole, and let the poor guy in. There’s nowhere else for him to go.”
“She’s right, Rick. We could use an extra hand now that Susan and Delia are gone.”
“No!” Rick said. “I’m well equipped to handle everything if need be. I don’t need anyone else complicating matters and using up our limited supplies. Besides, we know nothing about him.”
“I got a good feeling about this guy. Let him in, and I’ll personally tell everyone else to fuck off,” Dar said.
Rick gripped the gun with two hands and kept it pointed at the guy’s head. He looked confused, as if he hadn’t fully made up his mind. The guy looked over his shoulder and then back at Rick. A look of anxiety came over his long, thin face, and he began to pound on the door in desperation. Rick warned him to stop, moving into the shooter’s position. For a second, I thought he might actually pull the trigger. The snow kept falling in thick, crystalline clumps that seemed to stick to whatever it clung to. Already it had frosted most of the driveway as well as the remains of the creatures vanquished the night before.
“Might as well shoot me because I’m not leaving. Those bastards will lick these bones dry right in front of you.”
“I’m telling you to back off, fella. Get on your bike, and ride the hell out of here.”
“Look over there,” Dar said, pointing. “A bunch of them freaks are marching down the driveway. Now be real, Rick. His Harley’s not going anywhere without gas.”
“In the name of God,” the biker pleaded, falling to his knees. “I’m begging you to let me inside just until I can get some fuel and be on my way.”
Dar pushed her way past Rick and unlocked the door.
The man rushed in, tracking snow and mud in with him, and collapsed in one of the chairs. Rick slammed both doors shut, making sure to lock them securely behind him. He turned to the kid, who was now leaning on the edge of the table.
“Just until you get some gas in that bike of yours and ride safely out of here.”
“Sure, man.” He turned to Dar. “What’s your name?”
“Dar.”
“Thanks for letting me in, Dar.” He held out his hand, but Dar stared at it as if repulsed. “The name’s Thorn.”
“Do I look like I give a shit?”
“Sean Thornton’s my real name, but my friends call me Thorn because I’m a real prick to deal with.” He smiled.
“Now there’s a reassuring thought. I’m so glad to have you on board, Thorn, now that I know you’re a giant prick,” Rick said, stomping around the dining room in frustration.
“Thanks for saving my ass, Dar.”
“Don’t thank me, because I honestly couldn’t give two shits about you or the horse you rode in on! You just better carry your weight for as long as you’re here.”
“Oh, I’ll carry my weight all right. You won’t be disappointed, girl.”
“It’s Dar, shithead, and don’t you forget it.”
“Wow, not exactly the hero’s welcome I was expecting.”
“Shut up, kid. You’re lucky my niece let you inside because I wouldn’t have. And remember, I can still kick you out of this house anytime I want and feed you to those land sharks.”
“Only problem, Rick, is that those dead fuckers like to eat brains,” Dar said, “and I don’t think this guy has any.”
“Have you know I earned a degree in English Lit from the University of Maine.”
“Great, show your fancy degree to those creatures out there and see how happy they’ll be that you graduated summa cum laude. Better to chew on that big, fat brain of yours,” Rick said.
Thorn looked at Dar and laughed. “That dude needs to take a serious chill pill.”
“Maybe you need to shut the hell up and listen to him. This is his house and his food. He might end up saving your life, asshole,” Dar said.
“The deed’s already done. You let him in, Dar, and there’s no turning back. As for the rest of you,” Rick said, addressing everyone gathered, “if any of you let another person in this house, it will be at your own expense, and you will forfeit your spot in here. Understood?”
We all nodded in agreement.
I studied Thorn. He was in his early twenties with black hair that fell to his shoulders. It seemed to highlight his sharp, angular features and make him look less pretty than he might have been. He was tall, lean, and his long legs were accentuated by knee-high leather riding boots. Stubble sprouted from his baby face, and his blue eyes seemed to radiate in their hollow sockets. He wore clunky silver rings, one of which was a large skull on his middle finger. In his right earlobe dangled a silver loop, and in his other lobe was a white plug. A black leather motorcycle jacket fit snugly over his lean torso and crinkled loudly when he crossed his arms.
“Everyone needs to be on the lookout from now on,” Rick said, turning to stare out the window. “Another wave of those creatures may be headed this way.”
“A headshot is the only way to put these maggots down and have them stay down.”
“Thanks for the information, Bowser. Try telling us something we don’t already know,” Rick said.
“Just trying to be helpful.”
“If you want to help, then go grab a rifle and stand ready,” Rick said. “We’ll see how good of a shot you really are.”
I walked over to the window and counted seven cannibals heading this way, trampling through the freshly fallen snow. None of them were dressed for the weather, but it didn’t seem to have any effect on them. Their nerve endings and organs were most likely dead, so I doubted they felt any pain, although I hoped they hurt like hell. I wanted them to suffer interminably for what they’d done, but deep down I knew they were only a symptom of a larger problem.
The wanderers staggered past the Harley, paying it no special attention, and approached the house. The falling snow covered their heads and bodies. As soon as they reached us, they began to pound on the siding and windows with their rotted fists. It was a good thing Rick had replaced the old farm windows with this expensive, unbreakable glass. I thought it was crazy when he told me about it, not to mention the cost, but now I was grateful for such detailed preparations. No matter how hard they pounded on the glass, it appeared they could not get inside—I hoped.
“They must think this place is the Outback Steakhouse,” Thorn said. He walked over to the window, waved his arms in the air, and shouted, “Want a piece of me, shitheads? Come on, and step up to the buffet table so I can blow your skanky asses away.”
“What did you see out there, son?” Rick asked Thorn.
“So now it’s son, huh? You were just about to serve me to those cannibals and now we’re on father and son terms. Well, kiss my ass, Dad. Wasn’t for that crazy chick over there, I’d have already been dinner.”
“For better or worse, we’re stuck here for a while, kid, so we might as well make the best of the situation.”
“Look, Thorn,” I said, “we’ve all been through a lot in the last twenty-four hours. Rick’s wife died yesterday and so did Gunner’s wife, one of the other members of our group.”
“I didn’t know. My sincere apologies.”
Rick stared at him for a second before walking away.
“Gunner’s in the other room with his two children, one of whom is also sick. We’re all stressed out because of what has happened.” I held out my hand. “I’m Thom Swiftley, and you’ve already met my brother, Rick. He owns this farmhouse, so you better be awfully nice to him. And I see that you’ve met my daughter.”
He shook my hand and stared at me. “Thomas Swiftley? The famous novelist?”
I nodded, not caring now about fame or celebrity.
“I read one of your books for a Modern Literature class. The End of Everything Good and Noble. Got an A on that essay. Movie sucked, but the book rocked.”
“Thanks.”
“Let’s save the book discussion for later, ladies, shall we? Thorn, tell me what’s going on out there,” Rick said, ignoring his praise about my book.
Although he wouldn’t admit it, Rick had always been envious of my writing success. In some ways, he felt that the research he did was far more important in the greater scheme of things than my highbrow works of fiction. And truth be told, he was right. But the fact that I’d earned millions from writing these novels highlighted the disparity between our careers. In America, money defined success, and I’d been very successful.
“These freaks are running all over town, and I barricaded myself inside my house for as long as I could. They were breaking glass and trying to get in from every window. Had one of those satellite dishes, and I was trying to catch the news when it started. Shortly before the dish died, they announced on all the networks that nationwide communications would be shut down. Soon after, my Internet connection shit the bed. Must be chaos out there, with no way of getting a hold of anybody. A rumor had been circulating on CNN that the North Koreans were about to drop the big one on their neighbors to the south.”
“And then everything died?” Dar asked.
“Died is a relative term these days,” he said, smiling. “I stayed in my house until these dumb asses showed up and crashed the party. Had my 9mm and was able to take a few out, but no way was I getting them all. They don’t move very fast, which helped me escape. One of them looked like a wolf or something. Hair, fangs, and claws instead of hands. Moved faster than the others, too. Slug in the head slowed that motherfucker down. You got anything to drink here? Maybe a beer?”
Dar went over to the refrigerator, pulled out a can of beer, and tossed it to him. Then she got one for herself.
“You’re too young to drink,” I said.
“You going to try and stop me?”
I wasn’t.
“So what did you do next?” Rick asked, ignoring our family drama.
“Hopped on my bike and hightailed it the fuck out of there. Stopped at the Llewellyn’s homestead a mile down the road and found the old lady’s daughter hunched over her mother and licking her skull clean like it was a bowl of frosting. Popped her in the head once and got back on the road. Crossed over Fiddler’s Ravine and kept driving. Then it started to snow, and I realized I forgot to gas the Harley up yesterday because I hadn’t gone to the bank. Way the white stuff was coming down, forgetting to gas up probably saved my life. Passed a bunch of these retards stumbling in the snow. Saw your lights on in the kitchen and figured I’d check it out and see if any normal people were home. But I got you guys instead.”
“You were alone in your house?”
“Not exactly.”
“Who else was with you?”
“My brother, Brian. He was the reason I didn’t leave this shitty town years ago and move down to Portland. Brian was on disability from the army. Stuck in a wheelchair from one of those Iraqi land mines.” Thorn stared outside.
“What happened to your brother?” Dar asked.
A tear dripped from his eye as he swilled his beer. “One of them things got to him while he was sleeping in the other room. I heard him shout, and so I ran inside and saw the crack-head climbing over his body and gnawing at his throat. Popped it in the head. Brian got real sick after the attack and died a few hours later. Soon as I covered him up, he got up and started to walk towards me with that stupid look they give you. His spinal cord must have regenerated or some shit because Brian hadn’t been able to walk since getting shot in Iraq five years ago. I had no choice but to drop him.”
“Sorry,” Rick said.
“Know how hard it is to drop your own brother? And this is a guy who put his life on the line to defend this lame-ass country.”
Thorn sipped his beer as we stared at him in shock. Just then the pounding stopped, and all the fuckers started to back away. I went over to the window and watched them stumble back onto the driveway. Once they reached the grassy area, they began to wander aimlessly around the pasture, searching, yearning, and crying out. Rick held his hand out and apologized to Thorn. He called me over, passed me a rifle, and told me to cover him while he went outside. I clutched the rifle in my hands and waited for his cue.
Rick unlocked the doors and stepped out. As soon as he did, the creatures turned and began to stagger in his direction. Rick waited until they got closer, took careful aim, and then methodically dropped all seven of them as they headed toward the house.
“Shit! That’s some damn good shooting, mister,” Thorn said once Rick returned inside. “Where in the world did you learn to shoot like that?”
“Countless hours of practice,” Rick said, locking the doors. “And two years in the military didn’t hurt either.”
“I’ve got some skills with a rifle, too. My stepdad used to take me deer hunting every fall. Try hitting a moving target from a hundred yards away.”
“I’ll keep that in mind the next time we go deer hunting,” Rick said, putting his rifle back in the gun locker. “In a few hours, we’re going to need to go out back and get some wood for the fireplace.”
Thorn and Dar sat down at the dining room table. I went to the window and watched as maybe a dozen more circled about, blanketed by the snow that was still falling. The sky above appeared cloudy but bright, not one bird to be seen. If not for the corpses littered along the driveway, this scenery would have made a perfect postcard picture. I felt myself shivering. The temperature must have dropped by at least twenty degrees inside the house. A harsh wind blew down from the north and caused the snowdrifts to swirl about. When I looked back down, I realized I could see my own breath.
I tried to wrap my mind around what Thorn had told us about the state of world affairs. If true, it did not bode well for the security of our nation. Without the ability to communicate, riots would ensue everywhere. Crimes would be rampant and the police would be useless to prevent them from happening. Desperate people did desperate things. Religious groups would most certainly proclaim this moment as the end of times. North Korea dropping a bomb on South Korea would trigger a world war that threatened the extinction of mankind.
Thorn gestured wildly with his hands as he spoke to Dar, and I could tell that despite her harsh words she was warming up to him.
I walked into the living room and checked in on Gunner and the kids. Emily lay asleep on the couch. I put my hand to her head, and it felt cool to the touch, which was an indication that her fever had broken. Gunner sat on the floor, his head resting on the edge of the couch and supported by his forearms. Next to him laid Amber, wriggling her arms and legs, and smiling up at me. She giggled when I looked down at her. She put her fingers in her mouth and drooled. She was a cute little thing who I felt extreme sympathy for. I squeezed Gunner’s shoulder and told him to wake up, pointing towards Amber on the floor. He grabbed his bag on the opposite end of the couch, reached inside, and pulled out an orange bottle of baby formula. Circles of discolored skin darkened his eyes, and his face was covered in dark stubble.
“Thanks, man,” he said in a low voice.
“Get some shut-eye?”
“Not much, but I figure I got the rest of eternity to sleep.”
“True words.”
I squeezed his shoulder, walked back into the dining room, and poured myself another cup of coffee. The helplessness of our situation left me dispirited and depressed. I worried about my wife and son back home in Boston, frustrated at my inability to do anything. If there was only some way I could contact them and reassure her that we were okay. Or if she could provide me with some reassurance that she and Stephen were safe and sound, and ensconced inside our capacious Back Bay home.
As beautiful as northern Maine was, I missed the city. But Rick was right. Everything about our lives had flipped upside down on a dime. Disease, violence, and crime threatened to tear apart the delicate fabric that we called society. It truly felt like the end of times.
Despite my success as a novelist, and despite the piles of money I’d made off all the movies and books, I now realized that Rick had made the right decision by moving up here and building a self-sufficient life for himself and Susan. And now, Dar and I found ourselves’ dependent on his knowledge and supplies for our imminent survival.
The sound of Rick’s voice broke me out of my train of thought. He stood in the doorway between the living room and the dining room, holding on to the doorframe.
“Can I talk to you for a moment, Thom?”
“Sure. What is it?”
“Come on downstairs, and I’ll show you. I really think you should see this.”


Chapter 11
I FOLLOWED RICK DOWN THE LONG flight of stairs and into the basement, which felt like one of those twisted rooms straight out of some B movie about experimental Nazi doctors. Rick pulled out his set of keys and fumbled for the right one. He turned to face me.
“It’s too late for squeamishness, but brace yourself just in case.”
“Brace myself for what?” What the hell did he mean? “I’ve already seen her reawaken.”
“Yeah, but there’s more. Lots more. You’ll see.”
I said a quick prayer before entering the room.
Rick switched on the lights. I looked around, averting my eyes from the creature writhing and arcing on the cot. I felt afraid to look at it, unsure of what else I might find. But the raspy grunts and heavy breathing were difficult to ignore, and the rank odor made me want to vomit. I turned my head and gazed at the creature, and was surprised to find it exactly the way we had left it: tied to the cot and struggling furiously to free itself from the vinyl straps holding it down.
“Notice anything different?” Rick said.
“Not really, except for that terrible smell.”
“It does smell bad, I’ll give you that. Smells like a barn on a hot summer day,” he said. He slipped on a pair of latex gloves and then handed a pair to me.
“It smells far worse than that. Like that thing is decomposing. Except it’s not quite dead, or however you want to characterize it.”
“It’s decomposing all right. Reawakened may be the better way to phrase its conscious state,” he said. “Come over here. I want to show you something amazing.”
Rick reached down towards the creature’s face. It gnashed its teeth angrily and let out a high-pitched howl.
“Take it easy now, babe,” Rick whispered to it, holding his hands inches above its head.
I watched in fascination as he moved his hands past its foaming, greedy mouth and down around the neck. He gently removed the towel over its throat and placed it down on her chest. A thin red line ringed her throat. He brought both hands to either side of her head and pulled it up ever so gently away from its body. To my horror, the head was now completely severed from the trunk, and yet the body seemed to suffer no consequences from the separation. Its fingers, hands, legs and feet still continued to wriggle. What the hell was going on?
“Isn’t that the craziest thing you’ve ever seen? I’m going to rewrite the laws of microbiology and physics after this is all said and done.”
“But how is that even possible?”
“I biopsied the brain. It appears that there is an electromagnetic component to the regeneration process that takes place inside the cerebral cortex, although I still don’t fully understand the physics behind it. But what seems to be happening is that the regeneration of the brain’s cells takes place on a completely different dimension. I’m guessing that this process is somehow related to string theory, which theorizes that there are twenty-six space-time dimensions.”
“String theory? Dimensions? How about translating that into English for me.” The hairs on the back of my neck began to stand on end.
“The subject’s brain is controlling the body by some sort of remote transmission. My theory is that this is taking place on a cellular level and that the coded sequence of DNA has to match up with the body for this synergy to take place. Two disparate pieces to the puzzle. Quantum mechanics reconciling with Einstein’s Theory of Relativity.”
“Fascinating, Rick, but how does all that scientific gibberish help us deal with the situation we now find ourselves in?”
“I had a hunch that you’d try and belittle my important discovery.” Rick glared at me. “It’s just like you, too, always trying to downplay my scientific contributions. Why are you always trying to compete with me? Are you that insecure about your own work that you need to denigrate mine?”
“Why would I feel insecure, Rick? I’ve sold over five million novels and had three movies adapted from them. I’m wealthy beyond my wildest dreams.”
“You write fictional stories, Thom, and while there’s nothing wrong with a good yarn while lounging on the beach, it doesn’t compare to the important work being done in genetic research.”
“Fine, Rick. You win, okay? You’re brilliant and way smarter than I will ever be. Is that what you want to hear?”
He shook his head and stared at the hissing head clutched in his hands. “I’m sorry, Thom. I didn’t mean to demean your writing career and all of your many accomplishments.”
“Forget about it.”
“It’s just that this is an enormous development. This discovery could prolong peoples’ lifespan as well as help those suffering from paralysis. You heard what Thorn said about his brother. He got up and walked.” He had a wild gleam in his eye. “I’m running the subject’s DNA through the computer for analysis. Hopefully, it should kick out some results in the next few days.”
“Why so long?”
“You’re talking about a double helix with over 3 billion bases that need to be identified, compared and then contrasted. That’s a lot of computing even for this supercomputer to do.”
“But how are you doing this? What are you matching the strands against?”
“I’ve already downloaded the entire human genome project, which I absconded with on my way out the door, and entered it into my database. In addition, I also have the genetic compositions of thousands of plants and animals, particularly the local species.”
“Is that even legal? Ethical?”
“All legal and ethical questions go out the window now. It’s a gray area of science, no doubt, but an area where all the great discoveries are made. Besides, I’m planning to use it for my own research. If this kind of proprietary information gets in the hands of the greedy biotech corporations, they’ll exploit the hell out of it. And that’s far more dangerous in the long run.”
“So what now?”
“I’m going to be spending a lot of time down here, researching the subject’s biological system.” He unbuckled the strap that ran across her forehead. “Which means I need you to keep a close eye on things upstairs for me.”
“Sure, although I don’t think Dar’s going to be taking orders from me anymore.”
“Just call me if you get into a fix,” he said, staring at the creature’s head. “I wonder what the range of this thing’s brain is? It’s like a cordless phone.”
“Go ahead, try putting it up to your ear, and you might end up like Van Gogh.”
Gripping the creature’s head, which no longer bore any resemblance to Delia, he walked to the furthest corner of the room and held the head up towards the ceiling. The creature’s eyes rolled, and its jaws contorted and gnashed at the air. It was one of the most horrifying sights I’d ever seen, and I had to turn my head away in disgust. Poor Delia. I hoped she had no idea what was happening. I turned in the direction of the body, feeling my knees go week. I began to feel dizzy, and I felt myself falling. When I came to a few seconds later, I realized that I’d fainted on top of the corpse. One of its cold, lifeless hands clasped onto my wrist. Horrified, I struggled to win back my hand. The skin on my wrist tingled from the touch, and it felt like needles pricking my skin. Rick walked over and gently placed the twitching head down so that it aligned back with the neck. He grabbed a tube of antiviral ointment off his bench, dabbed some goop on his finger, and proceeded to rub it over my wrist.
“Can’t be too careful.”
“Am I going to catch anything?”
“I doubt it. I’m fairly certain it’s passed on only through blood transmission.”
“Damn!”
“This stuff isn’t for the faint of heart.”
“I need to get out of here before I pass out again,” I said. “Look, Rick, if Gunner learns what you did to his wife, the guy will go ballistic.”
“And he’ll leave two orphans if he tries any of that shit on me. Besides, this monster isn’t his wife. That woman stopped being his wife a long time ago, and she’s not ever returning. Come to think of it, she was a monster before she died.” He adjusted the head so that it fit snugly in place, strapped everything back in, and then secured it using the fastener. “There’s one other thing I need to tell you, Thom.”
“You mean showing me that headless horseman wasn’t enough?”
“You have to promise me you won’t say a word to the others after I tell you.”
“Sure.”
He paused and clenched his jaws. “I have a way of communicating with the outside world.”
“What? You bastard! And you’ve been keeping this from me the whole time? Christ, Rick, my wife and son are out there and in serious jeopardy.”
“I had to wait for the right time to tell you. I have a shortwave radio that I’ve been using to communicate with contacts around the world. Unfortunately, the shortwave signal seems to be getting weaker as time goes on. Besides, none of my contacts in Boston have been responding in the last twenty-four hours.”
“Jesus, what’s going on out there?”
“It’s bad. Worse than we thought.”
“How bad? And tell me the honest truth.”
“No one has dropped any bombs yet, but the usual suspects are making veiled threats. The world financial collapse has created chaos everywhere.” He turned to face me. “The stock market has collapsed and the Dow and the Nasdaq have been temporarily shut down. So has the Nikkei. Your considerable stock portfolio has been rendered worthless. Gold, silver, food, and water are now the de facto global currencies.”
“What about Boston? Have you heard what’s going on down there?”
“The only thing I can relay to you is that the National Guard has been called in, but they’re not able to control the mobs roving the streets. My lone contact told me that he’s witnessed people being pulled out of their cars and beaten. Returning to Boston might not be the best idea, Thom. Your best bet at the moment would be to stay here, not that you have any choice with the snow. Hopefully, Margaret and Stephen have remained secluded inside their condo. Did you purchase any weapons like I advised?”
I shook my head. I thought his advice had been ridiculous at the time.
“That’s a damn shame,” he said, shaking his head.
“Did you tell anyone about the situation up here in Maine?”
“I did, but I don’t think any of them took me seriously. They have their own problems to worry about. They probably thought I was bullshitting in order to prevent people from flocking up to these parts.”
“So there are no other reports of people reawakening in any other corner of the world?”
“None that I’ve heard. For whatever reason, we seem to be the only ones dealing with the problem.”
I stared down at the monster still twitching on the cot. “Why here of all places?”
He shrugged. “Epidemics have to start somewhere, Thom, and they’re usually in isolated agricultural areas where the host jumps from one species to the next.” He walked over to the bench and wiped it down with a sanitary wipe. “This epidemic, if it is indeed a viral infection, is an important evolutionary marker. It triggers a rare speeding-up process that many scientists believe is responsible for—for lack of a better term—the missing link responsible for the Homo Sapiens species. It’s just a hypothesis, but this event may be an example of our DNA rapidly evolving.”
“Or devolving.”
“I never viewed it that way, but you may be right, although again, evolution renders no moral judgment.”
“So this could be the apex of our species’ upward trend? Then it’s all downhill from here?”
“Those are layman’s terms and completely nonspecific to the scientific method. But for the sake of clarity, yes.”
I moved to the door. I needed to get the hell out of here. The brutish grunting in combination with the putrid odor was making me sick. If I could just put a bullet in its head, I would have gladly done so. If ever in the same condition, I hoped that someone might do the same for me.
“I’m going back upstairs now. Are you sure that thing won’t escape?”
“Its musculature is very rigid and not well defined, though that may change as the genetic material syncs up with the brain.” Rick turned his back to me. “For the time being, its fast twitch muscles are quite atrophied and limited, so I don’t believe it will be a problem. In any case, the door will always remain locked.”
“Jesus, I hope you’re right.”
“Do me a favor, and don’t tell any of the others upstairs about what’s going on down here. Best to keep that between you and me.”
“I’d never tell anyone about what I witnessed down here. In fact, I wish I could forget it myself.”
“If you could throw a few logs in the fireplace, I’d really appreciate it. Winter’s starting early, and it’s getting cold up there. There’s some logs and paper in the bin. We’ll need to retrieve some more firewood later.”
I closed the door behind me and hobbled up the stairs, where I found Gunner sitting on the couch feeding Amber. Emily was playing on the floor with one of her dolls. Thankfully, her fever had broken, and her life had been spared. I went over to the bin, removed a few logs, and threw them into the fireplace. Then I proceeded to build a rip-roaring fire.


Chapter 12
I FELT HORRIFIED AT THE REALIZATION that my wife and son were on their own, and that I had no way of contacting them or insuring their safety. The sad fact is that I had wanted to buy a handgun and learn how to shoot it in the event of a robbery or break-in, but Margaret had been against us having any guns in the house. She was vehemently against all gun ownership. The only way I could have pulled it off was if I had hid the weapon from her, and hoped she never found it. But what good would that have done now?
Rick’s words rang in my ears and filled me with guilt. I had no choice but to admit that he’d been right by moving up here and building a life for himself and Susan. For many years now, he’d been warning me to prepare for the coming collapse; the feds couldn’t keep printing money forever. Although he had no idea about the scope and enormity of things to come, the fact that he’d quit academia had stunned me at the time. He and Susan had then moved to Maine, where he’d built up this farmstead, kept a large supply of food, ammo, and water, and made his household as self-sufficient as possible. That Dar and I were now dependent on him for our survival filled me with regret and guilt.
The warmth of the fire began to permeate the house. Outside, the snow continued to pile up all along the driveway. Dar and Thorn sat at the kitchen table playing cards and drinking beer. The cards, which Thorn had brought with him, had explicit photographs of naked girls on the back. Thorn went into the kitchen and pulled a few more beers out of the fridge. Upon seeing me, he asked if I wanted one. I raised my hand up, and he underhanded me one through the air. It landed smack dab in the middle of my palm. I popped it open, glanced outside, and saw no sign of any of the creatures stumbling about.
The rest of the day passed rather monotonously. We saw no signs of activity out in the driveway. The dead must have moved on, figuring there was nothing here for them to consume. The accumulation of snow appeared to be a foot or more and was still growing. It came up past the wheel of Thorn’s Harley, and some of the drifts seemed even higher. The snow, I realized for the first time, was our friend, and these creatures would have a difficult time getting around in it.
Darkness fell. Gunner joined our card game once his kids had fallen asleep in the other room. Thorn got up every fifteen minutes or so and grabbed another handful of beers. I had quite a good buzz as the card game wore on. Dar hardly touched her brew, while Thorn talked incessantly during the game. I could tell that he was used to being the life of the party. Handsome and with a noticeable swagger, I pegged him as a hard-drinking ladies’ man with a quick line for every occasion. His stories and jokes were hilarious, though, and mostly bullshit, but he seemed to be a natural born storyteller. He boasted about having served time in prison for dealing drugs. He claimed to have completed a degree in English Literature from the University of Maine in three years, and said he’d written most of a novel, at one point asking if I’d take a look at it once we got out of this jam. He even bragged that he’d once won ten thousand dollars in a game of Texas Hold’em. At some point during the night, we switched games, and he taught us how to play it.
By ten that evening, we were all pretty drunk, except for Dar, who’d been nursing her beer all night. The fire roared and crackled in the other room, and we laughed, swapping stories and drinking lots of beer. For the moment, we seemed to have forgotten all about our sorrows and despair, and reveled in our solidarity in the face of crisis. When Thorn announced that the case of beer had been polished off, a collective groan went up. At that moment, Rick emerged from the basement, tired and gaunt. The light from the crackling fire illuminated his leathery face, which in the flame’s glow now appeared macabre.
“What the hell’s going on up here?”
“We’re having a little pity party. To the end of the world,” Thorn said. “Why don’t you sit down and join us, boss?”
“You’re all drunk, even you, Thom. I’m extremely disappointed.”
“Relax, Ricky Ricardo,” I said, holding up my can. “Grab a beer and chill out.”
Thorn picked up the empty cardboard case and held it aloft. “Any chance you got more brewskis, boss? Because we’re all out.”
A furious look came over Rick’s face. “There’s an army of flesh-eating monsters walking around out there, and you’re all sitting here playing cards and getting drunk? Do you think they’ll give two shits that you’re drunk? I promise you, I won’t bail any of your sorry asses out if you keep this up!”
“He’s right. We need to be prepared at all times instead of screwing around and getting drunk,” Dar said, throwing down her cards.
“Thank you, Dar. And if any of you other assholes don’t like it, then feel free to walk out that door right now.”
The lights flickered. We stared at each other in confusion. A strong gust caused the windows to rattle and the house to sway. Rick went over to the door and turned on the floodlight. The driveway lit up like a theater. To my horror, an army of dead were climbing through the snow and inching towards us. Some carried tools such as hammers, axes, and shovels, which indicated that they were adapting to their environment. They looked hungry and tormented, and seemed determined to fill their bellies. Rick raced over, grabbed one of the rifles and threw it to Dar. She caught it and moved over to the door.
“What about me?” Thorn asked.
“No weapons when you’ve been drinking. Now sit your ass down and shut up.”
Thorn fell back in his chair and sulked.
Rick turned and looked at me as if I were a child. “I’ll talk to you about this later.”
Rick and Dar stood by the door. As he reached for the door handle, the lights suddenly flickered and went dead. We sat there in complete darkness, listening to the groans out in the driveway.
“No one move!” Rick shouted. “Dar, come with me.”
Rick removed a flashlight from one of the kitchen drawers and tossed it to me. He grabbed another one and led Dar out through the kitchen and to the opposite side of the house. A few years ago, he’d built a cement patio and covered it with a metal roof. The roof had been built at a forty-five degree angle so that the snow would slide off it. He’d wisely stored his snowblower and other tools on the patio so that he could access them come winter.
Darkness blanketed the kitchen. I turned on the flashlight and directed the beam outside, illuminating the faces of the dead. Some were naked or dressed in underwear, or wore flimsy clothing. Decomposing faces appeared with bites and bruises. The thermometer outside registered eighteen degrees, and the wind chill certainly made it feel colder, but the arctic conditions seemed to have no effects on these beasts as they continued to high-step through the piles of snow.
I went over to the drawer and pulled out another flashlight and handed it to Gunner. Then I ran to the pantry to see what Dar and Rick were up to. Through the window I could see Rick cleaning the excess snow off his generator. Dar stood behind him, flashing the beam of light onto it so that Rick could start the engine. She momentarily lifted the beam of light up towards the backyard, revealing at least twenty of the creatures high-stepping through the snow. One gnarly looking beast stood only a few feet away. Part of its shoulder and jaw was missing. Rick yanked back the cord, but the generator failed to turn over. I opened the door, stumbled out into the freezing cold, and took the flashlight out of Dar’s hand. She removed the rifle from her shoulder, took aim, and put a bullet through the creature’s head. Rick stood up and stared at the dead man in the pile of snow. Gray brain matter sprinkled over the fresh layer of powder.
“I know that guy. That’s Eben Tedford from the auto body shop. He worked on my truck last year. Did a helluva job on it, too.”
He grabbed the flashlight out of my hands and directed the beam towards the others. “There’s Mary Dorr, the librarian. Jim Small, the postman, Larry who works over at the diner and made the best corned beef hash on the planet.”
“Shit, Rick, these clowns are all your neighbors,” Dar said.
“Were my neighbors.”
“Now they’re all dead to you, literally speaking.”
“Very funny,” Rick said, returning to the generator. “And yet I suppose you could say that.”
“Your neighbors all heard you were throwing a block party,” Dar said. “Bring your own ribs and slaw.”
“Good, hardworking people at one time. Salt of the earth. You might as well put them out of their misery, kiddo.”
“With pleasure. Because I don’t know these county bumpkins from my asshole.”
Dar raised the rifle and proceeded to shoot each one of them in the head. The snow was piling up so deep that the dead didn’t topple over but instead remained lodged upright. Jellied brain fragments dotted the snow. I pointed the beam of light further out in the yard and noticed that there must have been a dozen more of them right behind the ones that Dar had shot. She reloaded, took aim again, and began to fire away. When Rick pulled the cord for the third time, the generator roared to life. Suddenly the lights everywhere lit up, revealing the ghastly cemetery and the corpses casting long shadows onto the snow.
“That’ll teach those dead fuckers to mess with me.”
“Nice shooting, kiddo. Might have found your calling as an army sniper.”
“I’m not good at taking orders, as you already know. And I’m not about to wear some shitty green uniform and march around like one of them fuckers.”
“What you possess is a highly desired skill in the army,” he said, blowing on his hands. “Only problem is, in the army the enemy shoots back at you.”
“Yeah, but does the enemy eat you afterwards?”
“Point well taken.”
“My only goal in life now is to waste these dead fuckers and live to fight another day.”
“And when they’re all gone?” I asked. “What will you do with your life then?”
“They’ll never be gone. Don’t you realize that by now? Everything has changed, and these nasty things are here to stay.”
I could barely feel my hands, they were so cold. The wind whipped hard up in these remote parts. I needed to get back into the warmth of the house. The three of us shuffled inside, where all the lights had come back on. The snap and crackle of the fire sounded beautiful to my ears, and I held my hands out in front of the orange flames to warm them. The floodlight illuminating the driveway revealed an army of the dead, their faces covered in snow and ice.
Dar opened the front and screen doors. The snow stood up to her waist like a wall of white. The moans of the dead suddenly filled the house and scorched my soul. She lined up her first shot and put a bullet squarely between the eyes of an old woman standing three feet away. Rick stood behind her with fresh ammo, giving her advice. The sound of gunfire went on for quite some time. She shot kids, old women, boys, animal hybrids, and an assortment of other living dead that I couldn’t identify.
Once the entire lot had been exterminated, I went over and surveyed the vertical graveyard. They stared ahead, eyes wide open and frozen in agony. Many had bites taken out of their faces and necks; eyes gouged out; limbs torn asunder with sharp bone fragments protruding; stomachs with gaping holes exposing twines of rotten intestines. The strong gusts of wind caused their rigid, vertical bodies to sway slightly against the snow holding them in place. The snow kept falling in thick, star-shaped clumps, blanketing their heads and bodies.
Rick secured the doors. The expression on Dar’s face was hard to describe. She had the look of a hardened soldier after an intense battle. Her hands and face were red from the bitter cold, and her body shivered spasmodically. But she looked happy.
“I want everyone to listen up,” Rick said as we made our way into the dining room. “They’ll be no more screwing around from here on out. If you want to survive this ordeal, then you’re going to have to be on your toes at all times, ready to fight. Hell, I’ve been known to knock back a few cold ones every now and then, but this time it’s different. We’re going to need to rotate shifts, keeping watch at night while the rest of us sleep. Since I’m awake now and sober, I’ll take the first shift. The rest of you go get some sleep.”
“I’ll take the shift after you,” Dar said.
“Good. We’re going to have a busy day tomorrow. I only have enough gas to keep the generator going for maybe a couple of weeks at best. And we don’t know how long we’ll be cooped up inside here, staving off these things. We’re going to need to take the truck into town tomorrow and fill a couple of hundred gallon barrels with gas.”
“What about the snow? The roads won’t be plowed, and they’ll be plenty more of them troglodytes walking along the road,” Thorn said.
“I’ve got a plow on the truck. That baby will mow those suckers down like weeds. With its oversized tires, that truck can get through most anything.”
“Fuckin’ A,” Dar said.
“With Little Annie Oakley riding shotgun, we’ll put a lot of those son-of-bitches out of their misery. Now I suggest the rest of you get some shut-eye. Gunner, it’s best you stay with the children in the living room.”
“I ain’t leaving their sides.” Gunner burped and then staggered into the other room, obviously drunk.
Thorn stood and stretched, and turned to Rick. “I’m no freeloader like you made me out to be, man. Just because I drank a few beers tonight don’t make me a bad dude.”
“Never said you were bad. But this isn’t Friday night at Murphy’s Tavern, kid, where all you’re fighting is a bunch of drunks after last call. In here, you have to carry your weight instead of telling bullshit stories and playing cards. I know your type.”
“Dude, you don’t know shit about me.”
“Hell I don’t. I used to be a professor of biology. Taught a lot of smartasses like you. Good-looking guys with half a brain in their head, think they know everything about anything. Walk around campus like they own the place because they were born witty and can make people laugh, maybe convince a pretty girl to hang on their arm.”
“Hey, don’t patronize me. Just because you took me in doesn’t mean you can treat me like shit,” he said, stepping threateningly towards Rick.
“What the hell are you going to do to me that I haven’t already seen, huh? My wife died in my arms and turned into one of those monsters, then had to be put down. Thom had to drag her mutated corpse outside and put a torch to her feral body. So you think I’m afraid of a punk like you just because you drive a Harley?”
“Look, I haven’t told anyone,” Thorn said, “but my brother died in my arms just before he turned into one of those things. I had to put a bullet in his head, and it’s messed me up ever since. And Brian said some weird shit before he changed.”
“What did he say?” I asked, perking up. “Did he talk about the afterlife?”
He turned to me with a surprised expression on his face. “Yeah, how’d you know that?”
“The dead exhibit a form of this behavior after they’ve reawakened,” Rick said.
“It takes place in the first few minutes after they’ve died. It’s almost as if they’re trying to tell us something profound about their afterlife experience,” I said.
Tears dripped down Thorn’s cheeks. “Dude said he loved me and was sorry for all the shit he’d done to me in the past. Admitted that he wasted some innocent civilians in Iraq that no one knew about, except him, and that he was real sorry for killing them. Then he said something strange, something about searching for the chosen ones.”
“Chosen ones? What do you think he meant by that?” I asked.
“Hell if I know. He said it twice before he changed.”
“My brother is under the impression that this is proof of some afterlife. He thinks these freaks are messengers sent from God, or something silly like that.”
“I don’t believe in God. Never accepted all that religious bullshit.”
“Now that’s the first intelligent thing you’ve said all day, Thorn,” Rick said.
“There’s a difference between being spiritual and being religious. So I don’t care what you two say, you’re not going to change my mind,” I said. “Thorn’s brother mentioned the chosen ones. But chosen for what? What else could they all be talking about other than an afterlife?”
“It’s the brain playing tricks on them as it works feverishly to regenerate into its new state. Clearly, it’s an evolutionary trick used to attract fresh prey and pass on the virus. This new, rebooted brain has a plethora of electromagnetic qualities beneficial to the regenerative state, which is why these things are so desperate to get hold of some healthy brain cells. They feed off electromagnetic properties.”
“Look, I’m a hardcore nonbeliever, but I know my brother, and he would never say such a thing if he didn’t really mean it. Maybe he did see something after he died and was trying to tell me about it.”
“He died, Thorn, and joined the ranks of the undead. Don’t fool yourself, son. Once the plug is pulled, everything goes dark,” Rick said. “And if we don’t hang together, we may all end up like them, with our plugs permanently pulled from the sockets of our consciousness.”
“Maybe you got it all backwards, professor, with all your scientific theories and academic bullshit. Have you ever considered the fact that maybe we’re the ones walking around dead and those creeps out there are the normal ones?”
“That’s crazy talk.” Rick laughed nervously.
“Is it? Because if you ask me, this life we’re now living is hell on earth. Think I’d rather be dead than have to live the rest of my life like this, holed up and constantly fighting off those things.”
“Well, kid, keep drinking and acting like an asshole and you just might get your wish,” Rick said. “Now who’s coming with me in the morning to get some gas?”
Thorn and I agreed to go with him and Dar, which meant that Gunner would remain with the kids. Once the matter was settled, we retired for the night. Drunk, I passed out in my bed and had the best night of sleep in days.
The sleep of the dead.


Chapter 13
COME MORNING, WE PULLED ON OUR winter coats, grabbed the rifles, and waited outside for Rick. The dead stood frozen in the snow like statues, evil immortalized in ice. Rick retrieved the truck from the barn where it was parked and pulled up alongside the house. The truck was outfitted with oversized tires and a powerful engine that rumbled loudly when idling. A thick coat of snow blanketed the land and surrounding hillsides. Thorn and I climbed into the bed and next to the empty steel barrels, while Dar hopped in on the passenger side. The snow fell light and fluffy, but it hadn’t relented. The truck revved and idled, clouds of white smoke billowing out of the tailpipe.
Rick stepped on the gas, and we rocketed forward, the plow easily pushing the snow and carcasses off to the side. He made a couple of paths through the driveway, vanquishing the standing dead before turning onto the main road. The drifts varied in height, but the truck had no problem plowing through the powder. I stared up at all the trees arched over the road and noticed that the branches lay bare and coated in brilliant icicles. Some of the branches had broken off due to the weight of the wet snow and were strewn across the crust like old bones.
About a quarter mile down the road, Rick shouted out the window, but I couldn’t hear him because of the cold wind. Thorn, squatting next to me, had a scarf wrapped around his long thin face. Rick shouted out again, and I stood up to try to hear what he was saying. A clean path of road stretched behind us in the plow’s wake. By the time I turned back around, I saw the creatures fifty yards ahead of us. About a dozen of them struggled in vain to make their way through the vast ocean of snow covering the land. They glared up at us helplessly, arms held above their ice-covered heads, screaming and moaning as the wind whipped through their rotted flesh and thinning hair.
I looked to my right and saw Dar sitting on the open window frame, resting the rifle on the roof of the cab. Concentrating, she took aim and with one shot put a bullet between the eyes of a man donning a Red Sox baseball hat. He rocked back in his pocket of snow but remained vertically frozen in his four-foot grave. Thorn laughed as she shot the others. Brain matter lay splattered along the fresh powder. Soon it would be hidden by the still-falling snow. Once she killed the lot of them, Dar let out a war cry, pumping her fist triumphantly in the air. Rick hit the gas and plowed through the dead, pushing them off to the side of the road. They left no trace of blood or innards in the packed snow, just specks of gray-green brain matter like sprinkles on top of a vanilla ice cream cone.
I sat back down in the bed of the truck, shivering, with my back up against the cold, metallic cab. The rifle stood parallel to my torso, the butt resting on the bed. In the background stood the majestic snow-covered hills of northern Maine, obfuscated by the whitening mass. We passed some old, majestic farmhouses along the way, and I wondered what horrors would be found inside them once this event had run its course.
Another cry went up. Thorn and I stood up. My hands and feet felt numb from the cold, even though I was wearing thermal gloves and L.L. Bean boots laced tightly over several thick pairs of socks. Up ahead, I noticed another group of the dead huddled on the driver’s side of the road. Rick stopped the truck maybe twenty feet from them, and we watched as they howled in anticipation of our arrival, clawing through the chest-high snow to try to reach us, but not making much progress.
To my horror, I noticed that they’d been feasting on human flesh. Two ravaged bodies lay in pieces along the crust, bright splotches of blood staining the virgin whiteness. The creatures had gnawed on the bleached bones, which had been completely picked clean of meat and marrow. Two empty skulls sat on the snow bank, as hollow as porcelain bowls. At the sight of them, I leaned over the side of the truck and puked. I looked over at Thorn and registered the horrified expression on his face.
“What the hell you guys waiting for?” Rick shouted.
“It’s your turn to dust them,” Dar added.
Thorn moved over next to me, lifted his rifle, and began to fire. I followed his lead. My first shot hit one of them in the shoulder, and yet it kept reaching out to us, arms extended as if begging for alms. My second shot missed altogether and pinged off one of the empty skulls. I felt embarrassed by my sorry attempts, especially considering how accurate Thorn was with his. But I could barely feel my hands, they were so cold. My entire body was shivering, and I couldn’t hold the gun long enough to fire an accurate shot. By the time the truck started moving again, I realized that Thorn and Dar had managed to kill every single one of them. I stared at the grisly scene as it slowly receded from view.
When we reached the gas station located at the center of the small town, Rick drove around in circles, plowing the area clean before pulling up next to one of the gas pumps. Miraculously, the power was still on. The windows had all been shattered and various items remained on the shelves.
“I used to work at a gas station, so I’ll go inside and set up the pumps,” Thorn said, jumping over the side. He ran inside the store and began to configure them.
Rick passed up the nozzle, and in a matter of minutes, I began to fill the barrels with gas. Dar stood guard on top of the cab’s roof, holding the rifle and keeping watch. Every so often, I heard a gunshot go off, and when I looked up, I saw that she had shot another creature off in the distance. I stared inside the store and noticed a creature rising up from behind the counter. Thorn had his back turned and didn’t see it. I shouted out to warn him, but he didn’t hear me until the last second. He turned on a dime, raised the rifle, and then blasted the woman’s head clear off.
After the two barrels had been filled, we capped them and pushed them to the back of the bed to add extra weight to the truck. Rick ordered everybody to return. Thorn came sauntering back with a pile of goodies in his arms: a few cases of soda, chips, candy, beef jerky and cupcakes. Leaning over the side of the truck, he dropped the items onto the bed and then hopped back in. Gusts of fierce wind blew down and blasted our exposed areas of skin. Thorn picked up his rifle and slung it over his shoulder.
“Thanks, buddy. I didn’t see Cheryl behind the counter sneaking up on me.”
“You knew her?”
“In the biblical sense.” He winked. “She looked about the same as she did the last time I saw her, spread-eagled and ready to give head.”
“She gave you head all right, clear across the store.”
“Good one, Tommy. Too bad about her, because she was quite a beast in the sack,” he said, laughing. “Good thing I wore a banana peel. Might have caught something nasty if I hadn’t.”
“You’re lucky she didn’t bite off your manhood.”
“Damn right. Because we all know us men think with our dicks. That’s where our real brains are located.”
“What did you take?”
“Few cases of Moxie, although it’s frozen solid. Love that shit. That cheap-ass brother of yours buys only the generic brand of soda.”
“Free soda is the best soda. Still, you couldn’t pay me to drink that stuff.”
“Moxie’s the bomb, dude, one of Maine’s finest culinary contributions. Goes great with Southern Comfort, too.”
“I take it you haven’t tried the lobster here yet?”
“Born and bred in Maine, bro, but I can’t stomach seafood. Rather eat your kidney than anything comes out of the ocean.” He backhanded me in the chest. “What the hell happened back there? Not exactly the best shooting I’ve ever seen.”
“My hands are so goddamn cold, I can’t even feel them,” I said. “I can barely feel any of my extremities.”
“Better stick to writing novels. This life up here is too hard for a yuppie writer like you.”
“Believe me, Thorn, I’ll be happy as hell when this situation is over and I can sit at my comfortable desk and write.”
“Maybe you can write a novel about this whole ordeal afterwards. Have it made into a movie, too. Just make sure you get a good-looking actor to portray me. Maybe DiCaprio or one of them other studs.”
“Trust me, there’s no bigger asshole in Hollywood to play you.”
“Touché.”
“Besides, I don’t work in horror.”
“They say write what you know, bro.”
“Touché.” I backhanded him across the chest.
The truck began to move again as Rick steered it back onto the main road. He was about to accelerate when I heard a woman’s voice calling out. We looked over at the two-story brick apartment building across the street and saw a woman leaning out the window and waving her arms, calling out for us. Rick looked back out the window.
“Christ, not another one. Where did she come from?”
“Looks like you’ve got to take in another stray cat!” Thorn shouted.
“There’s not enough food and water for all of us to get through the winter.”
“You can’t just leave her here,” I said above the engine’s roar.
“We don’t have any more room!” he shouted back. “So it’s either you or her.”
“We’ve got plenty of room. And we can use the help with the kids and the cooking and all the damn cleaning,” Dar said.
The woman emerged from the first level and was now trudging across the top layer of powder on a pair of snowshoes. She speared the crust with ski poles to help navigate the tricky terrain. Two monsters filed out of the building behind her and began to wade through the snow. They howled hungrily, pawing and churning, but were thwarted by the thick blanket. The woman pumped her arms and legs furiously.
Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed something strange. An object fell from the roof. It bounded off the edge and caught the snow-dusted air and momentarily rose up in the current. The woman didn’t see it until the last second, but when she did, she turned completely around and swung the ski post like a tennis racket, batting it away. But it jumped up and came at her again. Up on the roof, three more of them soared down and joined in on the attack. The woman fought them off as best she could, but the winged demons kept persisting, determined to sink their teeth into her flesh. Suddenly a series of gunshots filled the air, and before I knew what happened the four creatures lay dead in the snow. Exhausted, the woman regained her composure and began snowshoeing over to the truck, gliding rhythmically over the tender white crust. Her arms staggered the ski poles in intervals, pushing and pulling.
“Get in the back,” Rick shouted, standing on the running board, the smoking rifle in hand.
“Damn, that was some impressive shooting,” Thorn said, staring over at Rick. “Hitting a moving target in the head at over thirty yards. Goddamn, that was sick!”
“What the hell was coming down off that roof?” I asked.
“Hell if I know,” Thorn said. “Some kind of flying monkey. I thought I saw arms and legs on that little freak.”
The woman climbed in the truck with our help, and collapsed in the snow-covered bed. Rick got back behind the wheel and then steered the truck over to where the winged creatures lay. We idled next to their unmoving corpses. It shocked the hell out of me when they came into full view. Thorn stared down at them and mumbled in awe. They appeared to be winged children, no older than three years old, half their heads ripped asunder from the bullets. Their facial expressions looked like something out of a gothic fairy tale. Their noses had morphed into small beaks. Rick immediately turned the truck around and headed our cortège back to the farmhouse. We rode in silence the rest of the way, listening as the plow pushed and scraped the dead off to the side of the road.
Upon returning to the farm, we piled out somberly and headed inside. Thorn and I were shivering so badly I thought we might have suffered frostbite. After dropping us off, Rick set off to plow the snow towards the end of the driveway until it was piled high, creating a natural barrier designed to keep the dead out of the compound. Buried beneath the mound were all the dead corpses that had been vanquished, entombed in ice and frozen flesh.
We sat around the kitchen table, too frightened and cold to talk, drinking black coffee and trying to warm ourselves. Dar tossed some logs into the fireplace, and the flame licked and jumped back to life. Something about those infant mutations had spooked the hell out of me. Gunner asked what we’d seen, but no one wanted to talk about it. The expressions on our faces must have conveyed to him that we’d seen some terrible, unthinkable things. Rick barged in as we sat staring glumly at the table.
“What’s up? You all look like you’ve seen a ghost. Cheer up now. We made it out of there alive, is the way I see it. Live to fight another day,” Rick said.
“Don’t fuck with us, man. You saw those tiny baby freaks out there. That was some nasty shit,” Thorn said.
“Let me inform you people about something, those who are not already aware about what is happening in this neck of the woods. There is a contagion going around that is causing the animals to become sick and agitated, and attack every living thing. This contagion is somehow transmitted from animal to human by way of a bite, and now it has apparently spread throughout the region. For some unknown reason, the deceased’s brain regenerates after death. But that’s beside the point. What we do know is that the deceased’s body inherits a portion of the animal’s DNA. Each victim inherits a segment of the DNA from the species that made them contagious.”
“You mean they turn into the animal that bites them?” the new woman asked.
“More like a hybrid,” Rick replied. “Sorry, but we haven’t had the pleasure of an introduction.”
“Kate Burton. I’d been holed up in my apartment since this epidemic struck. The other tenants in my building either tried to leave or else got turned into one of those crazies, but I never opened my door. Kept it locked tight, and stayed put. That way I managed to keep those things at bay. As for those dead babies you saw.” Tears spilled from her eyes. “I recognized them after we pulled up to their bodies. I used to be their teacher down at the local daycare center.”
“Jesus, I’m sorry about that, Kate,” I said.
She shrugged and wiped her eyes.
“So what skills do you possess? We have an enormous amount of work that needs to be done here.”
“I hear children playing in the other room. As I said, I worked at the daycare center down the street, so I know how to handle young kids. Went back to community college last year and got an associate’s in early education. Other than that I can cook, clean, whatever else you need done.”
“Good, because you’ll need to pull your weight around here if you’re going to stay. Any of you who can’t handle taking orders from me are free to move on.”
“I know this is your house and your food, professor, but why do you get to make every single decision around here? We all have a stake in this,” Thorn said.
“Because I’ve been preparing for this crisis my entire life, and if you don’t defer to me, then you’ll all die. It’s as simple as that.” Rick glanced around at our faces. “Now that we have that fact established, there’s one other thing about these creatures that you need to know. Soon after they die, and just before they transmogrify into one of these flesh-eaters, they exhibit an odd behavior.”
“What kind of behavior?” Kate asked.
“It’s almost as if they’re trying to tell us something. Or warn us. They speak of an afterlife,” I said.
“That’s the natural storyteller in my brother, America’s famous novelist,” Rick said, smiling in a patronizing manner. “The truth of the matter is that this behavior they exhibit is a brilliant evolutionary trap. They require flesh, particularly from the human brain, which is the first part of the body they go for as soon as they change. We don’t yet know why they consume the brain, other than that it must somehow rejuvenate their own brain cells. Could be that their long-term survival depends on a constant supply of it.”
“It’s too depraved to even think about,” Kate said, shaking her head.
“Yes, but it is what it is.”
“The more I think about it, the more I agree with Thom,” Thorn said, addressing Kate directly. “My brother told me he loved me, something he’d never before admitted. He’d been shot and paralyzed in the Iraq War, and was very bitter about being disabled. He said some shit about the chosen ones, whatever the hell that meant. The more I think about it, the more I believe that he was trying to tell me something about his after-death experience.”
“Forget that spiritual crap! I don’t really care about what comes after this mortal coil. The only thing we need to worry about right now is taking care of each other and wasting any of those nasty fuckers whenever they show their faces. I care about the here and now, and not some fantasyland we might or might not go to after we die,” Dar said.
“Take it easy, everyone. Let’s not jump to any conclusions. We’ve got enough food and gas, and plenty of firewood to get us through the winter. We need to make sure we have someone keeping watch at all times in case these things decide to go on the attack,” Rick said, rubbing his hands together. “So regardless of your religious beliefs, we all share a common goal.”
“If these fuckers can fly, we’re going to have to keep a lookout from above and below,” Dar said.
“Those flying babies that attacked Kate were an aberration,” Rick said. “And they weren’t flying as much as they were falling from the top of that building. The weight of the adults will preclude them from flying for very long, if at all. All the same, we need to be mindful of them. Now if you’ll all excuse me, I have some important business to finish downstairs.”
Rick walked into the other room and disappeared down into his basement. Only I knew what horrible secret he kept down there. And for the sake of the group, I decided that I would keep that secret close to the vest.
“Does he always act like that?” Kate asked.
“Only when the dead walk the earth,” I said, chuckling nervously.
“Then I suppose it’s okay. I’ve heard a lot worse reasons for being a complete asshole.”
“You have?”
“Of course. Besides, I have a far better excuse than him for being upset with our plight.”
“I’d certainly like to hear this one,” Dar said.
“How about I show you instead.” Kate reached into her pocket and pulled out a scrap of paper. Then she thumped it down on the table.
“A lottery ticket?”
“A winning lottery ticket. I won four hundred and fifty thousand dollars last week. It’s the first time I’ve ever won anything in my life.” She stared at me. “But what good is a winning lottery ticket now?”
“Maybe you can use it to wipe your ass,” Dar said.
“I thought my life would change as soon as I matched up the numbers and saw that I had a winner. Boy, was I ever right.”
Kate picked up the ticket, ripped it into tiny shreds, and then released the pieces, letting them flutter onto the table.


Chapter 14
THE SNOW DIDN’T STOP. IT WAS relentless and unforgiving. Once it started that first day, it kept on coming, which meant that Dar and I stood no chance of returning to Boston until the roads had cleared. Every couple of days, we received a fresh coat of powder. It glistened and radiated in the sun’s sallow glow, obscuring the debris that lay strewn across the hardening crust. We took turns shoveling in order to keep clear the path between the doorway and the barn. Every day Rick plowed the snow until the banks built up like a massive wall in front of the driveway. He plowed it up all around the farmhouse so as to provide a natural barrier from the creatures. Other than the flying ones, it would be difficult for the dead to reach us. We made sure to have two sharpshooters tag along with the people shoveling just in case the dead flew down from the roof.
The power died and never returned, which meant that we had to rely strictly on the generator. Rick turned the generator on for about two hours a night. At around nine, we lit candles and read or played cards by the flickering light. He’d insulated the house a few years back by spraying foam in the walls and laying loose insulation along the attic floor. That combined with the fireplace kept us relatively warm and dry. We ate cereal and canned goods for breakfast and lunch, and we took turns preparing hot meals for dinner. Coffee in the morning got reheated over the fireplace.
We learned to live with each other, to put up with each other’s idiosyncrasies and help deal with the post-traumatic stress we suffered on account of living among such cruel demons. As a result, we worked to tolerate each other’s needs as best we could. The children behaved relatively well, considering the situation we found ourselves in, but they acted up like most children do. Gunner had his hands full taking care of them, especially when Emily cried out for her mother. We all tried to help out as much as possible, but there was only so much any of us could do. Thorn was the exception when it came to the kids. He didn’t want anything to do with them. He did, however, make up for it by performing many of the laborious tasks that no one else wanted to do. In his defense, he claimed he’d rather fight hand-to-hand combat against five flesh-eaters than have to deal with kids.
The snow piled up against the house in long, sweeping arcs, and the temperatures often dropped below zero. Most days the wind whipped hard down from Canada and whistled through the snow-swept valley.
On Thanksgiving Day, we ate a hearty meal cooked up by Kate. Instead of turkey, we had one of the chickens Rick processed this past summer and stored in his freezer. He kept three freezers filled with poultry, beef, deer and moose meat out in the barn. Though the freezers stopped working because of the power outage, the arctic temperatures did the work for us.
Rick had a room in the basement filled with canned goods, dried foods and other supplies, which he figured would last us until the end of spring, assuming we rationed the food in a sensible manner. Had it been just him and Susan, it would have lasted much longer. Although we all changed our eating habits, Thorn seemed to have a hollow leg when it came to his appetite. If we made it to spring, I had high hopes that the government or military would have a handle on the situation, and we’d all be allowed to return home.
We played cards often and broke out the board games that first month. I became quite good at chess, though not good enough to beat Thorn, who was quite adept at it. I studied one of his chess books for hours on end, trying to understand the complex strategies involved in the game, imagining the opposing pieces as the dead. I also read a lot. Rick had a considerable library out in the barn that we helped ourselves to. He also had a vast collection of DVDs and VCR tapes that contained everything from old TV shows to movies. Every night at seven, he switched on the generator, and we all settled in and watched a movie or television show. We even made popcorn from the kernels stored in the large plastic container he kept downstairs.
When not reading, playing chess or performing one of our required daily chores, I began to write. I found myself writing constantly. It kept my mind off the evil that awaited us outside. At first I jotted down a few random notes, but after a while I began to become more expansive, writing pages at a time about our daily life inside the house. Upon waking early each morning, I made sure to perform my ritual of one hundred push-ups and sit-ups. After that I would jog in place for fifteen minutes. The physical exercise kept my mind focused and helped reduce the stress caused by this suffocating existence.
Rather than a hindrance, the snow proved to be a godsend in more ways than one. We filled buckets of it and piled the snow into the bathtub, where it melted and provided us with life-sustaining water. We used the water for many different things: to flush the toilet, wash and brush our teeth, cooking, and brewing coffee. Rick had devised an ingenious system for showering when he’d retrofitted the house. He’d set up a small, enclosed stall in the basement just below the tub. Utilizing gravity, the cold water would empty below from the nozzle. Although there was not much pressure to the stream, it kept us clean. The water was so cold that we could only spend a few minutes in it, but at least we could take a shower once a day.
As was natural in our situation, bound together against our will, friendships and alliances formed. Thorn and Dar’s friendship grew, and I suspected that it had evolved into something more than just a friendship, although I couldn’t be sure. Dar delved further into the recesses of her own neurosis, becoming more reclusive and mysterious as the days passed.
She’d turned eighteen a few days after Thanksgiving and shaved off all of her hair, except for a swathe near the frontal part of her scalp which she bleached platinum blonde. Thorn had pierced her ears, nose, lips and other body parts, and she’d taken Susan’s jewelry and worked them into the nooks of flesh. Homemade tattoos began to sprout up over her hands and arms, and then finally on her scalp and neck. Her transformation frightened me, and as time passed, she ceased being the daughter I knew and raised, and became someone totally different.
Thorn proved enigmatic. I found him highly intelligent, and at the same time rude and offensive. As much as I would have disapproved of their relationship in normal times, trying to prevent it now would have made matters worse. And yet he worked hard in keeping the house running, often working for hours on end carrying in wood or running between the barn and the house to retrieve various items. He even knew a few things about engines and was able to help Rick when there was a mechanical issue with the truck.
Gunner spent much of his free time with his kids, but when the kids went to bed, I noticed that he and Rick had developed an odd bond. This bond, I observed, took its cue from Rick, and it made sense. Rick’s towering intellect made it almost impossible for him to treat another person on equal terms, myself included. Although I’d made considerably more money than him, I had no doubt who was smarter. The discrepancy between my celebrity and wealth and his intellect seemed to be the root of our complicated sibling rivalry. But in America, money had been the primary indicator of success—until the crisis struck. Now all my millions in mutual funds, stocks and bonds meant nothing. Conversely, his little farmhouse stocked with water, food and firearms meant the difference between life and death.
Of everyone in this house, it was Gunner who worried me the most. While everyone seemed to be adjusting to the situation as best as could be expected, I noticed that Gunner’s mood had become more sullen and withdrawn as time went on. Caring for his kids had taken an obvious toll on him. Of course, watching his wife become sick and die had had a traumatizing effect as well. It was a good thing he didn’t know that Rick kept her captive down in the basement, studying her every move for the benefit of science. Blackness ringed his eyes, and he often spoke despairingly of the situation we now found ourselves in. We all tried to encourage him, give him pep talks, take his kids off his hands for a few hours so he could relax, but it didn’t seem to help. He responded only to Rick’s cue. Rick was his leader, and he would follow him to the ends of the earth. He seemed completely unfit for the difficult future that lay ahead, and he lacked the mental discipline required to maintain his bearing amidst the crisis enveloping us. I couldn’t blame him. We all struggled with the horror in our own way, compartmentalizing our lives for self-preservation. We needed a reason to go on, to live.
That left Kate and I to pair off. In the beginning, we found it difficult to connect. Kate kept to herself and stayed busy performing her chores in the kitchen, which everyone happily ceded to her. She preferred to be alone. As time passed, however, we began to sit together at the dinner table and converse about matters that interested us in better times. Kate had little interest in watching movies at night, choosing instead to sit in the dining room and read one of the paperback novels that Susan had kept around. At first I found her to be somewhat plain in appearance. She wore her blonde hair up in a bun and never wore any of the makeup in Susan’s bathroom. She was thin but athletic, and surprisingly stronger than I expected. Rarely did I see her smile. But the more we hung out together, the more appealing she became. I found myself fantasizing about her at night, the erotic confused with the horror. My vows to my wife meant everything to me, but I felt vulnerable and in need of a woman’s touch. I chalked up my growing attraction to her as a product of the barbarity of the situation, being cooped up in this house day after day, the intimacy a by-product of proximity. A selfless and a tireless worker, she had a curious mind that made our daily conversations a wonderful respite to the brutal nightmare we’d been living through. And yet, she revealed nothing about her personal life. I tried to get something out of her, but when I probed, she either walked away or buried her head in her book. So I stopped asking.
The snow proved to be our savior. Never a fan of the snow, I came to appreciate its beauty and utility, and the fact that it protected us from the inhumanity outside these walls. It provided us with water and helped us stay clean and hygienic. I loved the way the sun’s rays reflected off the icy wall surface and reflected heat back into the house—a brilliant move by Rick to plow it into a fortress. It kept hidden the dead buried under the icy mountains. Like clockwork, Rick plowed the freshly fallen snow every day. Any diseased stragglers left standing disappeared into the massive mountain of snow, out of sight and out of mind.
One day it hit me. I feared the arrival of spring. Spring meant that everything would melt and the frozen corpses would emerge from the ensuing thaw. The arrival of spring would make it easier for the dead to travel freely and attempt to gain entrance into our fortress. Liberated from the shackles of winter, I envisioned them parading en masse onto the driveway, overtaking the house and flooding it with their shuffling and unearthly moaning. I suffered terrible nightmares where the monsters reached out for me, tearing at my limbs and trying to take bites out of my head and body, and often I would bolt up out of sleep, my face covered in sweat.
From time to time, Rick kept me updated on the world situation. Tumult and chaos had ensued, though news was getting harder to come by. The rumor floating around was that the president had enacted martial law and had blocked all flow of traffic. But no one knew for sure because all television broadcasting had been halted, except for a government-sponsored program that ran twice a day. The program, political propaganda designed to ease citizens’ fears, tried to put a more positive spin on the crisis. Soup kitchens and bread lines had been set up at various locations in most major cities. Armed forces stood guard and tried to keep the peace. And yet violence ensued everywhere. Armed civilians set up in abandoned buildings and fired at soldiers randomly. Military snipers set up in buildings and killed anyone they deemed suspicious. Tensions between citizens and the government grew to the point where rebels were setting up bases all around the country. Secret anti-government groups were forming at a rapid pace, and the government didn’t have enough forces to combat them all, especially when troops began to defect en masse after their paychecks bounced. Toilet paper had more worth than the almighty dollar. Alternate currencies spawned. Governing on a national level was becoming untenable.
The situation in other parts of the world seemed worse. Many of Rick’s contacts on the CB radio simply stopped communicating altogether. Others gave brief descriptions of horrors too unfathomable to contemplate, then suddenly that contact would never be heard from again, and the worst was assumed. Rick reported that the shortwave signal was degrading with each passing day. Something seemed to be scrambling the signals and making the airwaves incommunicable. Governments around the world had been violently repressing their citizens. Food riots became ubiquitous. One woman in Germany claimed that her family was living off the turtles, grasses and fish from a nearby pond. A man in South Africa claimed that the local bird population had been decimated. An Asian contact said that a swine flu epidemic was killing many people in his city and that vaccines were not being offered.
All of these personal accounts led me to the conclusion that Rick had made the correct choice by moving up here to northern Maine, where it was cold and snowbound, and only the resourceful would survive.
Rick spent most of his days holed up in his basement, conducting research on the various plant and animal samples he’d collected. He recorded all of his findings in a large journal he kept stored in a bookshelf in his lab. The vast database of genetic information stored in his computer allowed him to contrast and compare the various genetic data he’d gathered out in the field. He maintained a separate generator designated solely for his computer, and it was as powerful as the one that he used to run the house. He filled this covert generator with gas twice a day to insure that the computer would run nonstop comparing the DNA strands. He compared these computations to finding a needle in a haystack, but he was convinced that he could narrow the possible suspects to a manageable few, depending on the size and species of the genetic sampling.
The sight of Gunner’s dead wife never ceased to offend me. On the days Rick allowed me inside, I would often pull up a chair next to her and simply observe her peripatetic jerking and fits of mastication. It seemed with each passing day she weakened and became less animated than before. She began to move in what seemed like slow motion. Her eyes did not fluctuate as wildly as before, and she never made eye contact with me, instead staring off into the distance. I assumed that her brain was being starved to death, but Rick held a different view. He’d taken samples from her and had discovered that far from dying, her cells were going into what could best be described as a state of hibernation. In this hibernating state they were busy replenishing and fortifying with a new form of cellular activity he’d never before seen—a cellular activity that appeared so strange and complex that even he couldn’t understand the dynamics of the process. Rather than stimulate my intellectual curiosity, it made me want more than ever to put a bullet in her brain and end her misery. I envisioned her soul to be in a state of flux until the time came when the entirety of her being could be laid to rest.
Other than these developments, I had no idea what other discoveries Rick had made down there. He was not forthcoming about his findings. His massive journal filled me with both trepidation and fear—and made me optimistic that a cure might be discovered. I found myself wondering about the ideas, formulas and theories he’d written in that book of his. I began to regard his journal with an almost mystical awe, wondering if he would ever let me read it. And yet at other times, I had no interest whatsoever in reading it, fearful that it might reveal a Pandora’s Box of horrors, of which I was not mentally equipped to handle. A nonbeliever, Rick was able to keep an open mind and be as unbiased as possible when it came to learning what nature had in store for us, both good and bad. In my case, ignorance was bliss, and I prayed constantly, begging God to watch over us. It was faith that got me through each day. Faith was my crutch, and I was glad to have it.
Thorn continued to avail himself of Rick’s supply of alcohol, which he kept stored in the barn, and which he had to bring back to the house in order to thaw. Thorn was a sloppy drunk, and when Rick found out that his stash was being looted, he put a lock on the barn door and controlled all access to the beer, wine and spirits. At first Thorn complained about getting shut off, but when he realized that this was how it was going to be, he stopped drinking altogether and embraced a more militant attitude toward his health. He took up exercising with me in the morning. When we finished, he would go outside and shovel snow for hours on end. Exhausted, I would stare out the window and watch him. Some days he tossed snow for hours, eventually staggering inside, his clothes drenched in sweat. Thorn’s body underwent a noticeable transformation during this period. Where before he was tall and lean, now his biceps began to bulge, and his lats formed a perfect V that tapered down to a thin waist. In short, he resembled an Olympic swimmer.
This was how we spent the winter. Did I mention that there was much crying? We cried all the time. After a while we stopped being ashamed about crying in front of each other. The kids cried loud and often. Kate and I often leaned on each other’s shoulders and wept in long, sorrowful sessions. Rick did it in the privacy of his basement when he thought no one was listening. But I would sometimes wander downstairs, where I could hear his hyperventilating gasps. He grieved for his wife and the future they had lost, and he hoped to find part of her remains come spring so that he could spread her ashes on her favorite part of the farm. Surprisingly, Thorn cried as much as anyone, though his crying jags were usually quick and violent, and then followed by an act of bravado that was a veiled attempt to disguise his vulnerability.
The only one who didn’t cry, or who I never witnessed crying, was Dar. She moved inward while the rest of us hung out our emotions for all to see. It was almost as if she were using this crisis to gain strength and vitality from the cruelness bearing down upon us. Her self-confidence soared. Where before she harbored many fears and insecurities, the outbreak appeared to give Dar a reason to live. Everything from her past fell away as easily as a snake shed its skin. Her history got erased—only the present existed. She became a secular zealot and wanted nothing more than to save the world by killing the dead.
Thorn tattooed the words BORN TO KILL across her back. “I was born to kill fuckers,” she could often be heard saying. She said it so often and with such passion that it soon became second nature to us to refer to the dead as fuckers. The term became as much a part of our vocabulary as anything else in the wintry days that we were holed up in the farmhouse. I wanted them to disappear from the face of the earth so that the world could revert to its normal state and we could return home and reunite with our families. The resumption of normalcy was my ultimate goal. I wanted to sit behind my desk and write novels. But Dar wanted nothing to do with her previous life. She had her own plans for the future, and I had a sinking feeling that they didn’t include me.
“It’s never going to be the same once this situation dies down,” Rick said to me one night, shaking his head. “In fact, my belief is that it’s all going to get worse—a lot worse—before it gets any better.”
“You’re such a pessimist.”
“Not a pessimist, Thom, a realist. A scientist who looks at things objectively and without bias.” He laughed. “Think that big fat bank account of yours is going to be waiting for you when you return to Boston? You can forget about that nest egg.”
“Once the government gets control over this situation, the financial system will return to normal, and everything will revert to the way it was.”
“Ha! That’s even more farfetched than your belief in an afterlife. You’re truly naïve if you believe that, Thom. The almighty dollar is gone, a relic in the footnotes of monetary history. Only food, water and fuel will be currency in the new order of things.”
“Why do you always have to be in competition with me, Rick? Just because I’ve made more money than you?”
“It’s not about competition or money. The truth is that you wagered all your money on a losing pony. But the good news, brother, is that you’re alive and well with someone who wagered correctly.”
It killed me inside to admit it, but my brother was right. Rick had made the correct call in moving up here. He’d gone back to the land where food, shelter and water reigned supreme. My millions of dollars were worthless, other than fuel for the fireplace or wiping the shit out of my ass. But I had faith on my side, and I spoke directly to my creator. Faith was the currency that kept me spiritually and mentally afloat.
And then the snow started to melt.
And I knew we were all screwed.


Chapter 15
SPRING BEGAN NEAR THE END OF April. We woke up to the sound of water dripping off the roof and into the melting snow. Ice dams cracked like thunder along the gutters and shingles. The sounds all resonated with the song of spring. Even the sun’s rays began to feel warmer and more inviting. But behind it all lay a sense of dread.
I slept very little by the time spring arrived. What sleep I did get was filled with terrible dreams and nightmarish visions of those creatures breaking inside the house and reaching for me. My brain whirred constantly and never seemed to let up. It felt as if it was operating independently from my will, manifesting an innate desire to detach from this terrible reality. Although I knew that this was my mind’s attempt at preserving itself, in the end, this prolonged state of disassociation was causing me great, irreversible harm.
We’d manage to keep most of the fuckers at bay throughout the winter and early spring. Occasionally a few slipped past the formidable snow barriers, but they were easily dispatched. Dar typically did most of the killing. She wanted nothing more than to put a bullet through their brains, and shooting just one never satisfied her insatiable need to kill. The glint in her eye made us all leery, and we kept our distance from her. Otherwise, she kept a low profile in the house, knowing full well that her time was soon to come.
I made my way downstairs one morning and saw Kate sitting at the table and staring out of the window. Kate usually got up before anyone else and set the table with cold cereal, powdered milk and re-warmed coffee brewed the previous night. Gunner and the kids got up next. Rick, Thorn and Dar typically slept in until mid-morning. Rick stayed up until the early hours of the morning, working in his lab and then writing in his journal, and usually operating on only a few hours of sleep. I would often see him sitting at the dining room table in the morning, writing copious notes in his journal.
I stood next to Kate, who stared numbly out at the melting, white landscape. The sun shone brilliantly in the sky. The birds gathered up in the bare branches of the elms and maples and began to take to the air in droves. The constant drip drip drip off the roof seemed never-ending. Shimmering sheets of ice reflected the sun’s rays and radiated outward in every direction. The massive wall of snow and ice encircling the driveway began to slowly diminish with each passing day. Kate turned and glanced at me with a look of concern.
“I’m scared, Thom. I thought I’d never say this, but I don’t want spring to come.”
“Spring has always been my favorite time of year, when the plants would poke up out of the ground and the snow would give way to budding leaves and rivers of mud. A time when everything reawakens.”
“I used to love spring as well. God, I never thought I’d hear myself say it, but I wish it would stay winter all year long.”
“Don’t you have any family members to meet up with after this situation is over?”
“Apart from an estranged brother in Houston, I don’t have any family to speak of. I moved to Maine less than a year ago.”
“Why?”
She turned, crossed her arms, and stared out the window. “It’s going to get worse. Those things will soon be coming out of the woodwork. I used to love spring, but I despise it now. They’ll be waiting for the snow to melt so they can come for us.”
“Kate,” I said, turning her around and gripping her arms. “We’re the lucky ones. Look at all we have. We’re still alive and well.”
“Lucky? Ha!”
“We’ve got food, water and ammunition. We’ve got a roof over our heads. Those dead things can’t last forever. The government will come any day now and rescue us from this hell.”
“The government?” she retorted, snickering. “If you believe the government’s going to save us then I’ve got a winning lottery ticket to sell you.”
“No, you’re wrong. I believe in our government. You watch and see, they’ll send in the military and help us out of this mess.”
“Wake up, Thom. This isn’t one of your dreamy novels with a happy ending. The government’s not going to help us. Not now, not tomorrow, not ever. Besides, how long do you think we can last like this?” She turned away from me.
“Rick thinks we can hold out until the end of spring.”
“Once the snow melts, there will be thousands of them descending upon us, from above and below, heaven and hell. And even supposing we do survive, do you really think this happy little family will last? You’ll be heading back to Boston, assuming that your wife and son are still alive.”
“It’s no assumption, Kate. They are alive! I just know it.”
“Okay, Thom, let’s assume for the moment they are. Then what? God knows where Thorn and Dar will go. Your brother will stay here as long as he can, holed up in his basement all day, which will leave me with Gunner and his two kids. And that poor guy is ready for the rubber room. He’ll be lucky if he survives this ordeal with all his marbles intact. Which leaves me and his two kids with no means of support and nowhere to go.”
“You can come to Boston and live with us until you get back on your feet.”
“And be a pity case? No, thanks. That’s even assuming you find them. You’ve seen what’s going on out there. Do you really think that it’s going to be any better in Boston? The only thing that’s saved us is the fact that winter has kept those things at bay. What’s going to happen when it warms up and the dead are able to wander freely and spread their disease? It’s all coming to an end, Thom.”
I wanted to slap her. Her hurtful words had cut me to the core. I had no other option than to believe that my wife and son were still alive and waiting for me to return home. Screw her. She could stay here and rot for all I cared. I turned away, sat at the table, and poured myself a bowl of cereal and a cup of coffee.
“I’m sorry, Thom. I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings,” she said, sitting down next to me. “I was being a total bitch. You were right. Your wife and son are alive and waiting for you down in Boston. I’m sure they’re just fine.” Tears fell from her eyes.
“What are you keeping from me, Kate? You’ve told me practically nothing about yourself the entire time we’ve been here.”
“No, you’re right. I’ve kept my personal history to myself for a reason. But I do appreciate everything you and your brother have done for me.”
“Why won’t you open up and tell me something about yourself? Anything. I’m your friend, Kate. What the hell are you afraid of?”
“Believe it or not, Thom,” she said, punching her chest over her heart, “what’s in here is a lot more frightening than what’s out there.”
She stared at me for what seemed like a very long time. Then she explained what had led her to move to this stark northern territory. Her husband and children were dead, and now she was alone in the world. After she finished telling me her story, I sat there in a daze, unable to believe what I’d just heard. Their deaths seemed so senseless and cruel, but I had no time to let her words sink in. Four creatures had managed to bypass the mounds of snow and stumble onto the plowed driveway. They approached the dining room window just over Kate’s shoulder, their expressions grim and unchanging. One had a missing arm, and another had half its face chewed off. Their clothes were ripped and shredded, and stiff from the cold. Each one held a frozen chunk of ice in their hands as if planning to toss it through the window. The one with the chewed-up face held the ice block up over its head as he stumbled forward. Upon reaching the window, he smashed it down against the pane of glass. The noise exploded in our ears, and yet the glass did not break. The others followed suit. The glass quivered and shook but held strong. Kate collapsed into my arms, sobbing.
“See, Thom, I told you they’d be back, and here they are, sooner than expected.”
“Take it easy, Kate. We’ll get rid of them.”
Everyone heard the crashing sound and ran into the dining room. We watched in shock as they continued to pound away at the glass with the chunks of ice, which eventually broke off into small fragments until they were harmless snowballs. Their eyes locked on us in a frightening manner. Their gaze seemed both focused and faraway, but it was obvious we were the object of their desire. Rick didn’t waste any time. He grabbed one of the rifles and tossed one to Thorn and then one to Dar. Dar ran out into the driveway and began to bait them to turn around and chase her. I understood what she was doing. The creatures were too close to the house; one misplaced bullet had the potential to shatter the windows or penetrate through the siding, making us all vulnerable to the cold and future attacks.
Two of them took the bait and went after Dar. Rick ran out, raised the rifle, and put a bullet into their heads, stopping them dead in their tracks. The other two lumbered alongside the house. Thorn fired next and put them both down. Fortunately, none of the bullets ended up hitting the windows. Smeared across the glass, however, was a splattering of gelatinous brain matter in the shape of an abstract painting. After the creatures had been vanquished, the three of them ran back inside, slamming the door shut behind them.
“That was a wicked close call,” Thorn said, panting.
“Better get used to it. Looks like they called for backup,” Dar said, pointing out the window.
“Holy shit!” Rick said.
Off in the distance, an army of the dead was approaching from the pasture. They trudged through the snow at a glacial pace, but the cold and the diminishing depth of the snow pack did little to deter their slow, steady march. Some looked like children. The smaller ones walked on the upper crust and moved much faster than the heavier ones. Some limped, others scampered, kicking up snow. A few crawled like dogs or wolves. Rick ran back, retrieved his binoculars, and gazed out at the legion of dead moving toward the house. He wordlessly passed the glasses over to me. I put them up to my eyes and observed the determined and hungry lot.
“Now that the snow is melting it’s going to get worse. They’re going to need nourishment after hibernating all winter.”
“We’ve got enough ammo to blow them away,” Dar said. “So what’s the problem?”
“Sure, we have enough firepower for now. But for how long?” Rick said, looking uneasily at us. “We’ll win this battle and maybe a few more after that. But eventually the ammo is going to run out. When that happens, we’re screwed to the wall. Then they’ll start to swarm the place like bees. These windows are tough, but they’re not unbreakable. Even the Titanic eventually sank. No, what we need is an alternate strategy.”
“We’ll deal with that shit when the time comes, Rick. Stop sounding like such a downer,” Dar said. “I’m going to take a boatload of these fuckers out with me before I go down with the ship, whether I have to do it with a gun or a hunting knife.”
“I’m all in with you, Dar,” Thorn said. “I’m not going down without a fight either, Rick, so don’t bring us down with that pessimistic crap. We can definitely buy more time before the cavalry comes to our rescue.”
Rick glanced nervously in my direction. Then he looked at Gunner, who was shaking his head dejectedly.
“Delia was right,” Gunner said. “This shit is hell on earth, and it ain’t going to end well. We’re all doomed.”
“Maybe you’re doomed, you asshole hick, but not the rest of us,” Dar said, pushing Gunner hard against the wall. He didn’t fight back.
Rick tried to restrain Dar, but she struggled to get at Gunner and tear him to pieces.
“Better get your act together, chump, because you got two little kids to care for, and we’ve all been picking up the slack for your lazy ass. So shut your goddamn trailer-trash mouth if you’re going to talk garbage, and take care of your kids!”
“I’m a good dad to those two little girls,” he replied weakly.
“You’re a gutless coward who lacks a spine. Those kids would be better off with one of those fuckers as their dad.”
“It’s hard to care for them, you have no idea. How am I supposed to raise two girls with all this craziness going on? What kind of future will they have?”
“Like we don’t already know this is hard?” Thorn said, exasperated. “Maybe you shouldn’t have had kids if you weren’t prepared to care for them. Get your shit together, Gunner, and start acting like a man.”
Gunner turned and walked back towards the living room where his kids were playing.
“Pussy!” Thorn shouted.
“That’s it. Walk away, you defeatist loser!” Dar added.
“Go easy on him, you two. We need to get along if we’re going to tough this thing out,” Rick said. “No more fighting amongst ourselves. Besides, I’ve got a plan to take that army down.”
Once he finished telling us his strategy, he moved his truck into the driveway. His idea was to set up behind the truck and pick each of them off one by one. It would require patience, accuracy, and a steady hand. Gunner and Kate would be the runners, supplying ammo. I would be the rover, making sure none of the flying ones attacked from the roof. We could not let them get beyond a certain point or else they would overwhelm us. They were desperate and hungry, and we had to assume that their bodies had adjusted to this harsh environment, which allowed them to move through the snow at a faster clip.
We waited inside until they reached a certain point. The temperature hovered in the low forties, and Rick wanted to make sure that our exposure to the cold was limited. Prolonged exposure even in this climate could cause problems. The failure to kill with a single shot could mean the difference between life and death.
When they reached the designated tree, we went outside and set up behind the pickup. I kept my eyes trained to my left and to my right, and then up towards the sky in case one of those flying baby-things flew down. The cries the dead made as they came forward sounded horrific to my ears. They let out bloodcurdling screams that echoed in the crisp air. Gunner stared ahead in horror, looking as if he might pass out from fright. He covered his ears and started to sob uncontrollably, then went off to the side and dry heaved onto a snow pile. Rick went over and pulled him up by the collar, slapping him hard in the face. The imprint of his hand reddened on Gunner’s cold cheek.
“Shape up,” Rick ordered, “or I’ll shoot you right here and turn you into one of those goons.”
Gunner nodded, wiped away the tears, and took some deep breaths. He looked defeated and could have easily been mistaken for one of the dead now marching toward us.
We waited patiently for Rick to give the signal. It seemed like forever. Although I’d been assigned to watch their backs, I waited with bated breath for the carnage to begin. At the sound of his cue, the three of them started to fire. I kept my eyes trained in every direction, on the lookout for rogues. Hellish cries and bloodthirsty screeches filled my ears. Bodies toppled over one another in their attempts to reach us. At some point during the massacre, I turned around and caught sight of their heads exploding and their bodies dropping away. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. The front lines disappeared only to be replaced by another line right behind it. Their numbers seemed endless.
The gunfire lasted for what seemed like forever. Kate ran back and forth, diligently supplying ammo to the shooters. Gunner dropped boxes, kept slipping on the ice, and proved to be relatively useless. Inside the house, I saw Emily standing on a chair and crying uncontrollably as she watched the dead marching toward the house. Poor kid. And I felt helpless to comfort her.
I caught something out of the corner of my eye. Looking up, I noticed a snarling young fucker standing on the roof and glaring down as if observing our every move. It had a sharp beak and fierce eyes like a hawk, and it shrieked in high-pitched notes. I lifted the gun, took aim, and fired off a round, but missed. At the last second, it lifted its wings and soared down towards me. I fired again and missed. Before I knew what happened it landed on the barrel of my gun. The barrel dropped to the icy pavement, and it slid down to the ice. Kate screamed for help, and Gunner sprinted over and stared at it, frozen in shock. Rick turned and ordered me to kill it. I shook the weightless creature off the barrel of the gun, but it came at me too quickly. It was nasty and faster than I expected, and was snapping its small jaws wildly. I punched it in the head, and it fell back towards the house and hissed. I raised the barrel of the gun and shuffled off to the side so that I didn’t put a bullet through the siding. It circled, hissed, and then lunged. Its head was bald and hairless like a small child’s, and its tiny wings fanned out over its hunched back. I pulled the trigger, and this time the bullet went in through its cheek and out through the back of its translucent skull, and it fell to the ground. Kate ran over and fell to her knees, staring at it.
“Keep away. It might be contagious.”
“It’s little Jimmy Monroe. He was in my class down at the daycare.”
“Kate, I’m sorry.”
“God have mercy on his soul,” she said, making the sign of the cross. She wiped away a tear. “He was one of the cutest little boys I’ve ever known, always smiling and laughing.”
“Save it for later, Martha Stewart!” Dar shouted. “I need more ammo.”
Kate glared hatefully at her before running off to get more supplies.
It seemed like forever before the sound of the gunshots finally ceased. I turned and assessed the situation once the eerie silence filled the air. We walked around the pickup truck and to the edge of the driveway, and stared at the killing field littered with bodies. Gunpowder and smoke singed our nostrils. The massive snow fortress had been reduced to a four-foot wall. The icy pasture appeared littered with rotting, fetid corpses. Puffs of smoke rose from the rubble of their bludgeoned corpses. The dead had trudged over each other in their attempt to reach us. They stacked four and five feet high in places. Sweat poured from every opening in my body. Beneath my jacket my clothes were soaking wet and sticking to my skin. Exhausted, we filed back into the house. Up in the sky, the birds flew in chaotic formations, circling around and streaking back and forth in short, violent bursts. It appeared as if they were trying to communicate through some complex set of symbols.
We collapsed into the dining room chairs. Emily immediately ran up and embraced her father, sobbing, but Gunner was too traumatized to comfort her. Kate stepped in, picked up the child, and carried her into the living room. We sat in stunned silence, trying to compose our thoughts while attempting to make sense of what we had just witnessed. A few moments later, we heard the sound of Kate’s voice filling the house. She was singing “Now the Day Is Over”, and it nearly brought me to tears because it was the same song I’d sung to Dar when she was a little girl. It mesmerized me, and I sat transfixed, listening to her. We stared ahead, spellbound, enraptured, as if in some sort of catatonic trance.
Now the wind is whispering
In stillness soft and sweet
All of nature’s creatures
Now are sound asleep
The birds and beasts and flowers
All have gone to sleep.
“Now that it’s warming up, they’ll be coming in droves,” Kate said as soon as she came back into the room.
“That fact hasn’t escaped me,” Rick said.
“Are you guys losing your minds? Did you see the way we blew them away? Bring it on, bitches!” Dar said.
“You won’t be saying that when the ammo starts to thin out.”
“We’ve got the plow truck, dude. When the shit hits the fan, we can all climb in and drive somewhere safe,” Thorn said.
“And where might that be, Thorn?” I asked him.
“Hell if I know, but there has to be a place out there where we can hide out until this shit blows over. Must be National Guards or army troops patrolling somewhere.”
“Out there could be much worse than in here. The cities will eventually be teeming with the diseased. Our best bet is to stay here for the time being,” Rick said. “Have any of you noticed that these things don’t seem to attack at night?”
“I noticed that too. Why’s that?” Thorn asked.
“I’m not sure. Maybe their brains have been programmed to conserve energy when human flesh is in short supply,” Rick said. “And when they discover fresh prey, I’ll wager they become bolder and more aggressive.”
I didn’t want to contemplate this scenario. The gunfight had left us all exhausted and mentally spent, and I wanted nothing more than to change the subject. No one asked Rick how he knew all this information, but I had an inkling that his research down in the basement had yielded some interesting results, though he was not forthcoming with such findings.
“I just don’t want to become one of them,” Kate said, walking around the table. “Promise me, all of you, that if I die you won’t let it happen. That you’ll put a bullet in my head.”
“Gladly,” Dar said.
“What’s wrong with you? Don’t you have any respect for anything? Anyone?” Kate asked her.
“Look, lady, I spent my whole life paying respect to authorities and playing by the rules. And where did all that get me? Psychiatrists, antidepressants, self-mutilation and an eating disorder that nearly killed me. I’m done playing by the rules, Martha Stewart, unless they’re my rules,” Dar shot back, standing to face Kate. “So sit the fuck down and shut your hole.”
“Is this how you raised your kids, Thom? Were you too busy writing your precious novels to teach your children how to behave properly?”
“Don’t lecture me on raising kids, Kate, when you don’t have any of your own,” I said, regretting the words as soon as they came out of my mouth.
Kate ran upstairs, weeping.
“Damn!” Gunner mumbled. “Dying would be better than living through this bullshit.”
“Then do us all a big favor, dude, and go give Mr. Remington over there a blowjob,” Dar said, stalking angrily out of the room.


Chapter 16
THE REST OF THE DAY PASSED without incident. I felt terrible about what I’d said to Kate and tried to think of a way to apologize. The words came out of my mouth before I had a chance to think. When she came back downstairs, she didn’t look at me or even acknowledge my presence.
Dar and Thorn sat around playing cards. Kate washed dishes and scrubbed clean the kitchen counters and floors. After that she cleaned the entire house from top to bottom before taking care of Gunner’s two children. Gunner proved useless, still traumatized by the battle, sitting in the darkened living room and rocking back and forth. Occasionally, he returned to the dining room and sat at the kitchen table with us, staring mindlessly out the window, before quickly retreating back to the living room. He barely acknowledged me when I tried to give him a word of encouragement. Maybe it would pass and he would snap back to his senses. Or maybe it wouldn’t and he’d be irreparably harmed. For the time being, we left him alone.
Night fell and all was quiet. The temperature dropped below freezing after the sun went down. Thorn and Dar gathered wood from the barn and added it to the dying fire. Rick remained in the dining room with us rather than retreat to the basement like he usually did. I thought it odd that no one questioned what he was doing down there night after night. Maybe they assumed, since he’d once been a scientist, that he’d been conducting experiments. But I couldn’t be sure. Nor did I care at this point.
We didn’t watch a movie that night. Instead, we sat around the dinner table, discussing what had happened earlier in the day. Maybe it was fear that necessitated human companionship. Or possibly it was much simpler: we were afraid to retire to our rooms and sleep. Near midnight, we struggled to stay awake. Dar retired to her room first, and Thorn naturally followed. By now they had begun sleeping in the same room together, which troubled me, although I never raised any objections about this arrangement. Gunner rose soon after and shuffled back into the living room to be with his kids. Kate bid goodnight to Rick and then went off to her small room upstairs. Once we were alone, Rick and I sat across from each other in the dining room. Our only light came from the two candles flickering on the table.
“You handled yourself well out there, Thom. That was a close call with the flyer.”
“Thanks, General Patton.”
“What? I just paid you a tremendous compliment.”
“I know a backhanded compliment when I hear one. You think I’m weak and spineless.”
“That’s not what I was saying, Thom. Why can’t a compliment be just that?”
“Because we grew up together, Rick, and I know you all too well. You’re the most competitive son-of-a-bitch I’ve ever met. There’s always a subtext behind what you say.”
“Look, I’m not going to argue with you tonight. I’m too tired and still have much work to do downstairs.” He stood to leave.
“You’ve spent most of the winter holed up down there. So what great discoveries have you made?”
“Do you really want to know?”
“No, not really. But I don’t want to go to bed either and keep experiencing these terrible dreams.”
“Come on downstairs, then, and we’ll talk. The truth will set you free.”
“Not like I have anything better to do.”
“Don’t tell anyone, but I’ve got a coffee pot downstairs. I’ll make us a fresh pot.”
“Fresh coffee?” I said, excited.
“I know I’ve been holding out on you guys, but I figure I deserve some privileges for saving your hides.”
“Stop talking, Rick, and get down there and start brewing.”
I was glad he asked me to go downstairs with him. I desperately wanted the company, even if I had to lay eyes on that sick creature writhing on the cot. Once down in his lab, the first thing I saw was Gunner’s wife. She was barely moving. Her face muscles twitched and jerked as if she was having muscle spasms, but otherwise she seemed calm.
We stood side by side and stared at her. She’d gotten a little paler and a bit more atrophied. Her severed neck remained hidden by the towel. Portions of her skull had been shaved, and a set of electrodes had been attached to the gray, rotting scalp at various intervals. The electrodes were attached to an electronic box, which was attached to the mainframe computer.
“Quite a setup, huh? In addition to analyzing genetic samples, I’ve begun studying her brain patterns.” He stared at me. “I’ve discovered some interesting things, Thom.”
“Like what?”
“Brain imaging is the newest advancement in cognitive research. While I was still teaching, I availed myself of a few well-respected colleagues in this field and learned everything I could from them. Combine that with my knowledge in the field of genetics and I figured that someday this research may be able to more accurately predict human behavior.”
“Is that the real reason you quit academia and came up here to live?”
He laughed. “Oh no.”
“I would imagine research like that might make you a very unpopular figure on campus. The liberals would accuse you of all sorts of crimes against humanity and label you a fascist.”
“True, but that’s not the reason I left. There certainly would have been widespread protest had it ever come to that, especially at that bastion of liberal politics.”
“Come on, Rick, all that survivalist talk was just a load of crap. What’s the real reason you came up here?”
“I had this visceral feeling that we’d eventually need to prepare for a global crisis or else face severe consequences. Of course, I never expected the dead to come back to life. Who could have ever predicted that? I suppose you’ll find this admission somewhat repugnant, Thom, but now that Susan is gone, I’m finding this situation to be the scientific opportunity of a lifetime.”
“Jesus, Rick! I do find that repugnant. What the hell do you expect to find? These creatures are primitive beings, programmed with one thing in mind and that is to consume human flesh.”
“Ah, but you’re mistaken in your assumption that these things are unintelligent. Research is discovering that there is a rich cognitive activity going on inside the heads of people in comas, and that they do understand what people are saying to them. They just can’t respond because of the body paralysis.”
I stared at the creature twitching and convulsing on the cot. “And you expect me to believe that this thing has complex cognitive functioning?”
“I’ve seen it with my own eyes. I’ve been observing these patterns closely and recording everything.” He shook his head and glanced over at me with a curious grin. “This reenergized brain of theirs is an amazing organ, Thom. You saw what happened when the body got separated from the stem. It sent some sort of electronic impulse to the body that worked on a cellular level. Their brains are sending out weak impulses, electromagnetic waves. I’m not even sure what it is they’re sending, but that’s why the communications around here have broken down. Their brains are jamming the signals coming in and out of the house, which is why my radio is failing. These things seem to be telepathically communicating between each other on some very basic level.”
“Sure, and I bet they have barbecues in their backyard and toast each other with bloody marys come Saturday night.”
“Have you been experiencing these prolonged, minor headaches that don’t seem to go away? I know I have. It’s their brains causing it.”
I had been suffering from headaches, but I’d chalked it up to stress and lack of sleep. They were more annoying than painful, and a lot of times they simply went away.
“Have you considered that these things might possess a high level of cognitive functioning, Thom, but because they’re stuck in these diminished bodies, they’re not able to effectively communicate their needs?”
“And if they could talk, they would ask us to hand over our brains to them?” I laughed.
“Why must you be so obstinate? Look, I have been studying these brain images very closely. This is going to sound crazy, but they indicate to me that there is a high level of activity going on inside their skulls. It’s the interpretive skills that I need to bone up on in order to better understand what they are trying to tell me.”
“They’re saying ‘feed me’ over and over. Is it any more plain than the nose on your face?”
“You’re just upset, Thom. Upset and tired. Why don’t you go upstairs and get some rest, and I’ll tell you more about it in the morning.”
I felt bad about mocking my brother. I didn’t want to leave his side and be alone for the rest of the night with my thoughts. Sleep would not be forthcoming this evening, but I couldn’t stay here. I found myself wondering if indeed these creatures had thoughts, feelings. If these creatures were programmed to consume human flesh, did that make them any different from the sharks that cruised the oceans, the Bengali tigers that feasted on innocent villagers, or the grizzly bears that roamed the Alaskan wilderness? What about the indigenous South Pacific natives who practiced cannibalism?
I said goodnight and was about to exit the lab when I heard a grunting noise behind me. I turned and saw the creature begin to convulse frantically, far more than was normal. Rick stood and walked over to it.
“What’s happening?”
“I don’t know,” he said. “I’ve never seen it act like this before. Something has gotten it highly agitated.”
It continued like this for roughly five minutes before it finally relaxed, and its movements slowed and became lethargic. Rick went over to the laptop and observed the imaging patterns syncing on the screen.
“Damn! Its brain activity just flew off the charts. I observed a similar pattern when that army attacked us, but nothing like this.”
“What the hell does it mean?”
“Your guess is as good as mine.”
“Jesus, Rick, that thing is giving me the creeps. No offense, but I’m getting out of here before I lose what’s left of my mind.”
He bade me goodnight as I headed toward the main floor. Despite it being very late, I lit one of the candles on the table and then walked around checking all the doors to make sure they were locked. Upon making my round, I noticed that the attic door was slightly ajar. Alarmed, I ran over and grabbed one of the rifles, and made my way up the creaky stairs. The air felt brisk the higher I climbed, and once I reached the top, I realized that the candle would not provide enough light. Every cell in my body screamed to get the hell out of there. But what if it was one of them? My heart skipped a beat in my chest as I listened for any sudden movement. I wanted nothing more than to run back downstairs and lock the door behind me.
I held the candle up over my head, as high as it would go, and peered into the darkness. What I saw shocked me. A pair of shoes dangled in front of my face. I jumped back as the feet swayed from side to side. Beneath them was an overturned footstool. I ran back downstairs in a state of panic and grabbed a flashlight. I called downstairs to Rick, and he came running up. After explaining what I’d seen, we climbed up to the attic. At the top of the stairs, I flashed the beam in the direction of the head and saw Gunner hanging from the attic’s rafters, his lifeless body swaying from side to side. Rick stood next to him, glancing at his watch as we waited for him to reawaken. After about ten minutes went by, Gunner’s legs started to move, and his eyes opened. Reawakened, he hung from the noose, perfectly still.
“I’m sorry I failed you. Please tell Emily and Amber I love them and that we will all be together soon. My mission is to seek them out.”
“Seek out who, Gunner? Who are you seeking?”
“In time that will be revealed.”
“What did you see? Is there life after death?”
“I saw beauty and grace. I saw a kingdom so beautiful, language would not describe it. I was close to entering before being brought back to find them.”
“Find who, Gunner?”
“Tell my kids I love them, and I’m sorry for letting them down, and that everything will be all right.”
“Find who, dammit! Who are you looking for?”
“Please cut me down.”
“I’m sorry, Gunner, but we can’t do that,” Rick said.
“Cut me down, and allow me to say my goodbyes.”
He appeared relaxed and calm. His hands rested by his side, and he looked peaceful and at rest. So did his expression, which just a few hours ago had looked tortured and aggrieved. Then he closed his eyes and fell back asleep. I wanted to know more about what he had seen and who he was looking for. I wanted to grab him by the collar and wake him until he told us everything. But experience had prepared me for the terrible transformation that would happen next.
It took a few moments before the secondary state began to occur. His legs and arms froze and became more rigid. His muscles began to spasm. His eyes flickered and then sprang open in a frightening manner. The skin on his body turned a grayish-yellow color and had the appearance of a bad bruise. Then came the moaning and bloodthirsty squelches. It felt almost as if he could smell the scent of our flesh.
Gunner had reawakened.
And then I realized something profoundly disturbing, something that for some reason I hadn’t before contemplated. Gunner had taken his own life. No animal had bitten him and transferred the contagion into his system. So how did he end up this way? How, without any possible way of contacting the contagion, had he turned into one of them?
Rick appeared transfixed at the sight of Gunner reawakening. He lifted the footstool and overturned it. Then he placed it directly behind Gunner’s convulsing body. It kicked and groped at the noose constricting its neck as if it were choking, but I knew that it was merely trying to free itself in order to feed on us. Rick climbed the stool and stood directly behind it. Once at the top, he slipped a hunter’s knife out of the leather sheath attached to his belt. He grabbed the creature by the collar, held the quivering body still, and then shoved the long blade into the base of the neck so that it penetrated deep into the brain stem. Gunner’s body instantly went slack.
“Aren’t you going to cut him down?” I asked.
“Nah, let’s leave old Gunner hanging. He won’t bother anyone. If he starts to stink up the joint, I’ll cut him down later and toss him out back when the others aren’t looking.”
Fortunately, none of the others had woken. We went back down into the basement, shutting the door behind us. Once inside, I noticed the fucker on the cot was writhing and grunting. Something had disturbed it in the last hour, and now we made the connection and knew what had caused it to spasm.
“Did you see what happened, Rick? Gunner turned into one of those beasts without contracting the virus.”
“Yes, I made note of that,” he said, staring intently at the laptop on his bench.
“It didn’t occur to me before, but the same thing happened at the parking lot Dar and I were in, the one next to the general store. The guy I shot turned into one of those creatures. I thought it might be on account of some crows pecking at him, but he’d already died.”
“Look at this, Thom.”
I went over to the laptop and stared at it. A bunch of squiggly lines appeared on the screen. I had no idea what I was looking at.
“Look at the hyperactivity of the brain pattern in the last hour. The alpha wave pattern is ridiculous. A thousand cycles a second. That’s crazy.”
“Is that good?”
“A normal, engaged human registers alpha waves of about 40 per second. This activity is telling us something important.”
“What’s it telling us?”
“This is revolutionary, Thom. Just as this creature’s brain can control its own body, I believe it also has the ability to jump-start the brain of a person who has just died. How long the person has to be dead is another question, but I would imagine that the DNA gets jolted back to life before starting in on the rapid phase of its evolutionary transition. It’s like a call to arms.”
“Christ! Do you realize what that means? We’ll be up against an entire army of the dead, and they’ll grow exponentially. They’ll rise out of every graveyard in New England.”
“In the world, unless I can figure out a way to short circuit their brain activity by jamming the wavelength they’re using to communicate on. The channel could be right under our noses, or they could be communicating on some other dimension. And if that’s the case, then we’re screwed.”
“Why do they all claim to be seeking the chosen ones? Do you still think that’s a coincidence?”
“The chosen ones could be you or I, or anyone with a human brain. Or it could just be nonsensical talk caused by the random, rapid firing of the brain cells.”
“Not if they’re all saying it.”
“There’s so much more we need to learn about the process.”
“So how are we going to explain Gunner’s disappearance to the others?”
“I hadn’t thought about that.” He sat up. “His kids, especially, will need to be looked after.”
“He’d been under a lot of stress lately. Let’s say we woke up and discovered that he was gone, that he must have decided to pack it all in.”
“Who’ll take care of the kids?”
“I don’t know,” I said, walking towards the door. “Kate’s been stepping up with Emily and Amber. Looks like we might all have to pitch in.”
I peered up and noticed that it was nearly three in the morning. Suddenly I felt exhausted and more tired than I’ve ever felt in my life.
“We’ll figure out a schedule tomorrow,” I said, “but for now I’m going to sleep on the couch in case his kids wake up.”
“Thanks, Thom. I was completely wrong about you.”
“Look, don’t be laying this patronizing bullshit on me, Rick. It’s all about surviving now, and that’s it.”
“I didn’t think you could hack it. I thought you were weak. Well, you’ve proven me wrong.”
“Fuck you,” I said, turning to leave.
I checked in on the children, who were sleeping soundly. Tomorrow would be a difficult day for them now that both of their parents were gone. I collapsed on the couch and closed my eyes. The logs inside the fireplace smoldered and crackled, exuding warmth and security. I got up and tossed another log on the pile just before passing out from sheer exhaustion.


Chapter 17
THE MELT-OFF CONTINUED UNABATED. NOT ONLY had the snow melted, but so had our waistlines. Rick had begun rationing the food, and it was making us all miserable and agitated. I was hungry constantly. I chewed gum, drank water, and even took up smoking cigarettes in order to appease my intense hunger pains, all to no avail. Needless to say, I was no longer a vegetarian.
Aside from a few days of light snow, the temperatures remained in the fifties. With the exception of that one major assault, the dead kept a low profile. There seemed to be no rhyme or reason to their behavior, walking in and out of the driveway at will. Their appearance at the farm became more sporadic and random as the days passed, and more often than not they would merely wander aimlessly around the grounds. Dar and Thorn made it a sport to stand outside and pick them off. They had shooting contests, seeing who could be more accurate with the rifle, and invariably Dar won. They would aim for the mouth or between the eyes or maybe a perfect shot in the teeth. The fuckers would jerk their heads back and gray brain matter would spray onto the dwindling patches of snow. Then Dar and Thorn would laugh hysterically, exchanging high fives.
The creatures seemed more agitated with each passing day. Maybe I was imagining it, but they seemed to become more limber and agile, moving at a quicker pace. Their forms covered the localized animal spectrum: foxes, skunks, dogs, raccoons and even one with porcupine quills. There were a few with wings, though the adult ones were too heavy to fly. Of course, more of them resembled the human form, indicating to me that this bizarre contagion was spreading quickly by other methods.
Surprisingly, the house ran much smoother with Gunner gone. At first, the children had a difficult time adjusting to their father’s absence, but after a few days had passed under Kate’s care, they started to adjust to the new reality. The kids had already developed a strong bond with Kate, despite the fact that she kept an emotional distance from them, refusing to fully embrace them as their surrogate mother. And after what she’d told me about her past, I could understand why.
With Dar giving me pointers, I worked on becoming a better shot. After a month of shooting under her tutelage, I was soon able to put a bullet squarely between their eyes from twenty feet away. At the end of each day, Rick would plow whatever dead fuckers littered the driveway and push them into a pile roughly fifty yards from the house. The giant pile of melting snow at the end of the driveway had turned into a mound of slushy, rotting carcasses. Some days I would watch through the windows to see if any cars passed along the road. In all the days that I’d been watching, I counted less than a dozen vehicles. Of course, none of them stopped. They typically sped down the two-lane road like a bat out of hell.
The piles of rotting corpses stacked along the muddy meadow began to disintegrate and congeal into one gelatinous heap of decomposition. The stench of their unwholesome flesh filled the country air and was certainly the worst odor I have ever experienced.
Deep down, we all knew that another attack was coming and that this one would be fiercer and more prolonged than the last. As much as I didn’t want to believe it, I was sure Rick was correct when he stated that these things possessed some rudimentary telepathic powers. What triggered their mass gatherings was a mystery. Rick studied astrological charts and moon phases, and analyzed the brainwaves on his laptop. He left no leaf unturned in his quest to uncover the answers to this puzzle. And while he was looking for clues to their behavior, his computer ran non-stop trying to match the disparate chains of DNA, attempting to identify if there were any matches with these creatures.
Things between Kate and I had changed since I misspoke about Kate’s painful past. A strain opened up between us, and our friendship suffered. We continued to talk, but our conversations were not as organic as they’d once been. We focused mostly on the day at hand and the tasks that needed to be done. When it was her turn, she cared for the children with the alacrity of a professional nanny, competent but emotionally distant.
With the thawing came the local wildlife. They appeared restless and unpredictable, and their odd behaviors continued unabated. The birds zigzagged in the sky in bizarre formations. Foxes and wild dogs attacked each other in broad daylight. Raccoons staggered around in circles for hours on end. Deer appeared and seemed confused and agitated. Coyotes howled outside our door. Even the squirrels appeared sick and wasted, dashing up and down tree trunks at warp speed. All of nature seemed out of whack.
The wildlife did not fear us and made no attempt to flee when we approached. Some bared their fangs and charged, in which case they were shot dead, and then shot again once they reawakened. Dar thought it funny when their brains regenerated. The fact that she’d come to enjoy killing God’s creatures disturbed me, but in the back of my mind, I knew that the rules of engagement had changed and that from this point on the rules would be different. It was even possible that her new set of skills would be highly desirable in this new world order.
My mind began to play tricks on me. Apart from the cosmetic enhancements, I noticed that Dar’s body began to change. Where before her skin had been pale and blemished, her features puffy from antidepressants and a bad diet, she was now positively radiant with energy and strength. The remnants of her troubled past melted away. A slight paunch developed around her belly and seemed to grow with each passing day. At first I chalked it up to the amount of food she’d been consuming; the girl ate like a horse. But when we began to ration out the food, I noticed that her stomach continued to swell. The musculature of her arms and legs had developed significantly. Though I fought the truth, it soon became apparent to me that she was pregnant. This revelation left me stunned, but I didn’t chastise her for such carelessness. This crisis had caused her to grow up too quickly, and the severe isolation we were forced to endure had caused her relationship with Thorn to blossom. Under the circumstances, I found it normal for her to turn to him for companionship and love. Carrying the seed of my grandson in her belly, she would now have to learn how to care for her child and raise it in these troubled times.
By the time we had entered the bloom of spring, I’d filled three notebooks with my writings. Initially, when I realized we would be here for a while, I thought I might be able to write a novel during the winter months. But instead I ended up with something entirely different: impressions, dreams, passages of horrific nightmares, fantasy, gritty reality, and anything else that came to mind. Sometimes fiction blurred the line with reality, creating long passages of rambling, discursive narrative about the demons out beyond that threatened our existence. I frequently mentioned my brother’s journal, promising that it contained some of the most important discoveries known to man. I didn’t go back and reread my journal, happy to continue on in this creative vein, biding time until we could return to society as law-abiding citizens. The three notebooks comprised a chronological narrative of the horrific events we’d witnessed, and I hoped someday they might provide an expansive history of this troubled period in American history.
I wrote at all times of the day. It kept my mind off the dead as well as the hunger pains ravishing my brain and belly. My mind constantly brewed with ideas, stimulated by everything that had happened. There were days when I would sit at the dining room table and write for hours on end. More often than not, I had no idea what I’d just written. I seemed to be in a trance when I wrote. Where before I concocted charts and long, detailed plot summaries, I now wrote from the hip. Sometimes the smallest instance of beauty would set me off into a frenzy of narrative. It was usually something brutish and horrific that would propel me into a self-contained world of fantastical storytelling. I didn’t know when I would stop, so I just kept writing. It helped me deal with the terrible consequences of this crisis. It kept my mind off the dead loitering out on the driveway, waiting to consume us.
Somewhere in the middle of the third journal, I began to write about the unborn child. The child represented the future and carried forth the seed of my progenitors. I wrote incessantly about what this child meant to the future. This grandchild of mine, I prophesied, would be prepared to deal with the new order. I felt proud and protective of the child, though I wondered how well I would come to know it.
I despised the creatures outside and hoped they would soon be blighted from this earth. Rick, however, viewed them with the same care and observation that a medical examiner might study a cadaver. They aroused his scientific curiosity like nothing else did. He appeared to have aged considerably in the last few months, having spent most of his days and nights down in the basement, running tests and poring over the data. His energy ran low, and his attention span became shortened because of the long hours. He kept detailed notes documenting every step in the scientific process, explaining his methodology and hypothesis, and whether his experiments met certain scientific criteria. I knew this because he would fill me in from time to time about his research.
Communication with the outside world had for the most part been cut off, but every once in a while, he would receive a weak signal from one of his contacts around the world. It didn’t happen often, but when it did, he appeared buoyant and happy, and he would relay to me what he’d been informed of. And Rick had important contacts in the U.S. government and around the globe. Most of the frequencies he surfed garbled with static, and in a state of paranoia, he came to believe that the creatures’ brains were responsible for jamming the airwaves. Because we could not communicate with the outside world, we felt isolated up here in the hills of Maine, set adrift and protected by geography and climate. This feeling of isolation was both restrictive and liberating, and that wide emotional spectrum propelled my creative bursts.
Though I had mixed feelings about him now, the one person I found most intriguing as time passed was Thorn. The more time I spent with him, the more intelligent and resourceful he seemed. He possessed a nasty streak, and there were many times he was moody, cold and distant, but he treated Dar with respect, and in time, I came to accept his relationship with her and the unborn child. Unlike Dar, he did not live to kill the dead, but he did it professionally and without remorse, and supported Dar’s enthusiasm for blood. He became her advocate and fiercest protector. When he looked at her, he did so in a reverential way. It eventually led me to the understanding that Thorn had fallen completely under her spell, and not the other way around. Thorn, as well as the rest of us, began to look upon Dar as the modern day Joan of Arc.
My relationship with Dar had undergone a radical change. No longer was I a father figure to her. Our conversations lacked the intimacy and depth that we once shared. We spoke in generalities, never quite delving beneath the surface about the life and death matters that now confronted us. Nor did we speak much about the remainder of our family down in Boston. She completely shed her previous personality and accepted her new role as a cold-blooded killer. Killing ‘fuckers’ became her mission on earth, and everything she did emanated from this zealotry, including her relationship with Thorn. I worried if she might be delusional or sociopathic. What would become of her if and when everything returned to normal? How would she function in civilized society while raising her child?
I wanted badly to grab hold of my daughter and tell her how much I loved her, and try to convince her to change her ways. But I never did for fear of being rejected. It made me realize that Margaret and I had failed miserably as parents. She needed much more than what we had given her. I felt like such a failure in so many ways. I failed in taking care of my wife and son. I failed to prepare them for the scourge that awaited us. None of us had learned any useful skills that would help us survive in times of crisis. We were too busy filling their heads with the nonsensical and trivial: ideas, words, concepts. Our children had attended the most exclusive schools and studied under the best of tutors. But these experiences proved useless when the time came to put food in one’s mouth, a roof over one’s head, or to kill those who threatened our existence.
And for that reason I failed to show Dar my love and affection, because I was ashamed, insecure and certain that it would never again be reciprocated.
We gathered each day to perform our assigned duties. At night we sat together and watched a movie or TV show on DVD. The general feeling amongst us was that our tight-knit community was coming to an end. Thorn and Dar’s outsized ambitions could not be contained in this small farmhouse, especially now that a baby was on the way. Dar’s nihilistic ambitions precluded a life of small-scale farming, solitude, and raising a child. She was a warrior and ready to fight all the death and decay that had descended upon us. Her moral authority and righteous indignation lent her an aura that even I found hard to resist. In the months leading up to spring, she had developed a no-nonsense, take-no-prisoners attitude that calcified with each passing day. All she needed was an army to follow her to the ends of the earth, helping her rid the world of these malevolent beings.
Dar had finally found her calling in life.


Chapter 18
THE SNOW HAD COMPLETELY MELTED, AND the mud season arrived. The rain bucketed down hard and flooded the fields, turning the main road into a raging river. The pile of rotting, dead flesh had by now formed into a liquefied mass of gelatinous human plasma. More of them were coming by on a regular basis, as if passing through town to make their presence known. By my estimation, we must have killed over a thousand of them over the winter months.
We sat around the dining room table early one morning, drinking coffee and nibbling on saltines. Outside, the rain came down in relentless sheets, soaking the cadavers stumbling about and moaning into the wind. The sound of it pounding down onto the driveway filled our ears and interrupted the silence of our meager breakfast. We didn’t have much to talk about; we had run out of things to say, unless it had to do with food. We had no news, no idea about what was going on in the outside world, no intellectual stimulation apart from our own interior dialogue, screaming for sustenance inside these hallowed skulls of ours. And no one, except for Dar, wanted to talk about fuckers.
This fragile, claustrophobic ecosystem that we inhabited was coming apart slowly, and yet completely. And Rick seemed to have less interaction with us as the days passed, choosing instead to throw himself fully into his science. Much of the day-to-day leadership duties fell to Dar, who accepted the role as her birthright. Rick appeared to be losing his mind. I could see it in his eyes and the carriage of his gait. He’d lost a considerable amount of weight, as had all of us, and his eyes had the futile gaze of someone who had witnessed unimaginable horrors, most of which he’d seen inside the recesses of his own soul.
He walked up out of the basement and seated himself at the head of the table one morning. Kate poured him a cup of coffee and a bowl of cereal, and then sat down next to him. We watched him sip his coffee and diddle a spoon in his cereal.
“We’re running dangerously low on supplies,” Rick announced.
“How low?” Thorn asked.
“Susan and I had enough food to last roughly two years. To be honest, I never figured on supporting this many people.” He rubbed his eyes and leaned back in his chair. “There’s not much ammo left either. By my estimation, we may only be able to make it two more weeks the way the dead keep proliferating. I thought that by spring or early summer I’d be able to resume my farming activities and begin caring for the livestock again. But all that appears to be for naught. We’re even running out of gas, and this crisis seems far from abating. In fact, it seems to be getting worse.”
“Then let’s go out and stock up on some more,” Thorn said. “The roads are clear. We can head to the general store and load up on more ammo and food while we’re out there.”
“And I can blow away any fuckers who get in our way,” Dar said, punching her gloved fist down onto the table.
Rick shrugged. “What other choice do we have?”
“None,” Thorn said.
“It’s not the solution. You all must know that it’s a temporary fix to a long-term problem.” We looked around at each other and nodded. “Okay, then let’s grab our stuff. We’ll head out in an hour and see what we can find.”
When the time came, we grabbed our weapons, put on our rain slickers, and headed out. Rick went first. He zigzagged past some slow-moving creatures and reached the barn. He drove the truck out a few minutes later and parked in front of the door. Dar sprinted out and climbed into the passenger side. Out on the street, more of the creatures loitered about. Once they saw us exiting the house, they turned en masse and headed towards the truck. Rick pulled up a couple of feet past the door to allow Thorn and I to pile into the bed. I waved goodbye to Kate, who stayed behind to care for the kids. Once we were all safely aboard, Rick gunned it out of the driveway, sending a bunch of stray fuckers flying into the air. He didn’t hit the brakes as he turned onto the old country road, and it felt as if we were riding on two wheels as he took the corner. The rain pounded down all around us, and the mud flew up in our faces and mouths.
I held onto the side panel for support and peered through the cabin’s window, and saw hundreds of them stumbling up and down the road. The intermittent thump of the truck’s plow crashing into these dead creatures sent chills down my spine. I saw them flying off to the side and into the grove of trees. Many of them got decapitated in the process or had limbs severed from their trunks. Skulls lay crushed and flattened, greenish-gray brain matter oozing out of the schisms in their cracked craniums. The oversized truck tires crushed their spinal cords and caused their skulls to explode upon impact. Upon turning, I noticed that a good many of them were rising up to their feet, gaping wounds and all, and stumbling in our direction. It sounded like watermelons being flung against brick walls—a wet, liquid, squishy sound.
The constant sound of bodies thumping against the plow and skulls splitting under tires filled my ears. I tried humming ‘Born To Run’ to counter the noise, but it didn’t work. I covered my ears to block out the noise, but it did no good. The din vibrated in the base of my spine, and I wanted nothing more than to jump off this truck and be done with it all, let them have at me. But when I stood to my full height and took in the gray, rainy landscape, I saw swarms of them loitering around the general store and lurching towards the truck in desperate yearning. Thorn wasted no time moving into action. He removed the rifle from his back and began to shoot them in the head. I took out my rifle and followed suit, but upon killing one, it seemed that there were five more waiting right behind them. Our actions proved futile.
“Stop your firing! We don’t stand a chance against these numbers!” Rick shouted out the window. “I’m going to drive a few miles down the road and see what’s going on over there.”
“Okay, boss!” Thorn shouted, giving him a thumbs-up.
“Conserve your ammo. Use it only in case of an emergency.”
Rick accelerated out of the parking lot, smashing into a group of dead stragglers. I collapsed in the bed, closed my eyes, and covered my ears with my hands. It was madness. I tried to think of better days. Like the time our family went on vacation to Disney when the kids were much younger. Lazy days spent on Wells Beach, playing in the sand, and then going out for lobster rolls, fried clams and cocktails afterwards. But the hideous thumping noises brought me back to this stark reality. Their restless, ceaseless howling added to the insanity. Upon opening my eyes, I realized that the truck had stopped yet again. The engine idled loudly, rumbling with horsepower and strength. Exhaust filled my nostrils and flew up into the raw mist of the day. Thorn stood in front of me, blocking my view.
“Holy shit!” Thorn exclaimed.
“What?”
“Oh my God. You’re not going to believe this.”
I lifted myself off the bed and took in the full horror of what was happening. I saw an old cemetery and witnessed hands clawing away at the dirt, trying to emerge from beneath chipped old gravestones. I couldn’t fathom seeing anything more monstrous. About a dozen rotting corpses had climbed out of their muddy resting holes and were staggering toward the truck. Dar leaned out of the window and baited them. All they sensed was food—fresh human flesh. I looked inside the truck and saw that Rick was trying to pull Dar back inside the cab. Seconds later, the truck jerked forward and accelerated down the road.
We rode for what seemed like forever. At no point did we fail to encounter these monsters. Their numbers appeared to be growing. By the time we’d circled back to the farm, the driveway had scores of them loitering about and howling. Dar and Thorn began shooting them in order to clear a path to the front door. Rick wielded a M9 Beretta in one hand and his long hunter’s knife in the other. He exited the cabin and began to methodically shoot each creature that approached. I passed through the cleared path, and when I looked behind me, I noticed that it had quickly filled in with the dead. The rain poured down as their wet, fetid hands reached out to grab hold of us.
By the time we’d made it back inside, I realized that I was sobbing uncontrollably. Kate rushed over and held me in her arms. My eyes, ears and nostrils were caked with mud, and my clothes were soaked. Her embrace felt warm and loving, and I luxuriated in it. It had been so long since I’d held a woman in my arms that it felt like a revelation, a new and exciting discovery made by me and me only. I could hear her sobbing against my shoulder, and as I returned her embrace, I could see more of the dead gathering outside.
We sat down at the table. Thorn lit a cigarette and shared it with Dar. I kissed the top of Kate’s head and wiped clear my eyes. We sat quietly for a few minutes, trying to process the plague we had just witnessed. We all knew that we had no chance against that army. It felt like we were sitting here waiting for death to arrive.
“We have no other choice now but to pack our stuff and get out of here,” I said.
“Where do you suggest we go?” Rick asked, gazing at me with a faraway stare.
“I think we should head down to Boston. I’ll bet they’ve set up emergency shelters and soup kitchens. The military is probably patrolling the city as we speak, if in fact these dead things have even shown up there.”
“You think it’ll be any better in Boston? Those hungry bastards will migrate to the greatest supply of food, and where do you think that is? In the major cities.” He put his haggard face in his hands. “Besides, do you really think the U.S. government is prepared to handle a crisis of this enormity? They could barely hold their dicks when that hurricane smacked New Orleans a few years back.”
“True, but we can’t stay here. We’ll be sitting ducks if we just sit here and wait this thing out,” Kate said.
“I beg to differ. I say that we stay here a little longer, inside the fortress, and make sure everything is secure. Then we wait and see if this epidemic burns out, as all epidemics eventually do.”
“Why do you get to decide, man?” Thorn said. “This should be a group decision. Besides, I’m frigging starving.”
“My truck, my gas. Of course, you’re all free to make your own decisions. You’re free to leave any time you want. I’ll not stop you.”
“That’s bullshit! You know very well we can’t just walk out of here and expect to survive against all those sick fucks,” Thorn shot back. “Besides, Dar’s carrying my kid.”
“You should have thought about that when you went about your lives, ignoring the reality of the world’s deteriorating situation. Why should I suffer? I anticipated a crisis and prepared accordingly by storing food, gas, and ammo, which I generously shared with all of you when you showed up at my door. If not for me, you’d all be dead. Or worse, you’d have ended up like one of those ghouls out there.” He pointed out the window where the dead lingered. “And if not for all of you, I could have held out much longer.”
There was an awkward silence as we stared at each other, realizing that Rick was right.
“I agree,” Dar said, breaking the silence. “We have no right to take what is rightfully his. He shouldn’t suffer for having done the right thing.”
“I’m glad that someone finally sees things my way.”
“That’s all good and fine,” I said, “but how in the world are we going to eat? How are we going to protect ourselves when these hungry assholes start to pound on the doors and break through your unbreakable glass? These things are ravenous and will stop at nothing until they get us.”
“From this point on, the rationing reaches critical mass: water, food, ammo, gas. I will calculate the allotted number of calories each person should consume on a daily basis. I have canisters of powdered protein and carbohydrates, which we can mix with water. The children and Dar will receive extra rations, of course, but the rest of us will have to do with less. A lot less. The goal will be to stretch our supplies out through the summer, or at least until either help arrives or this pandemic burns out. I have an ax downstairs that has been sharpened to a razor’s edge and can be used in case of an emergency. We can use it if one of those creatures somehow makes it inside.”
“Okay, we’ll give your plan time,” Dar said, “but if by the end of summer things aren’t better, then we’ll have no choice but to move on. Agreed?”
“Agreed. That’s a very reasonable compromise.”
Dar’s piercing gaze told everyone that she was not to be trifled with. She’d spoken with a clarity and firmness that attested to her newfound confidence. Not one of us believed that she’d fail to follow through if she believed that Rick was not living up to his word.
My nerves felt jumpy as I watched Rick retreat to the basement. Thorn and Dar went upstairs to be alone. I stared numbly out the window and watched as the army staggered madly over the driveway, bumping into each other and searching for food. Never before have I hated anything more in my life. I got up and pulled down the shades so that I wouldn’t have to look at them. They seemed in a trance, sent here to infiltrate our waking consciousness until we delivered ourselves to them. If only I could understand their reasons and motivations, something I could wrap my head around. I desperately needed to make sense of this senseless event.
Kate excused herself and went into the living room. She needed to care for the children, who had begun crying. I went over and grabbed one of my notebooks and pen, and began to write. My mind was spinning out of control, restless and mad. I wrote down every detail that I’d witnessed from that truck. I wrote of the child ensconced in the womb and described the terrible sounds those things made as they got plowed over. After an hour of writing, I lifted my head and stared at the pages, wondering whether this creativity was real or the frantic ramblings of an insane mind. Or if anyone would ever even read these passages.
By the time I’d finished, it was evening, and the others were sitting down to dinner. Kate knew enough to leave me alone when I was writing. I looked down and saw with delight that the table was filled with steaming hot food: mashed potatoes, bowls of corn, slices of crispy fried chicken, and a cup of brown, homemade gravy. Kate had also made a pitcher of fruit punch from the reserve of powdered mix stored in a large plastic container.
Rick stood and held his glass of punch in the air. “Our gas supply is dwindling, our food and ammo are running dangerously low, but our resolve is strong and our hearts large. Therefore I raise a toast to our last hot supper in the foreseeable future. May we thrive and prosper in these troubled times.”
“To our survival,” Thorn toasted.
“To this feast,” I added.
“And to killing as many of those fuckers as possible until the kingdom is returned to its rightful owners.”
Silence. Then, “And may God in his infinite wisdom have mercy on all of us,” Kate added.


Chapter 19
THE MIDDLE OF MAY ARRIVED, AND the world outside started to dry up. The local flora and fauna began to sprout and come back to life. Each night, the moon rose higher in the sky, and the grasses, weeds, flowers and trees started to germinate. Clouds of green pollen filled the air and dusted everything in its wake. A small earthquake struck one evening as we sat down to dinner, rattling the shelves and dishes, and causing the few creatures outside to scatter about.
Dinner that night—and every night—consisted of eight scoops of protein and carbohydrate powder mixed in a large pitcher of water. It tasted terrible. Our sugared fruit drinks had long been depleted and so we had nothing sweet to mix in with the drink. The earthquake caused everything to tremble for thirty seconds or more, and then it was over, and the plates settled down. It felt like a sign. It felt like the end of the world.
We’d all lost a considerable amount of weight in a short time. Our clothes hung loosely off our frames, and we had the hollowed-out look of prisoners of war. Rick appeared spectral in the light. His eyes bulged out of his sinuous sockets, and his temples were lined with veins. His hair had thinned out and began to turn gray. He smoked like a fiend, though his supply of cigarettes was running low as well. Thorn appeared taller and more skeletal, having lost all the muscle mass he’d built up shoveling snow over the winter. Kate had the emaciated look of an anorexic in the final stages of life. Only Dar and the children looked like their former selves, the result of a balanced diet.
The lingering headaches were the worst, although no one ever talked about them. More nagging than debilitating, they felt like low-grade hangovers, and they came and went at will. Even aspirin and copious amounts of water had no effect on them.
Our conversations had changed radically since going on rations, and all we could think about was food. There were long intervals when the creatures outside never even crossed my mind, and I stopped worrying about them banging on the door or trying in futility to smash through the unbreakable glass in order to feed on us. Besides, there was nothing left of us to eat but skin and bones.
I dreamed of thick steak burgers smothered in bleu cheese, thin-crust pizzas from the North End, fat pillowy dumplings from Chinatown filled with pork and cabbage and billowing with steam once you bit into them. Many afternoons we sat around and talked about our favorite things to eat. What others craved surprised me, and I listened hungrily as they described their favorite meals down to the last detail. These food discussions fed the brain but tortured our shrunken bellies, and I frequently imagined sumptuous, sweet concoctions in my mouth, the powdered sugar dissolving against the brackish surface of my salt-lined tongue.
The irony of our immense hunger pains struck me one day as I stared out at the dead wandering throughout the countryside. We were them. They were us. Our mutual hunger made us more alike than different. I related to their ravenous appetite, even momentarily felt sorry for them. Because the notion of a grilled rib-eye with sautéed mushrooms brought tears to my eyes, despite my long history as a vegetarian. I felt desperate and depraved, and stumbled throughout the house like one of the dead. Through no fault of their own, their brains cried out for human flesh. Had I gone outside, I would have fit right in with the lot of them, even resembling the sordid physical characteristics that made them dead. They were starving, yearning, in search of the chosen ones, whoever these chosen ones were. I, on the other hand, was searching for my family and the truth about our existence on this planet.
The caloric deprivation caused my mind to play tricks on me. I hallucinated constantly and at the strangest times. My writing became more bizarre and phantasmagorical as time passed. I recalled these hallucinations down to the smallest detail, imagining the child in Dar’s womb as one of the dead creatures, consuming Dar from the inside out. I envisioned it eating its way out of the womb and emerging with a mouthful of bloody placenta. But the child was our salvation, the future. The child, I began to convince myself, would lead us out of this morass and into the Promised Land.
Rick would often come upstairs while I was writing and begin to ramble on about the scientific progress he was making, speaking in a technical jargon that went right over my head. He sounded as crazy as I probably sounded to him.
One night, I watched in fascination as Thorn flew down and landed on the dining room table, staring up at me as if he were a fly. I picked him up by the wings and held him in the crook of my palm. He looked cute as a bug. But then I cleared my eyes and saw him sitting in the chair across from me, drinking his powdered water and talking non-stop. Another night, I stared at one of the creatures looking in through the window, and I imagined the two of us to be having a long and discursive conversation about literature and philosophy, and specifically about the meaning of life.
Dar did not speak often during this time, but when she did speak, she did so in a measured, careful tone. I no longer viewed her as my daughter, but as someone who had transcended her former self and had attained a status wholly independent from her previous life. Her words seemed prophetic and spoke to me on a deeper level. When she spoke, I found myself hanging on her every word, which I put to memory and later jotted down in my notebook. I studied her tattooed, gothic image. She seemed mystical and otherworldly, and I could not believe that this beautiful, exotic creature was spawned from the juice of my loins—this martyr for the cause of mankind. I desired nothing more than to stay in her good graces and make her proud.
Kate and the children took to sleeping in my bed. We slept together on the mattress, our bodies intermingling as one unified organ. It felt like we were a small family. Sometimes, when I opened my eyes and looked at Kate, I saw my wife in repose, whispering to me, a sexy cadaver beseeching love. We spooned each other when we slept. Delirious with hunger, I would sometimes ask her in hushed tones what it was like to have watched her husband and children die. She laughed as she described her family’s final moments on this earth, her body detached from reality and soaring as a spiritual entity. How her estranged husband held her and their three children at gunpoint, despite the restraining order taken out against him. They’d been estranged for about a year when he forced his way inside and held them captive. Securing the children with rope, he took Kate into the bedroom and had his way with her. She complied willingly, hoping that by doing so she might convince him to leave the children unharmed. He was six foot three and two hundred and fifty pounds of muscle. He’d brought a bottle of whiskey along with him and watched a college football game for part of the time he was there. When he was good and drunk, and steely-eyed with determination, he pulled the gun out and stood above them. She prepared herself to die and prayed to God that she would be reunited with her children in the afterlife. He went down the line and proceeded to shoot each child in the head. Tears poured from her eyes when he finally came to her. He placed the barrel of the gun in her mouth and held it there for a minute, laughing as if it were the funniest thing in the world. He shoved it down her throat until she nearly gagged. Then he took it out of her mouth, pointed it at his own temple and said, “Have a great life, bitch!”
I was rapidly losing my mind and keenly aware of it. There were moments of brief clarity when I realized my insanity, and understood that if we didn’t leave this house soon, we’d all be dead. These creatures were not going away. They seemed to be proliferating rather than diminishing. Their numbers would most certainly spread up and down the east coast and beyond. They had evolved, devolved, and had managed to wage a devastating psychological war on us, a war of attrition and terror more than anything else. They quickly learned how to get onto the roof and jump up and down, where they clamored and howled in an attempt to break into the house. Roof tiles began to litter the driveway as they peeled off shingle after shingle. Their hungry cries went on endlessly, apart from a few minutes at night, when they would abruptly stop for no reason. With each successive night, however, their complaints lasted longer and longer.
As May turned into June, the others began to realize the hopelessness of our situation as well. In our brief moments of lucidness, particularly in the morning, we began to huddle in the dining room and discuss an alternate plan. Dar, presiding over these meetings, kept the discussions short and to the point. It was agreed upon that there was not much time to spare, and that we had to act or else die. My mind was nearing its end, and one night I simply stopped sleeping, terrified to enter into that nocturnal pact, paranoid that I’d never wake up again. Conspiracy theories chattered in my head. In this deluded state, I even started to convince myself that Rick had been poisoning our food in order to keep us under his thumb.
Only a few boxes of ammunition remained, which meant we could only use the rifles in life or death situations. Rick brought the ax up from the basement and handed it to Dar, along with a smooth stone to sharpen the blade. Dar spent a considerable amount of time that day honing the edge until it could split a hair down the middle. She loved her new ax and began to carry it wherever she went.
“You need to practice with it,” Rick said, taking the ax and demonstrating. “If you simply decapitate them, they won’t die. You must notch the blow slightly below the occipital bone so that you knock out the brain stem. Once you do that, the creature will automatically shut down.” He did a light karate chop on the back of Thorn’s emaciated head, directly below the occipital bone. He swung Thorn around and did another chop just under his chin.
“I’m going to teach my child how to kill as soon as it crawls out of the womb,” Dar said, holding the ax up as if to swing. But there wasn’t enough space in the dining room to complete a full cycle.
“You won’t have much room for error, so practice don’t make perfect; not practicing enough will make you dead.”
“I’m going outside to give it a whirl,” Dar said, heading towards the door.
“Are you crazy? Those things will swarm around you. And you’ve got a baby to worry about now,” I said.
“There’s not many of them out there today, and the few that are there are slow as shit. I’ll be able to waste a couple before they even notice me.”
“I forbid you to go out there,” I said, falling back into old habits.
“You forbid me? Dude, are you for real?”
Thorn and Dar laughed. Thorn put his hand on my bony chest and shoved me. I fell back against the wall and bumped my head, staggering to recover. In my enfeebled condition, I couldn’t swat away a fly. My hands were bones, my arms thin as twigs. Dar could blow on me and I’d topple over.
I stood by helplessly and watched her go outside. The dead turned and made directly for her. Dar stretched her arms, squatted, and then took a few practice swings. The first creature approached, a young woman. It moaned and reached out with its stiff, tattered arms. Her decomposing mouth opened and revealed a hive of rotten, yellowing teeth. It began to screech frantically as it stumbled toward her, hungry. Dar did a quick side step, shuffling behind her, and in one motion swung the ax upwards. The blade sliced through the back of her skull and came out the other side. The creature fell dead on the ground, its brain a greenish-gray tint. Staring at it, it reminded me of one of those jellyfishes washed up on shore. Dar ran back inside and shut the door behind her. She had a look on her face as if she were disappointed in herself.
“Damn! I could feel the blade struggling through the skull.”
“That’s because your swing needs to be slightly angled upward. The blade of the ax struck too high on the skull, and had to fight through the bone.”
“What’s the difference? She slayed it,” Thorn said.
“It’s slew,” I corrected.
“Fuck off, mister big shot writer,” Thorn said, pointing a bony finger at me. “I don’t need your goddamn help with grammar.”
“You’ll dull the blade if you keep hitting the occipital bone,” Rick said, pinching the metal blade between his fingers. “Feel it. It’s already losing its edge.”
“You’re right. I need to go out there and try again,” Dar said. “This time I’ll do it right.”
She went outside again and repeated her warm-ups. An obese creature approached, tires of rotting fat ringing his arms, stomach and legs. He lumbered slowly and methodically, his tree trunk arms extended hungrily in the air. Dar feinted one way, then stepped back and swung the ax with all her might. The blade caught a glint of sunlight before slicing through the fat creature’s head. His spongy brain flew out of the skull cavity and landed with a splat against the window. It dripped down the pane, leaving a trail of green ooze in its wake. Dar looked over at us and smiled, two thumbs up. Sweat poured down her pierced, tattooed face. She didn’t have time to rest as a couple more began to approach. She picked up the ax and began to swing repeatedly, cutting off heads until their skulls littered the driveway. After a few minutes of killing, she jogged back inside and collapsed in one of the chairs. She placed her hands over her swelled belly and smiled. The remaining creatures outside inadvertently kicked the heads around in the driveway as they stumbled back and forth, brain matter spilling gelatinously onto the dirt.
“Well done, babe,” Thorn said, greeting her with a high five.
“I could have kept drilling them all day. Did you see me out there?”
“You rocked it, babe. You’re a superstar.”
“If it wasn’t for the seed growing inside me, I would have slain them all day. I can’t get enough of it.”
“Don’t you worry, babe, there’ll be plenty more of these fuckers to kill.”
I lay awake that night in bed, my mind reeling from that ax-wielding horror show she’d put on. Kate slept with her arm over my chest, the kids cuddled between us and at the foot of the bed. I tried hard to concentrate on the tasks that needed to get done before we escaped this hell. Fill the truck with gas. Packing the rifles, the ax and whatever ammo remained. And taking any food we could scrounge up.
The sun began to break through the gauzy curtains. I got up, not having slept, and made my way downstairs and into the dining room. The sky glowed green and sallow. The first thing I noticed was Dar standing outside and wielding the ax. She sliced off a few heads, came inside for a quick break, and then went back outside to slice off a few more. The driveway was now filled with their severed, mush-filled skulls. Thorn stood at the door’s threshold with rifle in hand, cheering her on. Her accuracy with the ax had become so proficient that each swing landed precisely where she aimed it. Thorn clapped his skeletal hands wildly and stuck his fingers in his mouth, whistling. He looked delirious and delusional, mad as all get-out. When he turned sideways, he looked like a magic trick whereby the magician made him disappear into thin air. After ten minutes of cutting off their heads, Dar walked back towards the door, kicking the severed heads out of her way like soccer balls.
“Nice job, babe,” Thorn said, following her like a puppy.
She collapsed in a chair and stared at me, sweat running down her brow. “Why the long face, old man? Weren’t you even watching me out there?”
“Very impressive.”
“You don’t sound like you mean it,” Thorn said, gripping the arms of my chair and putting his face in mine. “Why don’t you say it like you mean it?”
“I don’t say anything I don’t mean.”
“Arrogant asshole. You think you’re so much better than anyone else because you write books!”
He stood up and grumbled. I chalked his rude behavior up to food deprivation and isolation-induced paranoia.
Thorn pulled out a blade and held it against my scrawny throat. “Don’t mess with me, man.”
“Please tell him to remove the knife,” I asked Dar, the sharp blade up against my Adam’s apple. “There’s something important I need to tell the two of you.”
“Let him go,” Dar ordered.
Thorn released me.
“My brother’s playing us for fools. That’s why he won’t let us leave here and go where it’s safe.”
“What the hell are you talking about? Your brother saved our lives,” Dar said.
“Gunner didn’t just walk out of here…Rick killed him.”
“Killed him? Prove it,” Dar said.
“Go up in the attic. His body is hanging from the rafters,” I said. “You remember how depressed Gunner was. Rick convinced him to end his life so he could watch him reawaken.”
“You’re bullshitting. Rick would never betray us like that,” Thorn said.
“Go upstairs and check for yourself if you don’t believe me.”
“Go on, Thorn,” Dar ordered.
Thorn ran upstairs. A few minutes later, he came back down with a surprised look on his face. “He’s right. Gunner’s decomposing body is strung up from the rafters.”
“Of course I’m right. Rick goaded him to turn into one of those monsters so that he could observe the reawakening process. When it was complete, he stuck the knife in Gunner’s neck.”
“Gunner does have a knife wound at the back of his skull,” Thorn said.
“Rick made me go up in the attic and witness him come back to life. It was horrible. Who’s to say that we won’t be next once we outlive our usefulness to him and the supplies dwindle down? We’re running out of food and water, and pretty soon there’ll be no more gas left to drive out of here to safety.”
Dar whispered in Thorn’s ear and then stood. Thorn sat down in the chair next to mine. His eyes appeared wild and savage, and I could see that he wouldn’t hesitate to cut me to ribbons on Dar’s word. The disintegration of our cohesiveness saddened me. We were turning against each other, and I was the biggest Judas of them all, turning against my own brother. Hunger and pain had broken through the safety net of morality, and it was now everyone for themselves. The fact that I was Dar’s father and the grandfather to her unborn child made no difference in this new order. She had her own brood to protect, her own goals to pursue.
“That bastard,” Thorn said, shaking his bony head. “I’m so goddamn hungry I could eat one of those fuckers, especially if we cooked it on the grill. I can’t take much more of this powdered shit, Dar.”
“We don’t have much time left to make a decision,” I said.
“It’s settled. We’ll wait for the right time to leave, and then the four of us will take the kids, whatever food and water there is left, and split in the truck. No one breathes a word of this until the time comes, or I won’t hesitate to shove this ax through your skull. And don’t tell Kate either. That bitch might say something to Rick.”
“I’m glad you can finally see the truth, Dar, because if we stay here much longer, we’ll most certainly die.”
“The truth is what I say it is. Look where your supposed truth got me. All those years lying to me nearly destroyed my life.”
“I’m so sorry for how I’ve hurt you, Dar,” I said. “I swear I won’t say anything to Kate.”
“It’s prophesied that the Diaspora is part of the master plan, and you can write that in your shitty journal. We’ll set forth in a matter of days. Wait for Thorn’s word. He’ll inform you when the time is right.”


Chapter 20
I WONDERED WHY WE HAD TO wait so long to leave. I was starving and desperate for something substantial to eat. Rick never told anyone where he kept his supplies or where the key to the supply room was located. He controlled access to just about everything needed to survive. He controlled every aspect of our lives, and I resented him for it.
Kate came down later that morning, the kids in tow, and joined me at the table. She resembled a bag of bones, and I knew she would not live much longer in that condition. She couldn’t have weighed more than a hundred pounds, and her movements had the look of someone much older and enfeebled. The kids looked thin, too, but they were much more resilient and better fed than us adults.
I pulled out my notebooks and began to write as I sipped my watered-down coffee. The caffeine went directly to my head and caused me to become almost manic with energy. The caffeine had the effect of keeping my mind off food and my stomach sated, if only temporarily. I’d taken up smoking, too, which also lessened the pains of hunger. I pulled one of Rick’s cigarettes out of the box and lit it, and then began to write nonstop.
When I finally looked up hours later, exhausted and sore from writing, I realized that Rick had joined me at the table. He drew the shades and then stood staring at the barren fields he once tilled, but were now dotted with dead creatures stumbling through the tall grasses and stomping over the harvested plants. He returned to the table, lit a cigarette, and blew smoke out the side of his gaunt cheek. He appeared extremely agitated, and his hand trembled when he brought the cigarette up to his mouth.
“You look upset,” I said.
He laughed nervously and stubbed the butt into the ashtray before pulling out another. “What the hell do you know?”
“I don’t know anything anymore. I’m dying, Rick. We all are. But I still know when my brother has something on his mind.”
“Do you have a minute?”
“I have all day. I have all the time in the world. I have no money, no food or family, no major book deals on the horizon. But I do have time for you, brother.”
“Come on downstairs for a few minutes.”
I got up gingerly and followed him down to the basement. My bones felt brittle, and the muscles in my body had atrophied to the point where I could barely move without much effort or pain. I now understood what it felt like to be ninety years old. Walking down the stairs, I held onto the railing for support. My heart was weakening with each passing day, both figuratively and literally. My lung capacity had diminished significantly, and I frequently found myself panting and out of breath. One of these days, my heart would stop pumping altogether, and I would lie down and die. Suicide began to seem like a viable option. Death did not scare me now, although turning into one of those creatures did. I wondered if my soul would be at rest after we died or whether it would remain in abeyance, held captive by the reawakened brain.
Rick sat down on the stool in his lab and swiveled to face me. The first thing I noticed was that the creature on the cot was no longer there. I sat down across from him and breathed a sigh of relief.
“She’s at rest now, Thom. I placed her body in one of the garbage bags in the other room so that the others wouldn’t see her. My experiments had reached their natural conclusion.”
“We’re all dying, Rick. This plan of yours isn’t working.”
“The authorities will come for us, I can feel it. The government has a vested interest in getting rid of these diseased creatures so that they can prevent this contagion from spreading.”
“So now you’re depending on the government to bail us out? I thought you despised the government.”
“Look, if I could have continued farming my crops and raising livestock like I’d planned, then none of this would have mattered. I could have survived indefinitely. But I can’t, Thom. This thing is way bigger than anyone could have expected.”
“Is that why you called me down here? To tell me about your new plan, which is to wait for the goddamn government to show up? Ha! And I suppose the postman will deliver the mail tomorrow.”
“Don’t condescend to me, Thom, especially after seeing how far we’ve come,” he said, lighting another cigarette. “What I’ve discovered is far more sobering than expected, and fascinating in many ways too.”
I laughed at this assessment. How much worse could it get?
“The computer finally delivered the results that I’ve been waiting for. It took a while, but eventually it matched up the disparate strands of DNA.” He inhaled the cigarette as if on life support.
“And?” I said, leaning forward.
“I made a terrible miscalculation. In my quest to save the world, I ended up being my own worst enemy.”
“What the hell are you talking about?”
“I identified the strand of DNA that is responsible for the reawakening of these brains. It’s a virus known as viral deriiontitus,
and it carries with it a toxin so debilitating that it affects the brain chemistry of animals similar to the way it does in mad cow disease. This particular virus transmits chemical senses to the brain via the vagus nerve, which connects directly to the brain stem.”
“But how did it enter the food chain?”
He paused for a moment to suck on the cigarette and then blew the smoke out the side of his mouth. “I put it there. Unintentionally, of course.”
“You put it there? How?”
“As a result of the genetic engineering I’d been performing on my crops. I introduced different DNA strands into them, and by doing so, created a whole new slew of seed strains. The result would have been a technological breakthrough had it worked. It would have completely revolutionized agricultural practices throughout the world. These crops were designed to be resistant to disease and pestilence. Do you understand the ramifications, Thom? No pesticides or toxic chemicals. They would have been hardier in the winter and could have been planted much sooner in the spring. They would also replenish the soil almost immediately, meaning that the farmer would never have to rotate his crops year after year. Climate adaptability. It’s the regeneration of the soil that I believe is causing this phenomenon.”
“Nice job, Rick. You don’t believe in God, but yet you wanted to play at being God. But you’re not Him. You screwed with nature, and now we’re all paying the price.” I stood and paced the small room angrily, my legs rigid and weak. “So tell me, Rick, how did this disease make its way up the food chain?”
“I thought about it all night until it finally hit me. At first, I thought that these animals simply consumed the seeds or vegetable matter that wormed its way into their DNA. But then I remembered that all the animals in this ecosystem have been affected, and it struck me that the virus must have been carried away and spread through pollen spores. The pollen spores lodged inside their intestinal tract, where it enters the bloodstream. This has been a major source of concern in the genetic engineering of certain food types.”
“So all the millions of spores you created got carried up and then inhaled by the local wildlife. And yet we humans weren’t affected until now?”
“I studied it all winter and realized that it doesn’t affect humans in the same manner as it does animals. Other than coming down with an upset stomach, the virus has very little effect on us. It has to be spread through blood transmission. Once the virus enters the bloodstream, it performs two primary functions. It acts swiftly to consume the new host it invades, completely overtaking it and shutting it down. Then it regenerates the brain, which holds the host in a state of suspension until it can throw off its offspring onto another awaiting host. This particular DNA strand has a completely different code programmed into it. It’s almost as if some new law of physics has superimposed these rules into the gene’s software.”
“It’s called God, Thom. You still don’t get it.”
“No, I believe it’s an extraordinary, aberrant development that occasionally occurs in the evolutionary process.”
“You’re so damn stubborn,” I said, punching my frail hand down onto his workbench. “But what about Gunner? He hung himself and still reawakened.”
“And that’s the brilliance of this virus. It possesses a revolutionary aspect to its dissemination. It’s discovered a new way to spread that operates on a completely different dimension, combining virology and string physics, and unifying them in a theory that has yet to be discovered, but which I now believe to be related to the Higgs boson theory. This theory deals with particle mass and the electroweak field it must pass through. It ends up converting massless particles into particles with a known mass. This attainment of mass is the cause for the reawakening.”
“So first you play God, and now you’re under the illusion that you’re Albert fucking Einstein?”
Rick laughed.
“You and your delusions of grandeur.”
“It’s a brilliant and mind-boggling discovery. The charged particle picks up mass in the electroweak symmetry and travels through this weak field to the brain, instantly reawakening it. It’s almost as if there is a built-in receptor somewhere in the brain, waiting for something to bring it back to life. It’s why the reawakened speak in such enlightened terms. It’s the evolutionary equivalence of religious ecstasy. Our brains have evolved to have some sort of—for lack of a better term—spiritual receptor. Or possibly it is a defense mechanism against death-consciousness.”
“Or maybe our creator put it there to tell us that He exists and to not screw around with his domain.”
“This is all part of the grand dénouement of evolution. And besides, the virus has added this component as a method to insure that its genetic package spreads far and wide. Once embedded, it then rapes and pillages its host, making sure to keep it in suspension long enough so that it can pass on its junk to someone else, like all viruses are prone to do.”
“Why can’t you drop all this scientific bullshit for once and consider the possibility that we are human beings with souls?” I said, eyeing the pistol on the bench. “You’re a damn fool, Rick. You tinkered with nature for your own selfish reasons and in the process put the entire world at risk.”
“When one door closes, Thom, another one inevitably opens.” He held out his palms in resignation.
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“For the last two months I’d been analyzing the alpha waves of that creature. The patterns indicated extreme intelligence and cognitive function beyond any expectations taking place inside their reawakened brains. The possibility this holds for altering human evolution is immense. Think immortality, never growing old.” He sucked hard on his cigarette. “I attached the electrodes to the three-way computerized system, utilizing the most sophisticated brain imaging software out there. I did some rewriting of the software to suit my specific needs. Then I put on a set, put electrodes over the subject, and hooked up another set of electrodes to the brain imaging software.”
“And what did you learn?”
He paused again to take another drag on his cigarette, and then stared at me with a pleading look. “Gunner’s wife was trying to communicate with me.”
“You’re mad.”
“As unbelievable as this sounds, she was trapped inside that reawakened brain. A small area near the frontal lobe was being held captive by dead particles of flesh. Isn’t that astounding? Being trapped inside your own brain and unable to escape? It’s very similar to people enslaved by a life-altering coma. Such a horrible state in which to exist, which is why I immediately put the subject down.”
“You’re saying that Delia was trapped inside that brain?”
“Precisely. But she was unable to control any of her body functions.”
“What did she communicate to you?”
“The interpretive science is inexact, so I’m not sure what she said as much as how she responded to the questions I asked, which were phrased in a yes or no format. Every time I asked the subject a question, the alpha waves on the computer went through the roof. I simplified these questions so that ‘no’ answers equaled beta waves and ‘yes’ answers equaled alpha waves. The results were stunning.”
“And what were the results?”
“She was watching helplessly as her body yearned for human flesh.”
“You must have been hallucinating, Rick.”
“People in comas are said to experience the same state of consciousness, with the one exception being that they’re not stuck in a decaying body requiring human flesh for sustenance.”
“You’re delusional.”
“Let me put it this way. The body changes because of the disease. It’s not the body you were born with, which helps explain why personality is a function of the brain.” He stubbed out the cigarette. “Do me a favor, Thom. If something happens to me, please make sure you finish me off after I reawaken.” He held his hand out for me to shake.
“Only if you do the same for me.”
“I promise you I will,” he said, gripping my hand. “I put Delia out of her misery as soon as I realized what was happening. I apologized to her and thanked her for her contributions to science. All of her biological functions and nerve endings were mixed in with the creature’s, which meant that she was also suffering the physiological effects of their hunger.”
“What do you think the others will say when they realize that your genetic experiments were responsible for all this?”
“Dar will probably thank me, seeing how it has now defined her existence. And what Dar likes, Thorn likes even better.” He leaned forward. “But just to be safe, Thom, I was hoping that you and I could keep this our little secret.”
“Little secret?” I laughed. “Wow, that’s a pretty difficult secret to keep, Rick. If the government ever finds out about what you’ve done, they’ll peg you as a domestic terrorist. Other nations will prosecute you as a war criminal. You’ll go down in the annals of history with Hitler, Stalin and Pol Pot.”
“Which is why I ask you to keep this between us. I have so many more scientific contributions to make that it would be insane not to publish this journal once we return to a semblance of normality,” he said, holding the thick sheaf of notebook papers in hand.
“What you’ve done makes the Holocaust look like a Boy Scout jamboree.”
“So you’ll respect my wishes?”
I eyed the pistol to my right. My mind was racing conspiratorially because of what he’d done. I wanted to kill him, make him pay for his crimes against humanity. I could not predict how my body would react when I reached for that gun, but I would make an attempt anyway. One thing I knew for certain was that I couldn’t let him continue performing these genetic experiments in the same vein, especially after they’d gone so terribly wrong. I felt angry and betrayed, recalling the sexual assault of my daughter in those woods. I wanted to get the hell off this farm and back to civilized society where there would be authorities waiting to help us.
“I love you, Rick.”
“I love you too, brother.”
“You may not believe this, but I always looked up to you, even as a little kid. I respected the brilliance of your mind, your confidence and charisma. But I’m afraid that it would be impossible to keep this secret of yours. Your attempt to play God has wreaked havoc on the environment and destroyed everything I loved and held dear, including you.”
“After all I’ve done for you and your daughter, I’d think you’d be more grateful.”
“You’ve compromised the laws of nature, and now it’s coming back to haunt us.”
“The only God that exists is within ourselves, Thom. Only we have the power to fight disease and affect technological change. Please, don’t be an asshole.”
He reached behind his back and pulled out the hunter’s knife. His movements seemed slow and tentative, and the blade quivered in the overhead light. I concentrated on having one sustained burst of energy so that I could grab hold of that gun. He must have assumed I was weak and would never resist him.
I shot up and went straight for it. My quick actions caught him off guard, and before he realized what happened, I had the gun pointed at his head. The only question was whether I had the will to pull the trigger.
“Do you really want to kill me? Your own flesh-and-blood?”
“No, I don’t want to kill you, Rick. I despise the idea of taking the life of another human being. But I’m afraid that this time I have no other choice.”
“Take my truck and leave here with the others. I’ll give you plenty of food and water and enough gas to transport you down to Boston. Don’t worry about me, Thom, I’ll be fine here all alone.”
“Your arrogance and rigid beliefs have not only screwed up our lives, but it’s set off a dangerous chain of events. It’s affected my family in the worst way possible, and now my future grandchild will be raised in this dangerous new world. What’s left for the child? For me?”
“Are you that naïve, Thom? Do you really believe that a screw-up of this magnitude would not have happened eventually? As for your creator, I’d love to hear God’s rationale for sending an army of cannibals down to earth to consume our flesh, flesh that he created in his own image. Everyone must choose their own neurosis. So what if science happens to be mine? At least I don’t adhere to some lame-brained fantasy called religion, sold to a bunch of lonely souls seeking meaning in their lives.”
“The reawakened are telling us a different story. They’re telling us that they’ve entered into the afterlife before being sucked back into this abyss.”
“You stupid bastard. Once you die—or in this case, twice you die—the lights go out and the curtain falls.”
“I don’t believe that,” I replied, tears falling from my eyes, “because one day I know I will see my wife and son again.”
“Maybe in this life, Thom, but not in any other. So what the fuck are you going to do?” He shrugged.
“We’re going to do some research, and you’re going to report back to me.” I waved the gun at him. “Now drop the knife and lay down on the cot.”
“What are you planning to do?”
“Lie on your stomach and shut up.”
Rick lay face down on the cot, too weak to resist. I pulled loose one of the straps and secured his hands behind his back, then pulled the remaining straps around his legs, torso and neck so that he couldn’t move. I turned his head towards me and cinched the belt tighter around his head so that the veins in his temples bulged. Rick complained about the pain and tried futilely to free himself.
“Are you going to just leave me here?” he asked.
“You altered nature and set off a global disaster. For that you should pay the ultimate price.”
“Please! You swore you would not leave me in limbo.”
“I had my fingers crossed behind my back, like when we were kids. Remember those days, Rick?”
“You swore on God’s name.”
“I thought you didn’t believe in God?” I laughed.
“You lied to me.”
“So what? Which of us has committed the greater sin in God’s eyes?”
“My intentions were pure. I only hoped to facilitate human progress, not set it back. I’m very sorry for what I’ve done.”
“Sorry?!” I placed the gun against his back. “It’s way too late for apologies now.”
“Please don’t let me turn into one of them, Thom.” He started to sob. “I’m your brother for crissakes, your own flesh and blood.”
“A brother like Cain was to Abel. Good old-fashioned biblical justice.”
“I’ll do anything. I’m begging you.”
“You don’t even understand the enormity of your crime, Rick. My daughter was raped in those woods a few months ago because of what you’ve done. You have no children, so you can’t even begin to comprehend the incredible harm that was done to her. It’s forever torn us apart and ruined our lives.”
Tears fell from his eyes upon realizing the devastation he’d caused us, and he made no attempt to defend himself.
“You’re going to describe to me everything you see after you reawaken, and tell me if there is an afterlife or not. If you fail to do this, Rick, I will lock you inside this room and throw away the key. I’ll leave you suspended in that miserable state for eternity.”
He begged for mercy as I pressed the barrel of the gun into his back. I said a quick prayer for God’s forgiveness and then pulled the trigger. The bullet went cleanly through, piercing his heart. I didn’t have much time. I released all the straps and flipped him over. A growing stain of blood formed over his shirt. I strapped him down again, making sure there was no chance he could escape. I took the clipper and shaved portions of his scalp, and then affixed the electrodes to his skin. I felt as if I was losing my mind as I hooked them up to my own scalp and then to the laptop computer. When everything was in place, I flipped on the switches and sat back in the chair—and waited for something to happen. Although I didn’t know how to operate this software, I’d seen him do it a couple of times and believed in my deluded state that I could somehow figure it out. Then I reclined in the chair, closed my eyes, and waited for the reawakening to occur.


Chapter 21
MINUTES PASSED. THE KNOT IN MY empty stomach tightened as I waited for him to open his eyes. The ethical implications of killing my own brother had not yet struck me. Justice had been served. Delusions of grandeur filled me as I contemplated what I’d done to save the world. I couldn’t allow him to live and continue in this vein, destroying everything that God had created.
What would I tell the others? Did they even need to know that I’d killed my own brother?
After fifteen minutes passed, his body began to move. His fingers wriggled against his thighs, and his feet began to rock back and forth. I leaned forward and observed him closely in this reawakened state. His eyelids fluttered and then opened, and he stared peacefully up at the ceiling, all the stress and hardship gone from his face.
The overhead bulb flickered off and on. His concentration appeared focused as an ethereal smile spread over his face. His skin radiated and glowed, and gave off a warm, kind heat. He looked at peace with himself, content with his state of being. He laughed lightly, as if a heavy weight had been lifted from his shoulders. I asked him what was so funny, and he glanced over at me and smiled beatifically. The laptop on the bench showed an unwavering flat line.
“I forgive you for what you’ve done.”
“What have I done?”
“Your crime against nature. Taking another life.”
“What about all the bad things you’ve done?”
“I love you, Thom. I’ve always loved you. You were always the one with the most love in his heart.”
I wanted to cry. What had I done to my own brother?
“What comes after this life is something timeless and without ego.”
“Tell me more,” I said, weeping.
“Not until the chosen ones are found. Only then will a new society rise up from the ashes of this corrupt world.”
“What new society?”
But he had already fallen back and closed his eyes, and started transitioning into the next ugly phase.
All I could think about was the biblical tale of Cain killing Abel. Then Cain went off to repopulate the new world that would eventually rise up from his primordial crime. I felt ready to pass out from starvation, shock, and guilt. Suddenly a voice began to filter in from the shortwave radio situated on his workbench. Startled, I stood and regarded it oddly. Why was the shortwave radio on?
Rick’s expression began to change. His skin turned sallow and translucent. The voice on the radio sputtered as Rick’s hands and legs began to tremble, shaking as if he were having an epileptic fit. His mouth opened and a foul odor emanated from deep inside his gullet. His eyes snapped open, and he let out a low-pitched growl that frightened me. I jumped back in fear. He turned and scowled at me with bloodlust in his eyes, struggling to break free of the restraints, jerking and arching his back, wailing loudly in protest. I glanced over at the laptop and noticed the steep, violent alpha waves pulsing over the screen.
The voice on the radio became louder, clearer.
And then I remembered that Rick could hear me inside that dead skull of his.
My head and ears began to fill with the noise coming over the static. At first it started out as a whisper, and then it began to pound my ears disharmoniously. I covered my ears and tried to block out the sound, but it was omnipresent, insistent. I thought I heard something beneath the din, what I thought was a small voice hidden in the resonance. I stopped and listened, trying to make out what the voice on the radio was trying to tell me. The same words over and over. The words pulsed softer and then louder—like a wave. The creature next to me gnawed at the air, ravenous. Finally the words came to me and echoed in my head, filling me with shock. I ripped off the electrodes and backed away from the creature, realizing that by leaving him in this condition he’d be imprisoned indefinitely. It was as if my brother had been speaking directly to me, begging me to set him free.
“Get out of there right now!” the voice reverberated from the shortwave radio. “Donnybrook, if you can hear this message, get out of there now.”
I picked up the microphone. “This is Donnybrook. What’s going on?”
“I’ve just come from a meeting at the Pentagon. What I’ve been telling you all along is true. They’re going to drop a small nuclear warhead in the area affected by the contagion you’ve created.”
“When is it going to happen?”
“Any day now. Save yourself, and get out of there now! This is your final warning. You won’t hear from me again.”
The voice on the high-frequency range pitched back into static and faded away.
I was shocked. Rick had not only been communicating with the outside world, but he’d known about this threat all along and never even mentioned it to us!
I took the hunting knife off the workbench and held it up. Light reflected off the blade’s edge. I pinched my thumb and forefinger against it and felt its razor sharpness. A small slice of skin peeled off my thumb. The creature that was my brother snarled and hissed below me. I leaned down and put the blade to its neck, and then sliced through the dead and rotting tissue connecting it to the body. The flesh parted, having the consistency of warm brie. I kept cutting through the neck until its head was fully severed from the trunk. The creature kept making high-pitched squeals, and I made sure to keep my hands away from its mouth so as not to risk infection. When the head was fully removed, I released the strap around its skull and stepped back. Its eyes rolled around in its sockets, and its mouth snapped open and shut, the tongue protruding and licking its scaly lips.
I wrapped a towel around its mouth and secured it with the extra strap, effectively muffling its voice. The head went silent, though the muscles continued to pulse and spasm. I slipped it inside an empty box and then grabbed Rick’s journal. A backpack hung on the hook attached to the door. I stuffed the box and the journal inside the backpack and limped up the stairs, trying to block out those words echoing in my head. A small nuclear device?
And who were the chosen ones, and what new society would they attempt to build?
Dar and Thorn stood gazing out the window, staring at the growing legion of dead agitating out on the driveway. They stomped around in a state of despair, screaming and waving their hands about like a colony of drunken lepers. There appeared to be twenty or thirty of them in the driveway, stumbling and bumping into each other chaotically. Out in the pasture, I could see many more of them heading this way
“We need to leave now,” I said, not mentioning the nuclear threat. “Before it’s too late and they completely swarm the place.”
Dar stared outside, processing this information.
“We’ll pack everything up and prepare to move out tonight.”
“Right on,” Thorn said.
“Guns, ammo, all the food we can carry out of this shithole. The rug rats will sit in the front with me and the bitch. And we’re going to need to load that last barrel of fuel into the bed of the truck,” Dar said.
“How are we going to load that shit up with all them fuckers walking around?”
“They power down at night, remember? We’ll have a small window of opportunity to escape,” I said.
“Any of those fuckers come near us, I’ll blow them to kingdom come.” Dar turned to me. “Go grab your shit, and take only what you need. Where’s Rick?”
“Forget about him. He’s gone now.”
“Dead?” Thorn asked.
“Let’s just say he won’t give us any more problems.”
Dar shrugged matter-of-factly before turning and walking away.
The kids cried in the other room, but I didn’t see Kate anywhere. I could barely focus now on account of the voice speaking in my head, resonating so loudly that it felt like water torture. Had that current actually been transmitted inside my brain? I went to my room and filled a small bag. I didn’t need to take much. The only things I wouldn’t part with were my spiral notebooks and the backpack stuffed with Rick’s journals…and his head.
I hobbled downstairs and dropped my two bags near the door. Thorn stacked four rifles and some pistols on the table along with the remaining boxes of ammo. I ran back down to the lab and slipped Rick’s keys out of his pocket. I tried all the keys in the basement doors until one of them finally opened inward. The first thing I saw was a pile of blankets, pillows and winter clothing. But what I discovered in the next room shocked me: edible goods stacked three shelves high: canned vegetables, tuna, chicken, sardines, corned beef hash, juices, pastas in tomato sauce, beans of all types, tubs upon tubs of peanut butter. That asshole had been starving us to death! I grabbed a plastic jar of peanut butter, opened it greedily, scooped out a heaping mound into my palm, and shoved it into my mouth. In less than two minutes, I’d consumed half the jar, and my shrunken stomach throbbed in pain. It felt wonderful to binge, but I feared that I’d be discovered by the others and accused of holding out. I grabbed a bottle of juice, quickly slugged it down, and then ran upstairs to tell them of my discovery. I prayed Dar would look favorably on me and return me back in her good graces. Her stamp of approval meant everything to me in my deteriorating mental condition.
I collapsed into one of the dining chairs, out of breath. It felt like a bowling ball had lodged in my belly. I realized I could not properly talk because the roof of my mouth was glued shut with peanut butter. The childrens’ loud screams reached a high pitch, though not enough to drown out the whispering refrain replaying in my ears. That and the chorus of those hungry creatures outside permeated my consciousness.
I thought about what Rick had said while in that reawakened stage. Who were the chosen ones, and why were they chosen? Were we supposed to find them? Maybe the world did need a whole new system, one without hatred and racism, fundamentalist fanatics and corrupt leaders, money-grubbing capitalists and toxic corporate interests worried only about the bottom line. It occurred to me that maybe the dead were assigned the task, like Noah and his Ark after the apocalyptic flood. My mind raced with theories, notions of biblical justice, liberation theologies, and prophecies.
Running through my carbohydrate-starved mind were the stories of Cain and Abel, Moses, Noah and his Ark, the Catholic church I grew up in and the consummation of human flesh in the form of Jesus Christ, Holy Communion, the precise moment when the bread and wine transformed into the flesh and blood of Jesus Christ, and the body parts of saints locked away in ancient reliquaries. I stared over at the ravenous creatures loitering about in the driveway, yearning and seeking, their overriding drive in life being to feed from the human trough.
So who were the heretics? Who on earth represented good, and who represented bad?
I snapped back to reality, my mind’s eye focused on our survival.
We worked for over an hour preparing for our departure, boxing foodstuffs and ammo. My discovery of the food did not win me any extra attention from Dar, though it made Thorn view me in a more positive light. In fact, Dar seemed more perturbed that she’d been duped than anything else. We grabbed anything that could be of value. The children cried incessantly, as if they knew what was about to happen. I worked diligently, realizing that the busier I kept myself, the more I was able to ignore the voice in my head. When everything had been secured, we sat at the kitchen table, passed around the food, and gorged ourselves. Dar stood at the head of the table, clearly the queen bee. Where these leadership qualities had come from, I didn’t know, but it must have existed inside her all along.
I listened to her every word as she spoke, too full to eat. Kate sat next to me feeding Amber, who hungrily gobbled up the peas and oily flakes of tuna fish being spoon fed to her. Emily grabbed a handful of peas in her hand and shoved them greedily into her awaiting mouth. I wondered what would become of these two children, and who would care for them once we reached safety. Outside, the dead grew more agitated. Our time here was nearing its end. They stirred and howled with such intensity that we all knew it was only a matter of time before they stormed the Bastille.
“Last night they stopped just after midnight,” Dar said. “We’ll plan on leaving tonight when they slow down.”
“What should we expect from them in that state?” Kate asked.
“Expect that they’re going to walk up and give you a big fat kiss. What do you think they’re going to do? They get one whiff of you on the rag, and they’ll be on us like white on rice.”
Kate nodded in deference.
“Me and Thorn are going to sprint to the barn, roll the barrel of gas up the ramp, and then blow the doors. We’ll park as close to the house as possible. Kate, you’ll pass the kids in through the window and then hop in. I’ll pull the truck up once the three of you are safely inside. Thom, you’ll then pass the supplies up to Thorn. Once you do that, jump into the bed. Kate, you’re going to drive unless I say otherwise.”
“Why me? You’re a much better driver than I am.”
“Don’t question my judgment!” Dar snapped, punching her fist down onto the table. “I’ll be watching everyone’s back with the rifle. Any other stupid questions?”
Kate lowered her head and looked down at the floor.
“Good. No one better screw up, either, because I’m not in a good mood.” She hefted the ax up over her shoulder. “If we do everything right, I expect we should make it out of here just past midnight.”
“Where are we heading?” I asked.
“Boston. To meet up with the others.”
“God bless you, Dar.”
“Trust me, God wants nothing to do with me,” she said. “Once we arrive in town, then all my obligations to family will have been fulfilled, understood?”
“Completely.”
Thorn and Dar went upstairs to make the final preparations, leaving the four of us sitting at the table. Kate watched over the children, making sure they felt safe and protected. She was a good person and must have been a very loving mother at one time. I felt sorry for what she’d gone through as I stared out the window, anxious for this nightmare to be over.
“Do you think we’ll make it past them all?” she asked.
“Let’s pray we do.”
“They have to quiet down eventually, don’t they?” She looked down at the two children. “I’m scared, Thom.”
“Me too.”
“I’m scared about what will happen when we reach Boston. What if it’s this bad down there as well?”
I wished I could have said something to reassure her that everything would be all right.
“What will happen to me and these two innocent children? Dar and Thorn will go their separate ways. You’ll be reunited with your wife and son. But what about us?” she said, staring sadly at the kids.
Despite her skeletal appearance, she looked vulnerable, beautiful. Tears fell from her eyes, and I realized then that I loved her. It was a shocking admission.
“I have a large home, Kate, and lots of money. You can stay with us and join the family. We can all help raise the children. We can take them for long walks around the Boston Common and ride the swan boats, then come summer, we’ll vacation down in Cape Cod. It will be so wonderful. We’ll all be like one happy family.”
“Stop it, Thom.” Tears fell from her eyes.
“But why not? Who’s to say we can’t?”
“Me! I’ve fallen in love with you.”
“We can all learn to love each other. I love you too.”
“I couldn’t bear to see you happily married with your wife and son, nor do I deserve another chance at happiness. I love you with all my heart, Thom. That love will destroy me every day, much worse than all these flesh-eating monsters running around. I feel like one of them now, dead but still upright and walking.”
“But you haven’t done anything wrong, Kate. It wasn’t your fault.” I stared at her. “Everything’s changed. We can all coexist happily.”
“It’s my own fault. I failed to protect my children. What makes you think I could ever protect these poor dears?” she said, staring down at the two kids squirming around in their chairs. “Do you really think I can take care of them? I can barely take care of myself. I feel so dead inside.”
“Don’t worry about anything, we’ll figure it all out,” I said, unsure of what else to say. I had no idea she had fallen in love with me, but in retrospect, I could see all the signs because they resided in my heart as well.
“Please hold me, Thom. That’s all I ask of you now.”
She pressed her fingers into the small of my skeletal back. It felt good to hold a woman again. It felt like forever since I’d held my wife, and I now realized how much I missed her touch. I closed my eyes and imagined her in my arms. Kate sobbed quietly, her head lodged in the crook of my neck. She looked up and gently moved her head to kiss me. I leaned down and kissed her dry thin lips. We pressed gently against each other, exploring each other’s ravished mouths. I could feel the bones sticking out of her back. Our hands intertwined by our sides, and we squeezed each other tight. A loud noise interrupted our passionate embrace, and I glanced over and noticed that one of the creatures was banging on the glass and growling at us.
“Get a fucking room, you two!” Dar shouted as she sprinted down the stairs.
Embarrassed, I released Kate and pushed her away. The creatures outside shoved each other in their attempts to break into the house. The dreaded attack had begun. They pummeled the wood frame and glass windows. The sound of them shrieking and banging filled the air.
Dar dressed specifically for this occasion, her hair spiked into a glistening red and blonde Mohawk, and her face painted green and black. She wore a camouflage muscle T-shirt along with tan cargo pants that she must have found in one of Rick’s closets. Tattoos covered her arms and neck. She looked prophetic.
The creatures pushed and shoved like English soccer hooligans. Something flew out of the sky and crashed into the windowpane, but it did not break. The flying dead babies were going kamikaze on us. The children, standing next to Kate, became frightened and started to cry. Dar stood with her hands on her hips and watched with an eerie calmness that belied her terrifying image. One of the bigger ones picked up a large tree trunk and began to repeatedly smash it into the pane of unbreakable glass Rick had installed and which would soon be obsolete against this constant barrage. I knew that we didn’t have much time to waste, especially after receiving that message about the nuclear attack. It all made sense to me now. The government needed to obliterate everything in the vicinity in order to destroy all living and non-living things, and thus prevent the virus from spreading.
“They’re starving to death and not taking no for an answer this time,” Dar said.
“What do we do now?” Thorn asked.
“The little prince is doing back flips inside me,” Dar said, smiling as she rubbed her swelled belly. “Bitchin’! Dude’s going all kung fu in there, a sure sign.”
“Sign of what?” I asked.
“Greatness. Strength. I can just feel its eternal wrath. It will carry on the prophecy set forth.”
“Prophecy? This whole thing might be over by the time your baby is born,” I said.
“Impossible. It will be many years before the end is near. These crazy fuckers are here to stay. Everything’s changed and nothing matters anymore but the seed in my belly. Never again will I be restrained by the chains of family, tradition and all the other irrelevant bullshit that got us into this mess in the first place.”
“So what do we do now, babe?” Thorn asked, staring at the creatures just outside the window.
“We sit tight and wait. Once they slow down, we grab our shit and make a run for it.” She picked up a gun and pointed it at the two crying girls. “Now shut those two kids up, Kate. They’re driving me crazy.”


Chapter 22
THEY RUSHED THE HOUSE, WAVE UPON wave of them, their mouths open and their eyes glaring with bloodlust. I covered my ears to drown out their incessant cries. Crazed and delusional, I would have done anything to make them stop. Dar, Thorn and I stood holding our rifles just in case one of them broke in, and although none of them had yet done so, I knew that the house would not hold out for long.
Kate watched the children in the other room, trying to placate them with stories and songs. Her voice cracked with emotion as she sang ‘The Itsy Bitsy Spider’ in an overly loud voice in order to drown out the horrific sounds of the dead.
One of the windows started to crack. The creature heaving the log kept up the methodic assault, pounding the glass over and over. A loud ripping sound went up, and I peered out the window and noticed that a few of them had started peeling off the siding and tossing it onto the driveway behind them. Underneath the siding was bare plywood. It would not be too long before they started to pry off those boards as well and eventually gain entrance into the house. If we didn’t leave soon, we stood no chance of escaping their grasp.
I looked up at the clock. Seven minutes past midnight. At any moment now, I envisioned the plane flying overhead and releasing that mini nuclear warhead. The fuckers should have stopped by now, but they kept on attacking. Dar paced the floor behind me, confused by her miscalculation. Then, suddenly and without warning, they all stopped in unison and began to stagger away. An eerie silence filled the house. Dar blew out all the candles and told everyone to gather inside the dining room. Kate lifted Amber and guided Emily out by the hand. We stood there anxiously, waiting for Dar to give the word to move out. She and Thorn circled around the house to assess the situation from every angle while we waited in the dark for what seemed like eternity.
“They’re wandering around just off the driveway,” Thorn said.
“Light the torches, Thorn,” Dar said. “Let’s get this tour bus rolling.”
Dar picked up the torches and held them high. Thorn struck a match and lit the tip of the first one. The flame bit and jumped off the gas-soaked end. He tilted his over and lit Dar’s.
“Here,” Dar said, handing me the plastic gas container, “pour the rest all around the house. We’re going to leave these fuckers a nice present to remember us by.”
I took the can and did as I was instructed, pouring it in the kitchen, dining and living room. When I returned, Dar and Thorn were crouching by the door, ready to bolt.
“You’re the last one out,” Dar said to me. “Once we’re all in the truck, I want you to light this place up like a Christmas tree. You got that?”
“Yeah.”
“Don’t mess up like you messed me up all those years.”
“Your mother and I did the best we could to raise you and your brother.”
“Not the way I needed to be raised. But then again, what did you really know about me?”
Thorn held the end of the torch inches from my face. I could feel the heat searing my dry skin.
“You heard her, big shot. Better do it right.” Thorn moved the torch away from my face.
“Let’s go,” Dar said.
Thorn and Dar opened the door and sprinted. It took a few seconds for them to realize it, but as soon as they started running towards the barn, the creatures woke from their slumber and started forward. The dead reached out and tried to grab hold of the two of them. Dar and Thorn jabbed their torches at the dead, setting a few ablaze. The lit creatures staggered off, howling, unable to put out the flames. The others backed away as Dar and Thorn sprinted past. A pack of the dead stood between them and the barn. Dar took out her pistol and proceeded to shoot each one in the head. As soon as a lane opened up, the two of them crouched low and sprinted past the others before they closed the gap.
Emily started to cry in convulsive sobs. Kate leaned over and tried to put her at ease, but the sound of the gunshots and ravenous howling proved too difficult to ignore. The growl of the truck’s engine roared to life, busting through the double doors of the barn and accelerating out onto the driveway, tossing creatures into the air. The truck swerved and continued moving until it parked parallel to the house, leaving just enough room for the storm door to open. Thorn opened the driver’s side door. Kate ran out first, passing the kids up to Thorn, who passed them over to Dar. When both children were safely inside, Kate climbed up and into the cab. Thorn shut his door, gunned the engine, and pulled out of the driveway. To my shock, they were leaving without me. The truck accelerated down the driveway, plowing into the creatures and sending them soaring into the air. The truck stopped when it reached the main road. I stood watching as my hopes faded, prepared for them to ride off without me.
Suddenly the monsters turned their attention to me. It had come down to this, and after everything that I’d done to make it this far. I didn’t feel like fighting anymore. I closed my eyes and surrendered to them, hoping that the end would be painless and quick. Anticipating the first bite into my flesh, I prayed for forgiveness to God, waiting for them to close in around me. But then I heard something familiar. The booming sound of the truck’s engine reverberated in the air. Thorn steered the pickup in reverse and backed up next to the door, causing a half dozen of the dead to fly back in the air. I opened my eyes and saw them smash into the barn, and then pick themselves up and begin to proceed forward. The truck’s flatbed rumbled in front of me.
“What are you waiting for, dickhead?” Thorn shouted. “Get in.”
Another group of creatures rushed towards the rear bumper. I didn’t have time to waste. I lit the match, tossed it behind me, and then sprinted towards the back of the truck. A giant whoosh went up behind me as I started to climb aboard the truck. One of their cold hands tried to pull me back down, but I reared back and kicked, managing to get two of them off me. But as I did, two more grabbed my pant leg, howling for blood.
“Hold on!” Thorn shouted. “Stand on the bumper.”
I stepped up on the bumper and held on tight as he gunned it into reverse. The fuckers behind me disappeared under the carriage. The truck came to a screeching halt at the end of the driveway, the barn at my back. Another inch and I would have been squashed. I clamored up over the rear gate and rolled into the bed just as he shifted it into drive. He gunned it down the driveway, and I fell back into the tailgate, landing on my shoulder.
When I looked up, I noticed that two decomposing hags had climbed up the side of the truck and were now groping towards me. I reached behind me and picked up a spare tire iron. I stood, trying to keep my balance, and held it chest high as the first one approached. I swung it down like a tomahawk over her head, and it smashed through her skull, pulverizing her brain as if it were a pile of rotten bananas. We fell back to the bed where I pulled the iron out of the top of her spine. The iron dripped with greasy ooze. Standing, I managed in one motion to backhand the iron through the face of the other hag nipping at my shoulder. It sliced off half her skull, which flew like a Frisbee over the side of the truck. I fell against the cab as the truck accelerated ahead. Gray cerebral cortex protruded from the open skull lying next to me. The truck slowed for a second and then sped up, and I fell back against the tailgate again, sprawled on my back. I lay there, staring up at the night sky, cursing as the air rushed over my head. A tingling sensation came over my skin and face, and I reached up and tried to rub it away. When I looked down at my hands I saw brain matter smeared across the lifelines. I screamed at the top of my lungs and wiped it off on the side of the truck.
I quickly sat up and caught a glimpse of the flames starting to consume the farmhouse. Soon it would be a bonfire. The creatures shrieked as they went up in the pyre, their horrific moans echoing loudly in the night. Their ghostly reflections appeared like a nightmare. The barn soon became engulfed in flames. Thorn stopped the truck to take a look back. As the truck’s engine idled, we watched as our former safe house went up in flames. But we didn’t have much time to savor our escape, as some creatures standing along the road began to quickly approach us. I heaved the rotten cadavers over the side—they were lighter than expected—and stared over at the new ones approaching. There appeared to be hundreds of them out there. I picked up the tire iron and swung it at an old man approaching. The elbow struck him above his left ear, and it came out below his right, causing the dead man to collapse in a heap.
“Nice work,” Thorn said. “Hold onto your hat, old man, because we’re in for a wild ride.”
Thorn sped the truck down the two-way road. The sickly sound of bodies thudding off the raised plow filled the night air. It felt as if we were riding over a rocky riverbed. The knobby tires sank into the soft, desiccated flesh and caused the truck to wobble along. I fell to a sitting position and held onto the side panels for dear life as my body got tossed up and down for what seemed like forever.


Chapter 23
THE ENGINE’S LOW GROWL RUMBLED IN my ears, and when I looked back, I noticed that the road was littered with bodies, the faint glow of moonlight illuminating the corpse-littered pavement. The lucky ones picked themselves up off the ground and began to stagger forward. I turned and looked through the cabin window, staring at the beam of light ahead of us. The further south we traveled, the less of the dead we encountered.
The roads were pitch black. Thorn accelerated off the main byway and onto the interstate. The lights on the highway had been shut off. Thorn turned on the high beams and gunned it along the empty highway. I turned and sat back in relief. We’d done it. We would be safe after all. Despite the chill in the air, I closed my eyes and began to drift off. Minutes passed before I felt the engine downshift, and the truck began to slow to a crawl. I turned to see the cause of it and noticed a brilliant beam of light up ahead, aimed in our direction.
I stood and looked over the cab and saw an army Jeep lurch to a stop in front of us. It turned sideways next to the truck to prevent it from going any further. Two soldiers in white biohazard suits jumped out of the vehicle and approached us, rifles in hand. Through a bullhorn, one of them ordered Thorn to shut the engine off. Inside the cab, I saw Dar giving orders to Thorn and Kate. What was she saying? Thorn rolled down the window as one of the men approached the driver’s side.
“Hands off the wheel! And you up there, put your hands on top of the truck,” the soldier instructed me. “Where do you think you’re going?”
“Heading south, man. Beantown or bust.”
“Afraid that’s not going to happen. All of you need to step out of the vehicle.”
“What’s the problem?” Thorn asked.
“Get out of the van. Now!”
The two soldiers stood watching with rifles in hand. Though they weren’t pointing their weapons at us, they seemed ready to use them if needed. Climbing down, I noticed Thorn opening the door and stepping out in front of me. Dar exited on the opposite side, snatching Amber away from Kate. It seemed odd to me that she would want to carry Amber. Kate slid out of the driver’s side as the floodlight shone brightly in our eyes and made it difficult to see. We gathered in front of the soldiers, who stood staring at us.
“We have nothing to hide. We’re just heading down to Boston to see family,” Thorn said.
“I’m afraid that’s not going to happen,” one of the soldiers replied. “We’re impounding the vehicle. You’re all to be taken into custody.”
“Custody?” Thorn said, holding his hands out in protest. “What the hell for?”
“Keep those arms up, buddy, if you know what’s good for you,” one of the soldiers said. “You can talk to our supervisor once you reach the facility.”
“Facility? Forget that shit, dude! I want to know what we’ve done to deserve this kind of treatment. We’re goddamn American citizens. We have our Constitutional rights, in case you haven’t done your homework,” Thorn said.
“You’ve obviously been out of the loop. President Roberts has suspended the Writ of Habeas Corpus and declared martial law. Currently, you have no Constitutional rights.”
“You got to be shitting me.”
“I promise, I am not shitting you.”
“Relax, Thorn,” Dar said in her sweetest voice, cradling Amber in her arms. “These soldiers know what’s best for us, hon. It’s probably for our own good.”
“What’s up with you?” Thorn asked. “They want to put us in a goddamn facility.”
“Listen to your girlfriend, mister, or whatever the hell she is. Then maybe none of you will get hurt,” the other soldier said, staring at Dar as he removed a radio from his pocket. “The support vehicle will be here shortly. Follow us over to the Jeep.”
“Thank you so much, officers,” Dar said, looking lovingly down at the child cradled in her arms.
After all the suffering and hardship we’d gone through, it had come down to this. I couldn’t believe Dar had so willingly complied with the soldiers’ demands and surrendered to them. Had this contagion spread throughout the country? The entire time we’d been cooped up inside Rick’s house, we hadn’t once seen any government or military officials.
The soldiers stood off to the side as the six of us made our way to the Jeep. Dar looked helplessly down at Amber, who had woken and was now screaming at the top of her lungs. She glanced up at the soldiers and shrugged helplessly as the baby wailed. Amber’s face was as red as a tomato, and she looked to be in serious pain.
“Do you want me to take her from you?” Kate asked.
“No, I just need to feed her.” Dar looked up at the soldiers. “Okay if I give my girl some juice in order to calm her down?”
“Make it quick.”
The soldier on the left nodded. Dar reached into her pocket, whipped out her gun, and in one motion shot the two soldiers dead. They collapsed to the ground next to each other. Dar walked over to make sure they were dead. Then she placed the screaming baby back into Kate’s arms. Dar went over and picked up the army rifles and handed them to Thorn. Next, she searched inside the Jeep and grabbed some of the magazines.
“M16 A2. Magazine holds thirty rounds. These should give us some decent protection while we’re traveling,” Thorn said, smiling.
“Put the guns in the bed. I’m going to ride back there with my old man in case we get stopped again. No way I’m taking any more chances.” Dar turned to us. “Everyone, back in the truck. There’ll be a swarm of these army types here shortly.”
“Let me ride next to you, Dar. I want to shoot one of those M16s,” Thorn said.
“Shut up, Thorn. I need you to get us the hell out of here before they find out we bumped these chumps. Give Thom the rifle,” she said, nodding in my direction. “I want him riding shotgun back here with me.”
Thorn eyed me jealously.
“Turn the truck around and get off the interstate. The highway will be teeming with these army assholes. You know the back roads well?”
“Yeah, I use to drive a delivery truck down to Portland. I’ll jump onto Route 11 and cut down through the state.”
“Drive slow and with the headlights dimmed. Any more of these grunts come after us, they’ll be in for a surprise. Once dawn breaks, we’ll pull over somewhere and wait until night to travel.”
We clamored back into the truck. The baby’s torturous screams echoed into the night. As the truck turned, Dar shot out the military floodlights and tires. Suddenly we were plunged into total darkness. The truck rumbled across the grassy median strip until it crossed onto the northern route. A mile down the road, we turned off the interstate. Thorn directed the truck onto the southern portion of 11 and began to slowly head south.
“Amber was sleeping soundly before you snatched her out of Kate’s arms. What did you do to her?” I asked Dar.
She held up her hand and showed me her dirty, claw-like nails.
“Stick one of these things up their ass, and it wakes them up pretty quick.”
“Jesus, how are you going to take care of your own child?”
“Don’t you worry your little head about my kid.”
“That’s my grandchild you’re talking about.”
“And I’m going to teach your grandchild the proper way to take care of itself. Forget boarding schools, piano lessons, psychiatrists and all that other bullshit you tortured me with. I’ve discovered my true self during this crisis. For the first time in my life, I know who I am and what needs to be done.”
I stood over the cab, clutching the M16. The cold air rushed up to my face and caused my lips to become numb. Dar kept her gaze trained ahead like a soldier, alert and ready. I realized that she had become totally detached from civilized behavior and had finally gone off the grid, living by her own terms, playing by her own set of rules. I felt both in awe and afraid of her. Not afraid for my own life, which I could care less about at this point, but afraid for her soul, afraid for her future on this earth as well as the future of her unborn child.
We drove endlessly through the night. I leaned down and peeked into the cabin and noticed that Kate and the children were asleep. Thorn’s eyes were locked on the darkened road ahead. Dar remained awake, the barrel of the assault rifle resting atop the roof. The darkness was complete, and I could barely make out any of the surrounding landscape. I had no idea whether we were traveling through thick woods or open countryside.
Then the first hint of sunlight began to rise over the hills. Small streaks of creamy orange light began to radiate on the horizon. For the first time, I noticed that we were in open country: rolling hills, farms and dairy pastures. I saw no livestock anywhere, no sign of human activity, no cars driving along the road. There were no birds in the air, nor could I hear any chirping or signs of life. We reached the top of a large hill and glided down the opposite side, where I half expected to see army troops waiting for us at the bottom. But fortunately, the valley appeared empty.
At the top of yet another steep rise, I noticed a large farmhouse sitting off in the distance. It was set back maybe a quarter mile from the road. Acres of barren fields surrounded it. A few broken down chassis sat rusting alongside the house. Dar banged the rifle on the top of the cabin and signaled for Thorn to head over to it. We cruised down the hill. Upon reaching the driveway, he turned the truck onto the gravel and headed straight toward the house. It looked very similar to Rick’s farmhouse, with a large barn at the end of the driveway and the entryway parallel to the driveway. Thorn hit the brakes and stopped in front of the door. Dar jumped out and directed Thorn to park behind the house so that the truck couldn’t be seen from the road. Kate and the kids jumped out next. I sprawled over the side and then watched as Thorn parked the truck behind the house. A few seconds later, he came sprinting back to join up with us.
We entered through the unlocked door and walked into the kitchen and then the living room. A large potbelly stove sat up against the back corner. Dated wallpaper hung everywhere. No one appeared home.
“Go downstairs, Thorn, and check it out.” Dar turned to me. “Go look around the main floor, see what you can find. Martha Stewart, you and the kids stay put. I’m going upstairs to see what’s there. Holler if you come across anything.”
We split up. I went around, unlocking all the doors and checking inside the rooms. Nothing seemed out of place. I tossed the curtains aside but saw nothing but farmland and rolling hills. The fields had obviously not been tilled since last year. I wandered around, opening every door I could find, looking for any evidence of life.
Suddenly, I heard the sound of Dar screaming.
I ran upstairs and found her kicking a tiny blackened figure sprawled out in front of the fireplace. It didn’t look like one of the dead creatures. Upon closer inspection, I noticed that it was a kid, and he was covered from head to toe in soot. He looked to be about twelve. Dar kept thrashing the poor boy until he toppled over onto the tiles beneath the fireplace, bleeding. Howling in agony, Dar took out her knife and moved in for the kill. Without thinking, I ran over and shielded the boy from her wrath and enveloped him in my arms.
“He’s just a boy, Dar. Take it easy on him.”
“Little bastard bit me! He was hiding in the chimney when he chomped down on my hand.”
“I’m sorry, I didn’t know who you were,” the poor kid said, cowering in my arms.
“The name’s Dar! And you better not have any diseases, kid.”
“I ain’t got no diseases.”
“Shut your mouth, punk,” Thorn said, pointing a finger at him.
The boy’s face was bloodied and bruised by the pounding Dar had given him. Red gashes streaked across his cheek from her razor-sharp nails. His left eye was nearly closed from the pummeling, and his two front teeth were missing. Dar stood in front of him, flashing the knife. He backed up into me, frightened and staring up at her as if she were the devil. A chunk of flesh had been chewed off between Dar’s forefinger and thumb, and blood was dripping onto the floor.
“I should kill you right now, you little prick!” Dar screamed, pointing the knife in his face. “Do you know who I am?”
The kid trembled in my arms.
“Want me to waste him for you, babe? Be no problem.”
“Jesus, show some mercy. He’s just a little kid, and he’s scared out of his mind,” I said.
“I say we blow his brains out. The punk took a bite out of you, Dar. Who knows? You might even turn into one of those fuckers.”
I stared at Dar, my arms wrapped around the kid’s head, and waited for her decision. She looked the kid up and down, rage filling her.
She walked over and stood in front of him. The poor kid backed up against me, terrified. I could feel him shaking like a leaf. Despite being pregnant, Dar’s muscular physique had the sinuous appearance of a gargoyle.
“What’s my name?”
“Dar,” the kid answered.
“That’s right, and you better not forget it.” She glared at him. “You sure you don’t got any diseases?”
“No, ma’am, I’m as healthy as an ox.”
“Why were you hiding in the chimney, then?” I asked.
“They came and took my family away. They took my dad out back when he complained, and they shot him in the head.”
Dar put the blade up against his throat. “Who did?”
“Those army guys. I’m a skinny little kid, so I was able to climb up the chimney and hide. Thought you were one of them army guys. That’s why I bit you.”
Dar took back the knife and stashed it in her waistband, and then stepped off.
“They came back a couple of times already. I don’t know what they were looking for, but I didn’t want to die.” Tears fell from his blackened cheek.
“What happened to your dad’s body?”
“They put it in one of those trucks and drove away.” He sniffed back tears. “I miss my family, all my brothers and sisters, but I know they’re not coming back. I just know they’re all dead.”
“You’re right about that, kid. They’re all gone, so you might as well deal with it. You need to take care of yourself from now on.”
I pulled him in to me. “What’s your name, boy?” I asked.
“Devin. Devin Willoughby.”
“You’re okay now, Devin. We won’t hurt you.” I knelt down and stared in his eyes. “How long ago did they take your family away?”
“I got a calendar I keep in the other room. They came about four weeks ago and took them all away. And that was after we made it through the winter, which was a bad one. One day the power went out, and all the radios stopped. We didn’t know nothing about what was going on. All our cattle suddenly got sick and died. Dad kept a whole bunch of meat stored down in the basement freezer, which we ate throughout the winter.”
“This is going to sound crazy,” I said, “but did any of those cattle come back to life after they died?”
“Back to life? No, mister, they just got sick and died. Couldn’t eat ’em, so we dragged them out back and buried them in a big ditch my dad dug with his tractor.”
I turned back to Dar and stared at her. “We need to take him with us.”
Dar walked over to the boy and put her hands on her hips. “You ever bite me again, kid, and I’ll cut your damn head off.”
“I’m real sorry.”
“I’m your worst nightmare as well as your only salvation.” She put her face next to his. “We’re going to crash here today. Then tonight we’re heading south. You staying here or coming with us?”
“Nothing here for me anymore. Might as well go with you guys, if that’s okay.”
“No skin off my ass. Know how to shoot?”
“Sure. Me and my pops used to shoot trap every week. Second in Maine last year in my age group.”
“Expecting a medal or something?”
“Nah, but I’ll get better, I promise.”
“You better get better if you want to survive in this sick world. You make one mistake now, and you’re going to end up like one of them fuckers,” Dar said.
Thorn and Dar turned and walked out of the room.
“What’s a fucker, mister?” Devin asked me.
“Trust me, you don’t want to know.” I ran my hand through his soot-filled hair. “My name’s Thom.”
“That lady scares me, Thom.”
“Me too. What town are we in, Devin?”
“Bakersville.”
I remembered from the maps that Bakersville was about eighty miles north of Portland.
“Come on, let’s go downstairs, and I’ll introduce you to the others. Just do me a favor and stay out of Dar’s way.”
“No problem. She reminds me of the devil.”
“True, but she’ll also save your life if you do what she says.”
“How do you know that?”
“Because she’s my daughter.”
After introducing Devin to Kate and the kids, we decided to sleep in shifts. Kate and the kids went upstairs and slept on one of the beds. Devin and I took up in the living room while Dar and Thorn played cards and smoked cigarettes in the kitchen. Thorn discovered a half-filled bottle of whiskey in one of the cabinets and helped himself to it.
Devin and I killed time playing checkers. He was very good at the game and beat me more times than I beat him. After an hour of playing, Devin pulled out his book of the Grimm fairy tales and started to read. I pulled out my journal and scribbled furiously.
Thorn crashed next after Kate and the kids came down. Devin found some toys and stuffed bears for the children to play with. When it was my turn to rest, I took a short nap upstairs in one of the beds. I didn’t sleep well, tossing and turning the entire time. After three fitful hours, I returned downstairs to relieve Dar, but she was too keyed up to go to sleep.
“You’re going to need some rest,” I said.
“Stop worrying about me and worry about yourself,” she said, sharpening her ax. “Look at you, you look like one of those homeless dudes begging in Harvard Square.”
Darkness was now descending over the land. At Dar’s directions, Thorn and I carried as much water out to the truck as we could fit. The entire bed was now weighed down with supplies. We siphoned off some gas from the barrel and filled up the tank. Thorn checked the engine oil and water level in the radiator. When the vehicle appeared road-ready, we went back inside with some food and passed it around. Breakfast consisted of peanut butter, stale crackers and cans of green beans.
Once we’d finished eating, Dar declared that it was time to go. We exited through the back door and positioned ourselves in the truck. Dar tossed Devin a rifle, and the kid caught it and did a once-over of the weapon, declaring it fit to shoot. Then he positioned himself between Dar and myself in the bed of the truck, his chin barely above the metallic roof of the cabin. Thorn turned the ignition, and the engine roared to life. He backed out of the spot behind the house and then drove down the long gravel driveway. When he reached the main road, he dimmed the headlights and proceeded south.
“Where we going, Thom?” Devin asked.
“To Boston.”
“Why Boston?”
“To find my wife and son.”
“How old is your son?”
“About your age, maybe a little older.”
“Now I understand why you want to go to Boston. Me, I always wanted to go there and see Fenway Park.”
I remembered the words coming out of that static. Get out of there! The potential nuclear threat scared the shit out of me. And Rick had known about the threat the entire time and never said a word about it to anyone. But why? Did he want all of us to die? And who was that person on the other end of the line? Military? A government official? It appeared as if Rick had been communicating with someone higher up for quite some time. I prayed that we might make it out of here before such a catastrophic event happened.


Chapter 24
NOT TEN MINUTES INTO THE JOURNEY, we heard a tremendous noise. It sounded like a million wings flapping in the air, and it was accompanied by the sound of a low, undulating cooing. Thorn stopped the truck, jumped out onto the road, and looked up. We all stared skyward. A crescent moon hung in the star-studded sky, although we could barely see it now because of the procession of birds blocking everything out. Millions of them flew southward in a massive formation. I couldn’t tell what species of bird they were on account of the darkness, but it must have been quite a few. Suddenly the sound of animal hooves began to pound on the pavement behind us. “What the hell is that?” Thorn shouted, clambering back into the truck and slamming the door shut behind him. Kate clutched the girls to her as the ground beneath us began to tremble and shake. We remained perfectly still, hoping not to be stampeded to death. To my left, I made out the silhouettes of deer, horses and moose, and some smaller four-legged creatures in between. The stampede lasted for several minutes.
Then it became calm. We waited for something to happen. The sudden quiet felt eerie compared to what preceded it. Slowly the ground began to rumble and quiver, the momentum gradually building to a crescendo. The truck began to rock back and forth, and from side to side. I held onto the cabin to keep from falling. Devin lost his grip and fell back in the bed. As I scooted down to help him, I noticed a brilliant phosphorescent flash rise up in the northern sky. I covered my eyes, trying not to look directly at the growing plume. Out of my peripheral vision I watched it spread out in a mushroom formation, silent and stunning, illuminating the landscape all around us.
Thorn hit the gas pedal and gunned it. Residual blast winds caught our sails and pushed us along the road. The topography ahead appeared straight and narrow. I crouched down in the flatbed and pulled Devin under me, covering his head with my body. Dar turned and stared at the majestic explosion off in the distance. The flash of light illuminated her heavily tattooed and pierced face, making her appear demonic. I watched as the reflection of the mushroom cloud rose up in the rear window of the cab. A second later, the calamitous sonic boom exploded in our eardrums, causing the truck to vibrate and careen wildly along the road. Thorn swerved from one side to the other, struggling to maintain control of the truck before centering it on the solid yellow line.
I didn’t want to look back. I prayed that all those dead creatures had been vanquished, as well as the contagion they carried. I kept myself draped over Devin, protecting the boy the best I could. Dar shouted at me, mouthing words that I couldn’t hear or understand. It felt like my eardrums had been shattered. The static bubbled and fizzed behind us as the cloud wafted up and imploded on itself like some dying sun.
What seemed certain to me was that the government had known about the dead flesh-eaters all along. That’s why soldiers had been stationed along the interstate, making sure to quarantine the northern quadrant. They’d cleared out that sector of the state in order to obliterate every living thing, including the virus. They would have killed us too if it hadn’t been for Dar’s quick actions. Even in the best-case scenario, we would have been taken into captivity, our remaining days spent in quarantine or as guinea pigs in the search for a cure. But would that nuclear blast finish the job? Would it eliminate the viral threat? I had my doubts, because if just one infected bird managed to fly up and escape, this hellish scenario would begin all over again.
Thorn sped down the two-lane road. The brilliance from the nuclear explosion continued to illuminate the road ahead, but the further we went, the more it began to fade until the cloud finally collapsed on itself, and we were plunged back into darkness. Thorn switched on the high beams. Up ahead was the sign for Route 295. He veered the truck onto the interstate and then stepped on the gas. We sped through Portland, where I looked for the Time and Temperature building. But all the lights were off, and the city was enveloped in darkness. The entire area smelled of smoke and sulfur. We raced ahead, climbing over the Piscataqua Bridge, which divided Maine from New Hampshire, and pushed straight towards Boston. Only a few cars travelled on the highway, and the ones we encountered sped past us at over a hundred miles per hour. The closer we got to Boston, the more traffic and human activity we observed.
We drove until the sun began to rise. Through Belmont and Arlington. Cars and pedestrians clogged the streets and everyone seemed in a mad rush to enter or exit the city. There was no rhyme or reason to anything, no governmental oversight or police authority. Chaos reigned. Waves of people walked along the sidewalks, misery etched onto their sad faces, carrying what few possessions they owned on their backs. Buildings and homes along the way appeared rundown and dilapidated, stripped of all value. Stores were closed and had been thoroughly gleaned of all merchandise. Every so often, I noticed a body lying on the street. Young children stood alone on street corners, crying out or begging for food. Grown men held signs along the street, just below the bed of the truck. People shouted and screamed at each other as if ready to fight. Black marketers peddled useless wares everywhere, but hardly anyone seemed to be buying.
The tree limbs were lined with birds. They appeared everywhere: on building ledges, telephone wires, rooftops, light posts, roadside signs. The species segregated accordingly and seemed to watch all this miserable human activity with rapt interest. The farther we got into town, the worse the human suffering appeared. By the time we arrived in Cambridge, roving groups of tattered, militant gangs patrolled the streets, pushing and shoving anyone who got in their way. A few approached the drivers on the road and took from them whatever they could. With traffic jammed, they appeared to be sitting ducks to these roving pirates. I assumed from this that motor vehicles had become less valuable because of the shortage of gas.
I watched helplessly as a driver got pulled out of his car and thrown onto the pavement. And when the driver ran back over to his car, the young thug pulled out a club and struck him in the head numerous times. He fell back along the road, bleeding. Traffic diverted around him as he lay there, blood oozing out of the crack in his skull and pooling along the pothole-filled street. One of the thugs approached our truck in a menacing manner. Dar pointed the M16 down at his head, and he backed away in surprise, his arms raised. Just one look at Dar was enough to scare the shit out of anybody. Had he taken another step, I was certain she’d have blasted him clear across the road.
The chaos seemed complete. It nearly brought me to tears to find my beloved city in such a ruinous state. I prayed to God that I might find my wife and son safe and sound in our Back Bay home. But judging by all the buildings we passed in Cambridge, I had a bad feeling about what I might find.
Dar crawled onto the roof, and stood clutching the rifle up over her head as the truck crawled along.
Black smoke filled the sky. Everything seemed to be burning, sulfurous, acidic. The sky appeared sickly and diseased. Angry mobs filled Harvard Square and stood atop the newsstand in the middle of the island. Grimy hands reached out to grab or greet us, but we kicked them all away. One man tried to jump up onto the truck, but Dar cracked him in the face with the butt of her rifle, and he fell back against the pavement. She pulled out her handgun and pointed it down at the others. They shouted and cursed at us, but made no attempt to jump on board. I aimed my rifle at them and steeled myself at the prospect of having to shoot one of them. A few of the brick buildings that comprised Harvard University were going up in flames. Staring down the long strip of road that was Massachusetts Avenue, I could see two of the skyscrapers off in the distance billowing smoke.
Dar cut quite a figure on top of that cab, her Mohawk glistening and her camouflaged face snarling in anger. Birds everywhere watched us travel along the route. They sat atop buildings, telephone poles, wires, ledges and treetops. They watched all this human misery with a calmness that confounded me. Up in Maine, the animals had acted savagely, sickened by the genetically engineered life forms, as well as from the pollen spores that had been caught up in the wind and spread far and wide.
It worried me. Everything worried me, especially the contagion I envisioned spreading throughout the countryside. It would only take a few birds or animals to carry with them the mutated genes that caused all these problems. Then it would happen all over again. The Reawakening. I prayed that the mushroom cloud had obliterated every scintilla of toxic DNA, sparing the rest of humanity from the horrors we had experienced.
A gentle breeze drifted down from the north, a troubling sign. Soon the radiation cloud would be making its way towards this area. We needed to get out of here or face a painful, lingering death. Once Margaret and Stephen were on board, we had enough fuel in the bed to travel halfway across the country. Most of the gas stations we’d passed along the road had been boarded up, looted or closed. The severe fuel shortage would soon limit travel altogether.
We crossed over the Charles River. When Dar was small she used to refer to it as Charles’ Liver. It was a running joke in our family whenever we saw it. “What is Charles’ liver doing in the middle of Boston?” I would joke. “We all know that Charles’s Liver is in the heart of Boston,” Margaret would reply. Now fires blazed over the rainbow patches of oil and grease that floated on the waterway’s surface. Homemade barges floated en masse along the river, carrying the poor, sick and huddled. Pollution and raw sewerage filled it, black with sludge, wood, and shit floating from the Cambridge side over to the banks of Boston. There were corpses, bloated and corpulent, bobbing along with the flotsam and jetsam, and covered in slimy lesions.
The truck cruised slowly over the bridge and entered the Back Bay neighborhood. Misery and human suffering appeared everywhere. The incessant sound of sobbing filled the air. Many of the brick buildings appeared vacant, as if they had been carpet-bombed. We were so close to my building now that I could practically jump off and walk to it. But so many desperate and crazed people loitered around us that it would have been suicide to abandon the truck. My heart began to race inside my chest in anticipation of being reunited with my family. The truck hung a left on Marlborough Street and continued on. He drove for another block until we’d arrived at the once-stately row of condos that lined our quaint street. Squatters scampered in and out of the front door that had once been my home. Tears ran down my face as I stared up at all the surrounding buildings, noticing that every window in the block had been smashed or broken.
I stepped down onto the street and tried to help Dar off the roof, but even with child, she refused my assistance. A few ruffians approached us as we made our way towards the front door of the condo. I wrapped an arm around Devin’s shoulder as I guided him along. My knees felt weak contemplating the horrors my wife and son must have encountered when the worst of the crisis occurred.
A large muscular man with a bald, tattooed head met us at the front door. He smiled, revealing a row of crooked teeth. Tattoos covered his entire body. His breath reeked, and his eyes were two different shades. He addressed us in an Eastern European accent. Inside the condo, gangster rap blared.
“This is my house, and you’re here illegally,” I said. “Gather up all your people and get the hell out.”
The man laughed hysterically, slapping his thigh. “Crazy, muthafucka? Things different now, buddy. World go to shit, and everything up for grabs. So get outta here and fuck off, buddy, before you get hurt.”
“Where’s my wife and son?”
“That bitch was your wife? Oh shit, buddy, that ho a nice piece of ass! You a lucky man.” He smiled and licked his oily, fat lips. “Trust me, buddy, you don’t want to know what happened to that bitch. Wanted more loving than I could give her. One day I got tired of the same bitch, so I kicked her ass to the curb. Used goods, you know.”
Tears streaked down my face. I was so angry, I couldn’t see straight. All I wanted to do was watch this piece of shit suffer in torment. But I was so filled with despair and remorse I couldn’t move.
Dar pushed past me and stood face to face with the man, staring into his eyes.
“A little freak-bitch like you think you can scare old Victor?” He made a deep-throated laugh. “I’m a Serb. I seen things in my country make your fucking blood boil.”
“Bet you haven’t seen the dead come back to life,” Dar said.
“Huh?”
“The dead come back to life and then eat human flesh.” She smiled. “Well, I did.”
Dar whipped out the hunting knife and in one motion plunged it deep into his throat. It hit the carotid artery and shot forth a stream of blood that arced out towards the sidewalk. Devin and I jumped to the side so as to avoid getting hosed by the warm spray. Dar grabbed the man by his collar and tossed him into the bushes, where he lay gurgling, his tattooed hands trying to staunch the flow.
She sprinted inside, and Thorn followed behind her. When I looked inside my old home, I saw Dar spraying the living room with gunfire and killing every occupant lying about. From the top of the staircase, I noticed a group of men running down the steps, knives and sticks in hand. I waited until the last second and then mowed them down. They tumbled to the bottom, bleeding profusely and crying out in agony. I climbed the stairs and ran into every room looking for any sign of Margaret or Stephen, shooting anyone who crossed my path. I did it methodically and calmly, like one of those high school killers. I felt no remorse for my actions nor did I care about their lives anymore. Thorn came up behind me and patted me on the back. Then he clambered up to the third floor. I followed him upstairs, but found it empty. I pointed the rifle up towards the stairway, which led to the roof door, and we ran up.
The bulkhead would not open. We pushed with all our might until the door broke open and we were able to climb onto the roof. One of the thugs approached us with nunchucks in hand and was about to strike when Thorn raised his rifle and shot him in the head. The man fell lifelessly onto the gravel-covered roof. Upon seeing our rifles, the others backed away, but there was nowhere for them to go. Upon looking down, I noticed that Devin was standing below me. Thorn went in one direction and Devin and I in the other. I counted seven men backing towards the edge of the building. Once they were standing on the precipice, I addressed them.
“My wife and son were here. Any of you know where they went?”
The men stared at me, shaking their heads.
“You can choose to either jump or take your chances with the gun if you don’t tell me what I need to know.”
“We jump, we die,” one of them complained.
“Not true. There’s a small chance you’ll survive, although you might need a wheelchair afterwards,” I said. “On the other hand, if I shoot you, then you’ll most certainly die.”
I aimed the gun, pictured the first thug bent over my wife, and waited to see what he would do. I felt a tapping at my leg, and when I looked down saw Devin staring up at me.
“If I’m going to be useful, Thom, then I’ll have to kill someone eventually.”
“You’re too young for that, Devin.”
“Maybe so, but they killed your family. And I’m not too young to die, Thom, am I?”
“He’s all yours, kid.”
I put my rifle down and allowed him to step forward. He offered the first victim the chance to jump, and when he chose not to, Devin shot him once in the head. The thug went toppling over the side and landed with a sick thud on the brick pavers far below.
“I’ll ask again,” I said. “Where did my wife and child go?”
“They leave with big group of others,” a fat man with a heavy Eastern European accent said. “They make big walk somewhere out of Boston. I don’t know where they go, I swear.”
“Why didn’t you help them when they needed it?”
“Victor crazy muthafucka. He take woman for himself. Kill anyone who disagree with him.”
“Go for it, Devin.”
One by one, Devin went down the line and shot those who refused to jump. Some did, while most others took the bullet. The kid was an excellent shot. In a matter of minutes, he’d managed to clean the entire rooftop of those soulless thugs.
“Are you okay, Devin?”
“I’m fine, Thom. It’s just like shooting trap.”
“They’re real human beings, Devin. Don’t forget that.”
“I know that, Thom.”
“But in this case, it had to be done.”
“Those scumbags had it coming for how they treated your family.”
We went back downstairs and met up with the rest of the crew.
“Bring in all the supplies from the truck,” Dar ordered. “Watch our backs, Devin. Any of these guys try and get in our way, don’t hesitate to shoot them.”
“I ain’t afraid to kill anybody, Dar. Just ask your dad.”
“He’s not my dad anymore. Got that!” she said, shouting in his face. “He means nothing to me!”
“Sorry,” Devin said, backing away in fear.
We carried in the food, supplies, and rolled in the barrels of gas. Dar directed Thorn to park the truck in the locked garage behind our home, accessible only by a narrow alley that bisected the brick buildings. She ordered Devin to go with Thorn and watch his back while he parked it. I glanced out the front window, noticing that there were no police patrolling the streets, nor any signs of a military presence. Devin and Thorn sprinted out the front door and disappeared from sight. Fifteen minutes later, they were back in the condo, setting about to work.
“This little dude has some major skills with a rifle. He shot two dudes who tried to sneak up on us in the garage. Right through the cabeza,” Thorn said, making a gun out of his fingers and pointing it at Devin’s head.
“What’s a cabeza?” Devin asked.
“Spanish for your head,” Dar said, jabbing a long, dirty nail into his temple. “Looks like you’re going to fit in nicely with us, Devin.”
“Sorry again about biting you, Dar.”
“No worries. Where I came from, a bite meant death. No, a fate worse than death. But the past is all history now. I have no past, only the here and now, and you’re part of it, Devin,” Dar said.
“Cool.”
“Now let’s board this place up before nightfall. We’ll chill here for a while before we make our next move.”
We set immediately to work. I tried to help, but discovered that I just couldn’t do it. An overwhelming sense of sadness and mental exhaustion came over me. I collapsed on one of the tattered sofas and grieved for my missing wife and son, and for the daughter I once knew. But I held out hope that they were still alive somewhere, someplace. And I knew that I would spend the rest of my life trying to find them.
Dar shouted at me to get up off the couch, but I couldn’t do it. Like a cut that would not stop bleeding, my tears flowed unabated. At some point, I fell into a long, dark sleep. Not a thought or dream came to me in this state of unconsciousness. When I woke up, it felt as if someone had put my brain in a blender and set it to liquefy. I felt lethargic, drugged, spaced out.
I sat up on the couch, not knowing what time of day it was or where the others were. My first thought was not one of sadness, but curiosity. What the hell had just happened? My depression had passed, and I felt renewed and ready. What I needed was to come up with a plan. But how would I go about finding my wife and son? And where had they gone? The guy on the roof claimed they had joined up with a group making their way out of the city.
As I raised my head off the couch, I noticed that it was pitch black inside the condo except for a few lit candles. Someone had boarded over the front door and all the windows while I’d been asleep. In the adjoining room, I could hear Kate playing with the two girls, keeping them busy. I got up off the couch and climbed the stairs to the third floor, where light poured into the oversized rooms. Plastic wrap had been taped over the broken, cracked windowpanes.
“Well, well, look who finally awakened from the dead,” Dar said, lounging on the couch with her feet up on a stack of pillows. Her tummy appeared more swelled than ever. On the opposite side sat Thorn, sprawled out with his legs hanging over the arms of the couch. “Would you be needing some fresh brains sent to your room?” The two of them laughed.
I sat down next to Dar, ignoring her attempt at humor. “Do you even care what happened to your mother and brother, Dar?”
“What don’t you get? I have no past now. I have no future. This life you see is all I have,” she said, fingering her palm. “Besides, you can’t miss what you never had.”
“What the hell happened to you? You used to be so kind and caring.”
“Kind? That’ll never happen again. As for caring, I never cared about anything in my life. But then again, you never really tried to understand how I felt about my life, or the things I cared about.” A tear rolled down her cheek.
“Of course I cared about how you felt. I lived for my family.”
“You lived for writing and the fame that came with it. As long as everything was done the way you wanted, you pretended like you cared about us. But everything’s different now, Tommy-boy. Now we do things my way.”
“Yeah, asshole, we do it Dar’s way or the highway,” Thorn said, laughing as if he were high.
“Besides, there’s nothing we can do for anyone right now. That radiation cloud is heading this way. We need to make sure this place is tight as a drum before we even think about our next move.”
“What will you two do afterwards?” I asked.
“Once the baby arrives, me and Thorn will hit the road and seek out new challenges.”
“Where will you go?”
“No idea, but we’ll kill lots of fuckers and make many happy family memories along the way. Maybe we’ll go to Disneyland,” she quipped. “I’m going to teach Styx the proper way to live.”
“You’re still sure you’re having a boy?”
“I’m convinced of it, and his name will be Styx. The souls of the dead will have to cross over him before they make their way into the realm of the living. I’m going to teach Styx how to kill and how to take care of himself in these dangerous new times. Forget about all that bullshit you wasted my time with.”
“I’m sorry, Dar, I didn’t know you felt that way.”
“Bullshit! I told you every single day how much I hated my life and all the crap you put me through. But you didn’t want to listen. Your idea was to send me from one shrink to another when you got tired of listening to me.”
“I tried to do the best I could. Your mother and I were only trying to help you.”
She leaned towards me and whispered, “And when I needed your help the most, in that parking lot, you failed big time.”
I glanced over at Thorn, who wasn’t paying attention to our conversation.
“Those men were restraining me, Dar,” I whispered. “They wouldn’t let me go, or I would have helped you fight off that monster.”
“There. You’ve done it again. You’ve broken your promise to me and proved me right. Remember what I asked of you? You promised that no matter what happened you’d never bring that subject up again,” she said, pointing her arm towards the door. “Now get the hell out of here!”


Chapter 25
I HELPED KATE WITH THE KIDS in the difficult days that followed. The weather changed, and it became excruciatingly hot and humid inside the condo, and there was little relief seeing that we couldn’t go outside because of the roving mobs terrorizing everyone on the streets. Thorn and Dar stayed on the third floor and rarely came down. But they had access to the roof, and up there they could get fresh air and space to move around, and stare down upon the masses and the ruined city. The poor, wretched mobs outside our condo stirred in agitation, but mostly they left us alone.
We hauled out the dead bodies and piled them up at the very end of the alley located behind the condo. After all the dead gang members had been removed, we cleaned up the blood and human debris in order to make the place as livable as possible. Devin disposed of all the trash the squatters had left behind, making the condo less chaotic and cluttered. All the wires and copper pipes had been yanked out from behind the wallboard. The fine art that Margaret and I had collected over the years had been ripped from the walls and most likely used as kindling. There were holes in everything. Human waste was piled off in the corner of the room, and Devin and I scooped it up and deposited it in the back alley. The condo retained none of its former elegance and class. We moved all the broken wood and furniture and piled it into one corner of the room, designating it for firewood in case it got cold at night or we needed to cook. Devin worked feverishly sweeping up all the dust and dirt, and emptying it in the back alley. I cleaned the couches and the mattresses so that we could sleep at night, though it was difficult on account of the humidity. The kitchen, utterly destroyed, served little purpose. Nothing worked, and the power had long ago been shut off. We had no running water. What food we ate was the canned and powdered supplies we had brought with us. I estimated that we had roughly one month before our supplies ran out.
All I could think about was finding my wife and son. For some reason I believed that they were still alive somewhere and waiting for me to rescue them. If only I knew where they had gone. My goal now was to search the ends of the earth in order to find them. I would obliterate every creature and obstacle standing in my way. But where would I start looking? And how would I get anywhere with gas being so scant?
The biggest worry I had at the moment was the cloud of radiation headed our way. All communications had been cut off, and we had no way of knowing which direction the wind was blowing. But once it arrived, I knew the misery outside would increase tenfold.
I had little knowledge of radiation and its debilitating effects. My only knowledge came from Hiroshima, Three Mile Island and Chernobyl. Would we feel the radiation once it descended upon us? I realized that I needed a plan if we were going to survive this next phase in the crisis.
Then I remembered something that startled me. It was a long shot, but it was my only hope of locating them. Margaret and I had a secret hiding place in the house, which we used to keep things from the kids or on occasion put something in a safe place until one of us came home. But more often than not we would play a little game with each other whereby one of us would leave a note for the other to read. If it was for me, I would reply back and put the note back in the hiding place, and then Margaret would do the same. Sometimes these notes contained explicit sexual content. Other times they were humorous expressions of our love. Once I left her a custom-made sapphire ring as an anniversary present. Another time we used it to hide Disney tickets for the kids.
I sprinted to the bedroom and knelt down on the floor. The once-impeccable hardwood had been scratched and water-damaged beyond repair, but it was still in place. I knelt down on my hands and knees and felt around the dirt-covered floor for the loose board. Once I found it, my heart skipped a beat. I slipped my hand along the base of the wall and gently pried loose the six-inch plank, praying that she had somehow left me a clue as to where she and Stephen had gone. I closed my eyes, and when I put my hand inside, I felt a folded piece of paper. My heart rejoiced. I retrieved the crumpled wad then opened it and read what it said.
Terrible things have happened, Thomas. Many people around here have been killed or cast out of their homes. There is no order left, no decency. If we somehow manage to escape this hell, Stephen and I are leaving for Washington State with a few others. Rumor has it that a free community has sprung up and that there are laws, food and government protection. There is nothing left here for us, my dear, and at this point we have no idea if you and Dar are even alive. There are rumors about terrible things happening up north. Dreadful, awful things concerning cannibals and riots. But I think these lies are being spread as part of the propaganda to scare us. If you are alive—and I pray every day that you and Dar are alive—I am leaving this note for you with the hope that you will receive it. Hopefully when things calm down, you may be able to journey out there and find us. Everything has changed, Thomas. I love and miss you and Dar with all my heart. Please tell Dar that I love and miss her too.



Love,
M.



I barely had time to mourn when I heard a loud knocking at the front door. I scooped the rifle off the table and gazed through the peephole. There’d been much knocking and banging on the door in the last few days. Most of them were beggars moving from door to door in hopes of scrounging food or seeking out shelter. Devin ran into the bedroom and retrieved his rifle and then backed me up. Usually we waited until the person went away, but this time the loud knocking continued on for another few minutes.
“What do you want?” I finally asked. “I’m armed and willing to use it.”
“I know who you are and have some important information to pass on to you,” an older man’s voice said.
“What kind of information?”
“About your brother. He was once a colleague of mine.”
I suddenly remembered that I had stored Thom’s severed head inside my backpack. But I hadn’t the stomach to take it out nor the guts to put him out of his misery. The lingering guilt of having killed my brother weighed heavily on me. Hunger, paranoia, and temporary insanity had caused me to lose my bearings.
“Do you know where I can find your brother?”
“What do you want with him?”
“Let me inside, and I’ll tell you everything.”
I could hear the murmur of the restless crowd passing on the street outside. Their collective mood seemed to be changing with each passing day, and I wondered how long it would be before they turned into those flesh-eating monsters. One moment the crowd on the street was agitated and the next anguished. Widespread misery had taken hold now that food, water and fuel were scarce.
The man at the door shouted my name, which confused me. I had no idea who this person was or why he was here. How did he even know where I lived? How did he know my name?
“Why do you need to speak with my brother?”
“Please, let me in, and I’ll explain everything to you. It’s getting dangerous out here on the street, and I’m afraid I’ll not last much longer the way things are going.”
“Go around to the back alley,” I instructed him. I turned to Devin. “This guy tries anything, we’re going to blast him back to Maine.”
“Gotcha, Thom.”
Devin ran to the rear of the condo, where I met him at the back door. Using the crowbar, we removed all the boards secured to the studs. We opened the door and peered into the fetid alley. Bodies lay sprawled along the walls, many of them dead or dying. Rats scurried freely, gnawing away on their rancid flesh. Most of the wandering homeless appeared to be covered in festering lesions and wounds, and they shuffled past like they were already dead. The smell made me nauseous, so I covered my face with a towel and waited for the man to turn the corner. Devin crouched down once inside the alley and aimed the rifle at the opening. Finally, the man appeared, limping towards us. He was tall and thin, and pockmarks lined his face beneath expensive horn-rimmed glasses. Devin shouted at him to stop, pointing the rifle at his head. Undeterred, the man continued to approach us, not in the least bit afraid. Devin waited for my cue to shoot, but I told him to wait.
“Stop right there, or we’ll shoot.”
“Go ahead. I’d rather die than live like this. I only ask that you hear me out before you kill me.”
“Who are you?”
“I was once a colleague of your brother at the university we both taught at. We were professors and research scientists at the same institution.” He looked at me, eyes large and melancholic inside that gaunt, pockmarked face.
“So what do you want with him?”
“Your brother holds the key.”
I laughed. “The key to what?”
“Let me inside, and I will tell you the whole sordid story,” he said. “Don’t worry, I’m frail and sick, and couldn’t physically harm you even if I wanted to.”
Looking him up and down, I realized that he hadn’t come here to do us harm. He was old and sickly, and dry-hacked every few seconds. I waved him inside, suddenly fearing that he had tuberculosis or some worse disease. I guided him to the now-tattered leather couch near the fireplace, making sure to keep a safe distance away. He sat down on the far end and stared down at the floor as if he’d given up all hope.
“So you worked with my brother?”
“We both taught at the university. In addition to our academic positions, we conducted genetic research for a biotech company called Vector Labs.”
“How did you find me?”
“He always talked about you, his famous younger brother, the novelist. Rick was very proud of your accomplishments.” The man smiled. “Rick once told me where your home was located. I’ve spent the last two months wandering around here and staking this place out in case you ever decided to show up. I cashed in everything I had and booked The Four Seasons Hotel for the next few months in hopes of tracking your brother down. Long odds, but it paid off. I decided to wait a few days before I approached your door, as it was too dangerous with the mobs hanging around outside. Here are the keys to my room at The Four Seasons. Cost me an arm and a leg, but it’s all yours if you decide to take it. There’s been no security or staff for many months, so you’ll be pretty much on your own.”
“Think I’ll pass. So what do you want?”
“I’ll be blunt. I’m dying. It’s a very aggressive form of lung cancer and not contagious, so no worries. I’d hoped to find your brother before it was too late.”
“He’s dead, Mr…?”
“Douglass Trowbridge. I used to be called Dr. Trowbridge by my students, but that’s ancient history now.”
“I wish I could help you, Doc, but as I told you, he’s gone.”
He looked stunned, defeated. He stood to leave. “Then I’m afraid this visit is all for naught. I doubt now that there’s any hope for us reversing the course of events.”
“Reversing the course of what?” I said. “You need to tell me what the hell you’re talking about.”
He turned and stared into my eyes. “Do you really want to know?”
“You came all this way, so you might as well tell me.”
“All this chaos that is happening. The end of the world.” He sighed and stared at me with his sad eyes. “Your brother and I were working on an important project for Vector Labs a few years back while employed at the university. We were listed as consultants, and in return, the company donated a good sum of money to the university’s Center of Genetic Research. Are you familiar with genetic engineering?”
“Vaguely familiar with it.”
“Your brother was a brilliant scientist, Thomas, though you’d never know it by talking to him. He was incredibly humble about his accomplishments, which included over thirty patents. One of the newly hired professors in the department once mistook him for the janitor. Rick laughed and played along with the young man for a few minutes, picking up a broom and sweeping out the guy’s lab. When the man finally realized who he’d been talking to, he was mortified, apologizing profusely for his mistake. But all Rick cared about was results, not fancy titles or awards.”
“Yes, that was my brother. There were no pretenses with him.”
“After years of intensive research, we isolated three strands in the DNA sequence of the crops we’d been experimenting on: corn, wheat, and soybeans, the world’s most important food staples. We had the potential to end world hunger with this new engineering technique. We even patented the technology, and at one point, I harbored dreams of winning the Nobel Prize.”
“But…?”
“But your brother wanted to go much further with this research. Much further than I felt comfortable going. The executives at Vector wanted us to do more rigorous testing of the technology we developed before we went public with it. So we did. We tested the hell out of these genetically engineered crops for any potential problems.”
“And?”
“The initial results were promising. We took a sabbatical from the university and spent a year out on one of the small islands in the South Pacific. Beautiful place. Maybe three hundred indigenous natives lived on that tropical island. Rick and I spent a year helping the locals plant these new, genetically engineered seedlings.”
“Yes, I remember when he went out there. We had a going-away party for him the week before he left.”
“I was at that party. You and I met briefly, though I doubt you remember me, as you have many ardent fans.”
“I’m sorry, Doc, but I don’t remember you.”
“No worries. Our goal was enhanced production, stability, durability, adaption to local climate. The initial results were amazing. Huge husks of corn, tall, thick stalks of wheat, oversized vegetables, all of which proved resistant to pests and the excessive heat of that tropical climate. These crops were not indigenous to the South Pacific, but we did the impossible and made them thrive with little water.”
“So what was the problem?”
“Something went terribly wrong, and all of the natives fell ill about a year later with some kind of flu virus. It was something none of us could figure out. Vector sent corporate physicians out to examine them and to try to identify the culprit. While out there, they began to notice that the indigenous wildlife were acting strangely. They became extremely aggressive, and some of the animals even had to be shot.”
My ears pricked up.
“Vector realized that something had gone terribly wrong on the island, and they concluded that it was a result of the genetic engineering we’d conducted. Rick and I examined every tissue sample we could get our hands on to try to identify the problem. What we found was disturbing. It was then that Rick admitted to me that he’d allocated a small area of the island as his private testing ground. He’d attempted a far more aggressive engineering technique that, if successful, would have ended world hunger overnight. It was only when we analyzed the natives’ genetic code that we realized that his experiment had altered their own makeup. Their DNA had now adopted the very same strand that Rick had covertly introduced into the experimental crops.”
“And this DNA did what? Caused cancer? Gave them the flu?”
“I believe it’s the cause of my own cancer, but I don’t think that was the most dangerous aspect of it. It carried with it a virus. This virus weakened the natives’ immune systems significantly, but otherwise it was no worse than the common flu. But as I said, their genetic makeup had adopted the new strain, though it appeared to do them no real physical harm, other than making the natives more easily agitated and aggressive than before the adoption of this new strain.”
“Then what was the problem?”
“The virus, a direct result of the new strand, proved to be extremely lethal to all the local wildlife. It caused them severe agitation and a prolonged, painful death. Made them super aggressive before they died. The reason for this was that the virus was a unique strain of bovine spongiform encephalopathy.”
“Mad cow disease?” I couldn’t believe my ears. The news was catastrophic.
“Precisely. Its incubation period inside the infected animal transformed the genetic material just enough to make it lethal to the local natives when passed along. It ended up transferring a protein called prion, which resulted in a ninety-eight percent casualty rate for those who came down with it.”
“Go on.”
“Oh, but it gets worse. The company’s doctors discovered that those who died underwent a transformation. I know it sounds like some cheesy horror movie, but the brains of the deceased natives appeared to regenerate and come back to life. I witnessed one of these transformations with my own eyes. The dead came back to life, Thomas.”
He began to sob uncontrollably, and I let him get it out of his system. After he composed himself, he raised his head and looked at me as if asking for forgiveness.
“It was all hush-hush. The only reason I found out about it was because they sat me down and read me the riot act. Honestly, I was afraid for my own life. Rick had already been fired from both the university and Vector Labs for matters unrelated to this terrible experiment. All the charges against him had been falsified so that they could make him disappear. Vector paid me a handsome sum to walk away and keep everything quiet. Had I not accepted their offer, I’m sure I would have been killed. I was under a strict confidentiality clause, which meant that Rick never knew about what happened out there on the island or what caused it. His firing had been predetermined, meaning that they made up some bullshit story about sexual harassment.”
“So that’s why my brother escaped to that farmhouse in Maine. It wasn’t to live off the land and be self-sufficient,” I said. “So what did Vector Labs do about the island?”
“God have mercy on my soul,” he said, wiping his eyes. “They sent in private security forces and napalmed everything, every living thing. Burned the dead bodies and every plant, animal and living thing on that island. Scorched earth policy.”
“Holy shit!”
“Not only had the natives been witnesses to Vector’s crime against humanity, but they’d seen the dead come back to life and attempt to consume human flesh. For that reason alone, they had to kill them. Vector feared the truth and the virus might spread, and I think they were in cahoots with high-level government officials.” He paused to consider his words. “Your brother left no trace behind after he upped and left the city. He vanished completely, and I had no way of finding him. I assumed he’d been placed in a witness protection program. Then everything started to fall apart in the world, and I had a feeling that our work on that island bore some responsibility for this global catastrophe.”
“You think it spread?”
“I do. Either that or else your brother had resumed his research elsewhere. I believe that all the disparate strains of pollen from that island nation spread and mutated simultaneously, causing the governments of the world to become more hostile and belligerent to each other. That’s why the world began to go haywire; the pollen caused the people of the world to become highly aggressive. I’ve been analyzing these strands of DNA for the last year now and have come to the certain conclusion that this dissemination is directly linked to these Pacific island pollen spores, either carried across the ocean on atmospheric currents, or from wherever your brother had settled and restarted his genetic experiments. Each species of pollen has a uniquely different effect on human behavior, from severe agitation to flu-like symptoms.”
“I have something sordid to tell you as well,” I said. “Brace yourself, Doc.”
I told him about what happened in Maine. He admitted that he’d heard vague rumors of something going terribly wrong up north, but had no way of verifying it. I explained how we’d witnessed the agitated animals and the dead returning to life, and how the dead tried to consume the flesh of the living. I told him about Rick’s genetic experiments with his crops and how he’d isolated the same strand in both plant matter and the cell tissue of the deceased. I relayed his theories about brain transmission and the laws of physics. He listened intently, showing no signs of emotion. When I finished, without giving full disclosure, he sat staring at the fireplace in a daze. Finally, he stood to leave.
“I have his journal with all his research. Would you care to look it over?”
“No, thank you. I’m not long for this world,” he said. “You need to take it somewhere where they can analyze it fully. Rumor’s going around that a safe haven has sprung up on the west coast. Many people have taken the trek out there, but no one knows if this utopia even exists. Me, I’m too tired and weak to travel. But if you take it out there, maybe you can put the information into the right hands and prevent this situation from worsening.”
“Yes, I need to at least try.”
“If you don’t, all hope is lost.”
“There’s one more significant detail I need to mention,” I said. “The reawakened exhibited a strange behavior upon returning to life.”
“A strange behavior? What do you mean?”
“After their brains reawakened, they exhibited a behavior I can only describe as enlightened, or Zen-like.”
“Yes!”
“It only lasts for a few moments, but the dead invariably spoke of their love for family and friends, and expressed profound regret about past behaviors. Then they all say something curious, although each in their own way.”
“What did they say?”
“I’ll paraphrase, but something to the effect that they were searching for the chosen ones.”
“The chosen ones?” He walked over and grabbed me by the arm. “This is crazy, but the native islanders exhibited a similar behavior. We had no idea what they were trying to tell us. I chalked it up to some indigenous form of polytheism that had habituated in their changing brain cells.”
“The dead hinted at an afterlife and talked about finding certain chosen ones, whoever they are. One even talked about a new world order. They seemed almost enlightened before the final transformation took place, just before they evolved into their final, primitive form. These creatures didn’t want to just wander the earth, but they sought out human flesh, and in particular, the flesh of the brain. Rick had some bizarre theory that combined string theory and something about particles in a weak field.”
“The Higgs boson particle, with Higgs’ weak field giving particles their mass. They refer to it as the God Particle.”
“Yeah, something like that. Too complex for my primitive brain,” I said, laughing sadly.
“God have mercy on us. Vector Labs never let it get to the point where the subjects actually consumed human flesh, although the dead tried. The diseased natives were put down almost immediately for fear of contagion.” He stared at me. “Do you know what this means?”
I shook my head. I was confused and worn out by everything he had just told me about my brother’s nefarious experiments. I’d no idea what anything meant anymore, other than I wanted to leave right away and seek out my family.
“The dead, like the meek, shall inherit the earth. It’s not only biblical, Thomas, but it’s a common theme that runs through every religious tenet. I’ve done quite a bit of theological research in conjunction with my genetic engineering studies. The two topics, believe it or not, go hand in hand.”
“What are you implying?”
“It’s coming, Thomas, like a monster hurricane spinning in the Atlantic. The pollen from that island has no doubt spread the virus. Look at the world. Look outside your door at the birds, the animals and the plant life. Everything is out of whack and sickly. It’s only a matter of time before the plague arrives. The world as we currently know it is too weak and corrupted by its moral shortcomings to stop this global invasion of the dead. They will soon be bearing down upon us. The tenets of most religious scriptures tell us that only a few will survive: the chosen ones.”
“The government dropped a nuclear device in the area we just vacated. I witnessed the mushroom cloud myself as we were speeding towards Boston. Do you think that explosion would be enough to stop the virus from spreading?”
“Hardly. It may only act to slow it down. Radiation won’t matter one iota to the dead. In fact, radiation may actually speed up this transformative process. This is a spiritual apocalypse of the highest order. The meek will inherit the earth, Thomas. It’s been prophesied in the Bible and alluded to by the Mayans and Egyptians. Every religious tenet mentions it. Quite possibly in this equation is the solution to the world’s problems as well.”
“What do you mean?”
“If the meek will inherit the earth,” he limped towards the door, “maybe the meek will inherit heaven along with it. And maybe it will be our ultimate salvation.” He looked wild-eyed.
“What are you talking about?”
“It’s in the Bible. Luke 13:28. ‘There shall be weeping and gnashing of teeth, when ye shall see Abraham, and Isaac, and Jacob, and all the prophets, in the kingdom of God, and you yourselves thrust out.’ They’re talking about Judgment Day.”
He started to walk towards the back door.
“Where are you going?”
“To die a humble death. I’ve asked God for forgiveness and made peace with Him for the crimes I’ve committed. It’s up to Him now.” He turned to me. “I have just enough gas saved to expedite matters. I want to ensure that I will never become one of the walking dead.”
“Travel west with us instead, Doc. Help us put Rick’s journal in good hands.”
“I’d never make it. Besides, you need to take care of yourself and that young son of yours,” he said, running his hand through Devin’s wild hair. “Your brother’s current experimentation must have been funded by someone higher up in the military or government, Thomas. This was much bigger than just one organic dirt farmer experimenting with his crops.”
“You really believe that?”
“Think about it. There’s no way your brother could have conducted all those experiments on his own. The fact that they nuked the area tells you everything you need to know. Someone was watching over him, encouraging him, maybe hoping to make weapons out of the technology he created.”
He limped out the door and down the alley, past the sick and dead, past the blood-stained varmints scurrying about with flesh hanging loosely from their fangs. I slammed the door shut, nailed all the boards back in place, and then returned to the couch. Devin came over and sat next to me. I put my arm around his skinny shoulder and hugged him. Kate came over and sat on my other side, resting her head in my lap. They felt like family to me now; the only thing I had left in the world. I felt hopeless to do anything more here in Boston. I looked down at Devin, patted Kate’s hair, and wondered what to do next. Devin was still covered in soot and dirt, and feistier than any kid I ever knew. I wondered about Kate and the two children. What would happen to them, to all of us?
After a few minutes passed, I stopped feeling sorry for myself and began to devise a plan. If the dead would inherit the earth, then so be it. I would not go quietly into the night. I would fight to live with every fiber in my being. We’d made it this far after all, and I had the goal of reuniting with my wife and son. And I had Devin, Kate, Emily and Amber to consider. They depended on me now more than ever. I wanted to live. It would require cunning and skills I did not yet possess. Like Dar, I would need to learn new tricks if we were to survive in this changed world. And we were the lucky ones. We had guns, some food, a truck filled with gas. More importantly, we had knowledge of the hellish future that awaited the world, and we had adequate time to prepare for it. We would go west. It was our manifest destiny.
I told Kate and Devin to be ready because we’d be leaving soon. They didn’t argue nor did they ask how we were going to accomplish this, since there was only one truck. Despite the threat posed by the cloud of radiation bearing down on us, we would slip out later that night before it was too late. Better to take our chances with radiation sickness than to be imprisoned inside this condo without food and water, and surrounded by thousands of hungry flesh eaters.
We gathered our things quietly so that Dar and Thorn wouldn’t be suspicious. I’d hidden a bottle of whiskey in my pack, which I knew would make Thorn happy once I presented it to him as a gift. I opened the cap and added a dozen tablets worth of crushed codeine that I’d liberated from the farmstead. Rick had maintained a large supply of painkillers in the event of serious injuries. We waited patiently, biding our time. When night came, I walked upstairs and delivered the bottle to Thorn as a present. He was beside himself with joy upon seeing it, and I was certain he would drink most of the bottle in one sitting. I unscrewed the top and poured each of them a shot, and then thanked them for everything they had done for us. The two of them laughed and made jokes at my expense. Dar reclined on the couch, resting, weeks from giving birth. I walked off and allowed them their privacy. Once downstairs, we sat and waited patiently. We could hear them partying through the night, even though Dar was a light drinker and due to give birth very soon. She was the one I was nervous about.
They partied late. As hard as she tried to stay awake, Kate fell asleep about the same time as the kids. Devin and I waited at the bottom of the stairs, listening for any sign that they’d quieted down. Upon hearing footsteps coming down the stairs, we ran back to the couch and pretended to be playing cards. Our bags were packed and ready to go in the other room, hidden from view. Thorn stumbled into the living room, pulling out his pistol and firing it into the ceiling. I walked over to him.
“You need to be more responsible, Thorn. You’re going to be a father very soon.”
“Styx is destined for greatness,” he slurred, pointing a finger in my chest. He could barely remain upright, he was so drunk.
“That kid is my grandchild.”
“Dude,” he whispered, “that kid is a prophet. A savior like Jesus H. Christ.”
“Oh?”
“A virgin birth, dude.”
“A virgin birth? But haven’t you and Dar been…”
“That’s the craziest part. We never did it,” he whispered in my ear. “And Dar swore to me that she never made it with no other dudes, either.”
The news floored me.
“It’s a goddamn miracle. A virgin birth. Styx is the savior.”
He took a sip from his glass and again drunkenly fired the pistol into the living room. The shot rang out and echoed in the sweltering room. Thorn suddenly toppled to the floor in a puddle of sweat and remained there. I squatted down and realized that he’d passed out. When I was certain he was unconscious, I reached inside his pocket and pulled out the keys to the truck.
I went upstairs to visit Dar one last time. She was reclined on the couch, and despite the heat, she had pulled a blanket up to her chin. On the broken table next to her, I noticed the half-filled tumbler of whiskey. I moved her ax to the head of the couch and knelt down next to her and held her small hand. Despite fear of reprisal, I ran my other hand through her moist hair. She opened her blurry eyes and looked at me, and for the first time in months, I saw the vulnerable young girl that was once my daughter. I looked past all the tattoos and violent piercings and saw her for the child she once was rather than the coldhearted killer she had now become. Tears dripped from her eyes as she stared helplessly at me, her father and one-time protector who had failed miserably at keeping her safe. I continued to brush the hair back on her sweaty scalp. I kissed her scarred forehead and gazed lovingly into her eyes.
“I’m sorry for everything, Dar. I love you so much.”
Then she mouthed the words that sent a dagger through my heart.
I forgive you. I love you.
I got up and left her before I had a change of heart. Tomorrow everything would be different. Tomorrow she would revert back to what she had become and the fierce woman she would grow into. She would thrive with or without me. But would the rest of us be able to survive living under her despotic rule? I didn’t believe we could. And I had more than just myself to worry about now. More importantly, I needed to find my family.
With the set of keys in hand, Devin and I grabbed our bags and moved stealthily out the back door. I took one of the M16s and a pistol, and left the other for Dar and Thorn so that they could protect themselves from the oncoming plague. Before I departed, I removed Rick’s snarling head, unwrapped the towel around his mouth, and left it for them over the fireplace as a gift. I would have loved to see their faces when they came upon it come morning.
The sun was just coming up as we went outside. I opened the garage door quietly, and we all piled into the truck. I turned the ignition and drove it out the door, running over the dead and dying sprawled in the alley. I prayed to God for mercy as I did. Once we reached the street, I noticed that there were hardly any other cars on the road. The masses marched forward, sick, tired, and destitute. They stared up at us with fear in their eyes, begging for alms: children, women, the elderly, the sick and crippled. The air felt dense and oppressive, and I wondered if that cloud of radiation had already descended upon us. Soon, many of these people would be dead—only to be reawakened. A few would survive, and the meek would inherit the earth.
Devin stood in the truck bed, armed and dangerous, and used the butt of the rifle to keep the desperate stragglers at bay. I turned off Mass Avenue and onto the Massachusetts Turnpike. Though filled with wrecked cars, the three-lane highway appeared barren and desolate as I accelerated the truck westward, watching in the rearview mirror as the burning, ruined city receded from view.
The journals! I suddenly realized that I’d left my three handwritten journals back at the house. The loss of that work devastated me. I’d been writing in them earlier in the day and had forgotten to return them to my backpack. The only journal I’d taken with me was Rick’s, which I had not yet sat down to read. It was too late to turn back and retrieve them; they were lost to me forever. That part of my life could never be reconstructed in the same way.
Angry, I cursed the creator who had made us. Maybe God was not a benevolent God after all. Maybe He had sent these terrible creatures down to earth as a punishment for our wicked ways. Only a chosen few would survive. Possibly like the rapture, which I had always found ridiculous, maybe only a few would enter the kingdom of heaven. That meant the rest of us would burn in hell.
I saw the Hancock and Prudential buildings recede from view, the top half of their columns engulfed in flames.
Very shortly, the dead would prevail. I felt sorry for my daughter and her unborn child. I felt sorry that Thorn was not the father. The child’s father, I realized to my horror, was the man in the parking lot who had raped her. Fitting that he had turned into one of those dead fuckers. I didn’t have the heart to tell Thorn that his child was no savior and that her pregnancy was not a virgin birth. Before long, the entire world would be teeming with these festering monsters—Styx, her newborn child was at risk. I looked around at my fellow travelers inside the cabin, wondering which of us would be redeemed and which of us would suffer eternal wrath.
Emily started to sob hysterically as I sped westward on the turnpike. Kate did all she could to try to calm her, but it appeared futile. Emily seemed to be suffering some kind of nervous breakdown.
“What’s wrong, Emily?” Kate asked. “What’s wrong, hon?”
“Those dead things are coming for us again,” she screamed. “They’re coming back to eat us!”
And then for some strange reason, my attention shifted to Emily, who was still crying. She was the one! The revelation struck me like a lightning bolt. She’d been the only person I knew who’d contracted the virus and had lived to tell about it. The message of the chosen ones now resonated in my head and seemed to make complete sense. Maybe Emily was the one who would help us build a new society based on morality and righteousness. I stared at her with newfound respect as we sped ahead. I placed my hand on her flushed cheek, letting it dampen with her salty tears. She immediately stopped crying and looked at me, smiling, all knowing, joyful. I smiled back at her, steering the car along the deserted turnpike and further out of the city. Emily was the chosen one who would lead us forth. Kate glanced over at me and nodded appreciatively at my calming touch.
The notion of Emily’s newly discovered status suddenly set me free, and for the first time in a long time, I felt optimistic about our chances on this earth and finding my family. I stepped on the gas and sped west, a newfound optimism filling my soul.


The End
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THREE HELICOPTERS FLEW IN FORMATION OVER the Cedar Junction nuclear plant, each carrying eleven members of the Delta Force. Colonel Gritz gazed down upon the nuclear facility, making a mental map of the entire complex. Two rivers intersected at the rear of the plant, creating a man-made reservoir that provided the cooling waters for the nuclear reactors.
Jumping had always made Gritz nervous, even though he’d done it hundreds of times and in the heat of the most fierce battles. He waited a few seconds, gave the signal with his arm, and then jumped. As soon as he fell out of the chopper, the rest of his men followed in rapid succession. He gazed down at the ground as his chute opened, immediately halting his momentum. He recalled the vague instructions General Wallace had given him on that plane. Take control of the plant! Never before had he been given such an important mission with so few details.
Twenty-four hours ago, he and his men had been fighting in the hills of Afghanistan when he’d been ordered back to the States. They hustled him and his men on a plane and quickly got them out of the country. No sooner did they become air-bound than General Wallace pulled up next to him and began giving him the details of his mission. What initially came to Gritz’s mind was that another terrorist plot had been discovered. He’d been briefed inside the plane and given their assignment, which seemed simple: secure the Cedar Junction nuclear facility at all costs.
As he descended toward earth, he noticed that there were less than two dozen cars in the parking lot. Where had everyone gone? It seemed that there were far less workers than he would have expected for an important facility like this. But then again, he knew little about nuclear power or its inner workings. He gazed around at the complex, estimating that he was roughly five hundred yards from touching ground. He looked around again and noticed that the entire facility was surrounded by a ten-foot chain-link fence. But the front gate was open wide. He wondered why security hadn’t properly secured it.
Unless the terrorists already had infiltrated the plant!
Gritz glanced over his shoulder and noticed that his men were about to land in perfect formation. As soon as their boots hit the ground, they were supposed to pair up and take their assigned positions along the fence. Once safely on the ground, he needed to assess the situation quickly and then communicate the next phase of the plan to his men. The only problem was that he hadn’t fully fleshed out that next phase. Although his superiors had kept mum on the threat facing them, Gritz had assumed that the facility was under some sort of bio-terrorist threat.
He was nearly one hundred yards from the ground when he saw a figure emerge from the trees. It didn’t seem to be moving in any hurry. Gritz lifted his M4A1 assault rifle and pointed it down towards the clump where the terrorist had hidden. At roughly one hundred feet, he noticed a large group of people swarming out of the trees and standing below him, their arms raised. What the hell were they doing? The closer he got to the ground, the more depraved they appeared to him. They seemed diseased, possibly suffering from the debilitating effects of radiation poisoning. He wondered if the terrorists had broken through and destroyed the reactor? He’d never considered the possibility that he might be entering a hot facility and that his own life was in jeopardy. The people below him cried out loudly, and he could hear their desperate moans. Paralyzed with indecision, he wondered what to do as he prepared to land in their awaiting arms.
Screw it!
He removed the rifle from his back and pointed it at them, shouting at the top of his lungs to move. When they failed to take heed of his warning, he fired off a round to scare them away. Still, the warning shot did nothing to deter them. He aimed directly at the mob, warning them in no uncertain terms to move or else he would shoot. When they failed to act, he fired his weapon. Their heads exploded in a fine mist of blood and brain matter, and they fell dead to the ground. As soon as his feet hit the dirt, he performed a perfect running landing, quickly cutting loose the chute with his knife before turning toward the facility.
But what he saw confounded him. A few of the people who had been shot stood up and began to stagger in his direction. What the hell was that all about? He warned them to stop, but once again, they seemed oblivious to the rifle in his hands. He warned them one last time, but they ignored his directions and continued to move toward him. Startled, he fired a quick burst into their chests, enough firepower to stop an elephant. They staggered and twisted as the rounds riddled their bodies, but just as soon as it was over, they got back up again and continued to walk towards him. He fired another burst and watched as their heads exploded in a shower of blood. This time they didn’t get up.
A hundred yards away, he saw a member of his team landing in an open space located just outside the gates. He could tell from the soldier’s approach that it was Crozier. Another group of the diseased rushed over and gathered below Crozier, waiting for the soldier to land. Gritz sprinted towards him, shouting at the top of his lungs for him to shoot the diseased people dead. For a second, he wondered if he’d misread the demands of the mob? Maybe all they wanted was food or assistance. Gritz envisioned himself facing a court martial for having killed innocent civilians. But right now, he didn’t care.
He shouted for Crozier to take out his rifle and fire at them, but the soldier couldn’t hear him; the diseased were screaming so loud that it blocked all noise out. Gritz realized that if he fired a burst now, he risked hitting his fellow soldier. Crozier landed and disappeared into the diseased crowd. Sprinting as fast as his legs would carry him, Gritz prayed that the people crowding around him were merely begging for help. Off in the distance, he could see the remainder of his platoon gliding gently to earth. In a matter of minutes, his men would have the entire facility surrounded.
Despite the sixty-pound pack attached to his back, Gritz arrived at the spot where Crozier had landed. About a dozen of the radiated people huddled around him, shielding the soldier from view. But what were they doing to him? The thought even crossed his mind that they were thanking Crozier for coming to their rescue. Upon reaching him, however, he was horrified by what he saw. They were squatting over his body and taking bites out of his flesh, making loud grunting noises like hyenas fighting for the choicest morsels.
But Crozier was still alive and fighting for life. He flailed his arms and legs madly, trying to keep the monsters at bay. But it didn’t stop them from sinking their teeth into his flesh and ripping away chunks of skin. Gritz lifted his rifle and fired off a couple of rounds, decapitating the sick bastards. Certain he’d killed all of them, he ran over to the young soldier and squatted down next to him. The sight of the young man nearly made Gritz vomit. The kid’s stomach had been ripped apart, and his entrails gushed out. Two of his ribs were exposed, and his face was covered with bite marks and scratches. His left eye was missing, and the top part of his head had been torn off as if scalped. Gritz could see the outer layer of Crozier’s brain.
“Over and out, T,” Crozier uttered. “Go help the others, T. You ain’t doing me any good now.”
“Close your eyes, kid, and it’ll be over soon.”
“Don’t feel no pain anyway. Say a prayer for me, T.”
“I will, kid.”
Crozier closed his eyes, took a quick gasp of breath, and then succumbed to his massive injuries. Gritz had experienced much death and dying in his twenty-odd years in Special Forces, but this one had left him unprepared for the raw emotions he now felt. He stared down at the dead soldier, saying a quick prayer despite the fact that he was not a religious man. Never before had he seen injuries quite like the ones this kid had suffered. He glanced over and examined the headless savages who had done this to him. They looked sickly and ravished, as if they’d contracted some kind of disease. Their skin looked gray and unwholesome. He wondered if radiation poison could cause people to go insane and make them want to consume human flesh? Or maybe it was a biological weapon that had affected their brains. Was that the reason he had been called here in the first place?
He ran around the perimeter of the fence, searching for the others in his unit. Where had they gone? Near another grove of trees he discovered some discarded parachutes along the ground. At least some of his men had made it down safely. Suddenly, he heard a noise high above. He looked up and noticed Crooker hanging from one of the trees, struggling to cut one of the lines that had snagged on a branch. Suspended in the air, he couldn’t quite cut himself loose.
“Hold on,” Gritz shouted up. “I’ll climb up there and cut you down.”
“If you cut the top line, T, I can swing down and grab the branch just below me.”
“Sounds good.”
“What happened to all the others?”
“I saw them land safely. Beyond that, I don’t know where they went.”
Gritz scampered up the tree. It took a bit longer than expected because of the backpack and the rifle. Once he’d made it up to the line, he removed his pack and secured it to the branch just above his head. Leaning down to cut the line, he noticed something moving below him.
“What the hell are you doing, T?”
“Shhh. Down below.”
They stared down at the ground and saw a large group of people moving below them. The group staggered slowly as if lost, grunting and snorting like wild animals. Gritz counted at least thirty of them, which wouldn’t have been a problem but for the fact that he now guessed that there were many more of them loitering around. The two men waited in silence as the group moved past.
“What the hell kind of terrorists are these clowns?” Crooker whispered. “Not a very smart bunch, moving out in the open like that. We’ll have a field day mowing those dumb bastards down.”
“It’s not terrorists we’re up against,” Gritz said. “I’m afraid it’s much worse than that.”
“Who could it be, then?”
“Our own people. American citizens.”
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