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   CHAPTER ONE

   

   When the plague hit, it hit hard.

   That was what the president called it, anyway. Plague.

   Plague was just a euphemism for zombies, Chad Halverson knew. The president could call it anything he wanted. Halverson knew a zombie when he saw one. These things, diseased creatures or whatever they were, may have been infected by plague, but the creatures themselves, not the plague, were the most imminent threat at this point. The creatures bore an insatiable lust for human flesh.

   Thirty-six-year-old Halverson worked for the National Clandestine Service, otherwise known as the black ops division of the CIA. The Agency had been tracking these worldwide outbreaks of plague ever since they had originated in China several weeks ago. The outbreaks were spreading like wildfire.

   The director of the CIA, the sixtyish and donnish Ivy League–educated Ernest Slocum, suspected terrorists of engineering the outbreaks of pox. In his mind, terrorists had concocted some kind of supergerm warfare. The question was, which terrorists?

   The Agency, therefore, was treating these outbreaks as acts of war and was operating accordingly. As of yet, no outbreaks had been reported on American soil. Slocum, Halverson knew, figured it was only a matter of time.

   At that moment, Halverson was flying on a 737 Boeing passenger jet bound for LAX. The jet was beginning its descent.

   Seven hours earlier Halverson had received a call at Langley’s CIA headquarters from the UCLA medical center. The receptionist had told him his younger brother by a year Dan had been involved in a car accident. As Chad had been listed as Dan’s next of kin in Dan’s wallet, she was notifying Chad.

   Chad had not seen Dan in over three years and was looking forward to reuniting with him. Chad could only hope that Dan wasn’t too seriously injured. Dan was Chad’s one close relative left, now that his parents had both died in, ironically it seemed to Chad considering Dan’s current predicament, a car accident.

   As the jet descended, Halverson wondered if Dan’s accident had anything to do with the plague. Halverson had no reason to believe this. It was just that he had plague on his mind after having been bombarded at Langley with myriad reports of the epidemic burgeoning all over the world.

   The plague probably had nothing to do with Dan’s accident, Halverson decided. The hospital receptionist would no doubt have told him if the plague was in any way involved with Dan’s hospitalization. But, then again, how long could America go before being invaded by the plague?

   As of this day the germ or virus or whatever it was that was causing the plague remained unidentified, Halverson knew. Without determining a source for the plague, scientists could not even begin to discover a cure or vaccination.

   It looked even smoggier than usual over LA, noted Halverson, glancing out his port window. Impenetrable fuscous clouds of smog mantled the entire landscape below him. What landscape? he wondered. He could be flying over the ocean for all he knew.

   The jet suddenly bucked wildly up and down. Halverson grabbed ahold of his armrests. Luckily, he had his seat belt fastened. He dug his fingers into the vinyl-covered metal supports.

   The jet began jerking back and forth. The rocking motion threw Halverson’s head against the fuselage near the window to his left. He blacked out with the impact of his head’s collision with the fuselage. He had no idea how long he was out. The next thing he knew he heard a voice.

   “Ladies and gentlemen, please keep your seat belts fastened as we continue our approach to LAX,” announced the pilot ever the loudspeaker with a Texas drawl. “We’re running into a little turbulence here. It should be over momentarily. Thank you.”

   The jet bucked again. This time worse than before. Halverson felt his seat belt ripping into his hips. He couldn’t wait to get this flight over with.

   The flight had been smooth as silk for over five hours—up until now, that is. Go figure, decided Halverson.

   He still could not see anything outside the window other than the brownish yellow haze of the smog. He had never seen smog this thick in LA. He could not even see the signature high white arches of the spaceship-shaped restaurant the Encounter at LAX. He could always see those arches whenever he landed here.

   That was strange, he decided, feeling the movement of the plane. It felt like the plane was ascending again. Not SOP, that was for sure.

   “Folks,” said the pilot, “there’ll be a slight delay due to wind shear. We’re gonna circle around again and land. Please bear with us.”

   Halverson could see the Pacific Ocean coming into view as he felt the plane banking. The visibility was better here, but he still could not make out the coastline.

   “Is this normal?” asked the twentysomething passenger sitting next to Halverson.

   “It’s a first for me,” answered Halverson. “And I’ve flown here a lot.”

   An expression of worry crossed the young man’s unlined face. Sighing, he squinted out the window beside Halverson. The young man cleaned his spectacles with a handkerchief.

   “Don’t be alarmed,” the pilot’s voice boomed over the loudspeaker. “Our communication with the control tower is out. We’ll be landing using our radar, without the air traffic controllers’ help.”

   Sweat was beading over the young man’s upper lip.

   Halverson could not blame him.

   “This doesn’t sound normal,” said the young man.

   “I can land this baby in my sleep,” the pilot assured the passengers as if reading their minds. “Just keep your seat belts buckled, sit back, and relax.”

   Halverson did not like the looks of this. One aborted landing and communication with the control tower down. Still, the pilot had assured them everything was under control.

   As one of the flight attendants walked by, the young man buttonholed her. “Maybe we should land somewhere else. At John Wayne Airport or somewhere.”

   The Hispanic stewardess leaned toward him. She unleashed a wide smile at him. “No need for concern. You heard what our pilot said. Just sit back and relax.”

   She had big liquid black eyes that were radiant with her smile, Halverson couldn’t help but notice.

   The young man withdrew a cell phone from his trouser pocket.

   The stewardess shook her head. “No. You can’t use your cell till after we land.”

   “Why not?”

   “It’ll interfere with the plane’s radar. We’re flying blind. All we can count on to guide us now when we land is our radar.”

   “I need to call my girlfriend and tell her we’ll be late.”

   “You need to put that away, sir.”

   Halverson heard rumblings among the other passengers voicing their concerns.

   The stewardess addressed the passengers. “Please be patient. We’ll be landing shortly. Thank you.”

   The young man massaged his forehead. 

   “This is insane,” he muttered. “We can’t even see where we’re going. How can we fucking land?”

   “That’s why we have radar,” the stewardess told him.

   Halverson glanced out the window. His neighbor followed suit.

   “What’s with all the smog?” asked the young man. “I’ve never seen it this bad.”

   The stewardess peeked out the window over their heads. “The Santa Anas must be blowing.”

   He gave her a look.

   “They’re hot dry foehn winds that blow down from mountains into Los Angeles from the east—” she said.

   “I know what they are,” he chimed in. “But I’ve never seen smog like this in all the years I’ve lived here.”

   “Well, excuse me,” she huffed.

   She proceeded down the aisle, inspecting the overhead storage bin doors to make certain they were secure.

   “You get the feeling they’re not telling us something?” the young man asked Halverson.

   Halverson said nothing.

   He gazed out the window again. There was no sign of the city below. Smog was the order of the day. Miles and miles of a hazy blanket of dun smog.

   “By the way, my name’s Tom,” said the young man. He held out his hand.

   Halverson shook it. “I’m Chad.”

   “I wish we could have met under more pleasant circumstances.”

   Halverson nodded.

   “What brings you to LA?” asked Tom.

   “I’m meeting my brother.”

   “I’m a wine salesman.”

   “Oh.”

   Halverson did not want to say too much. In his line of work with the Agency, it was best to keep one’s own counsel.

   Just then the jet bumped about a foot up and down.

   Tom gasped. “Jeez!”

   Halverson peered out the window. He could not tell if they were descending or not. All he could see was the dusky smog below. He had no means to calculate his bearings. There were no landmarks visible that he could use to determine whether they were descending.

   “Did we hit the tarmac?” asked Tom, wide-eyed. “Did we land?”

   “I don’t think so. Not yet.”

   Halverson could not see the tarmac. The omnipresent smog was thicker than a dense fog.

   “Are you sure?” asked Tom.

   “It doesn’t feel like we’re braking.”

   “Our pilot must be the worst pilot in the country. I’ve never felt so many bumps in a flight.”

   “I don’t think that’s smog,” said Halverson, still peering out the window, ignoring Tom’s words.

   “What else could it be?”

   “It looks more like smoke.”

   “I hope not.”

   “I’ve never seen smog that thick. I don’t look forward to breathing it.”

   “The problem is, where there’s smoke there’s fire.”

   “Prepare for landing,” came the pilot’s voice over the loudspeaker.

   The flight attendants bustled to their assigned landing stations.

   “I still can’t see a thing out there,” said Halverson, straining his eyes to penetrate the shrouds of grey haze consuming the jet.

   “We should land at another airport, like I said before,” said Tom. “This is flat-out insane.”

   Sitting up front, the amiable Hispanic stewardess caught Tom’s eye. She held her forefinger to her full lips trying to shush him.

   “Insane,” he repeated, just to irritate her.

   






   

   CHAPTER TWO

   

   The Boeing 737 slammed down onto the tarmac.

   Halverson felt the shock of the landing all the way up his spine. He winced in pain. He heard Tom groan beside him.

   Several of the doors for the overhead bins snapped open. Luggage of various shapes and sizes toppled out of the storage compartments, crashing onto passengers’ heads and laps.

   Passengers screamed. 

   An expression of petrified horror swept over the genial stewardess’s face.

   “Keep your seat belts fastened for your own safety,” admonished the pilot’s voice over the loudspeaker. “Do not leave your seats till the seat belt sign turns off.”

   The jet abruptly veered to starboard as it taxied down the runway. In a matter of seconds the jet crashed onto its port side. Halverson could feel the port wing snapping off the fuselage as the jet flipped onto its side.

   Overhead sign or no overhead sign, Halverson pried open his seat belt. He wasn’t about to sit strapped into his seat while the upended plane caught fire. Tom took Halverson’s cue and flipped open his seat belt.

   The flight attendants, including the Hispanic stewardess, were busy opening the emergency exit door on the starboard side of the fuselage. She wasn’t smiling anymore, Halverson noted. The flight crew deployed the plastic slide outside of the exit for the passengers to disembark.

   “One at a time,” she was saying to the passengers that congregated around the exit.

   “No running. Stay calm.”

   The distraught passengers began sliding down the blue, tarpaulin-like slide to the tarmac.

   Halverson gazed out the open door. “Where are the airport emergency personnel?”

   “There ought to be fire engines and foam trucks all over this place by now,” said Tom with misgivings. “What’s going on here?”

   A woman pushing thirty with short brown hair in the back of the plane started screaming.

   Halverson thought he could smell smoke. If this plane caught fire, it would blow up fast, he knew, what with the presence of the avgas. The only thing in their favor was the fact that the fuel tanks should be just about empty after their long trip from back east.

   “Everybody, please keep moving,” said the stewardess. “Don’t get your luggage from the bins now. You’re holding up traffic. We’ll get your luggage later. We need to get out of the plane in an orderly fashion at once.”

   Tom leapt out of the emergency exit onto the plastic slide and slid down to the tarmac.

   “Do you need any help?” Halverson asked the stewardess.

   “No, I’m fine.” She smiled tightly at him. She addressed the rest of the passengers. “If anyone needs help getting out of their seat, please let us know and a flight attendant will come to your aid.”

   Halverson heard a woman sobbing behind him. He jumped out the door onto the slide. Once he reached the tarmac he stood up.

   He scanned the airstrip. No sign of fire engines or ambulances speeding toward the crash site. He could not understand it. Of course, he could not see very far thanks to the heavy smog. He was lucky if he could see five feet ahead of him. He smelled smoke. Their plane might be burning or the smoke might be coming from somewhere else.

   Tom walked up to him out of the smog. “This is screwy. How come no one’s here to help us deplane? Don’t they know there’s been an accident?”

   A middle-aged woman with henna hair approached them. “How could they know? It’s impossible to see anything in this smog.”

   Passengers milled around the tarmac after they got off the plane. They didn’t know where to go.

   “Where are the terminals?” asked Tom, surveying the smog-shrouded area.

   “How do we know in which direction to go?” asked the woman.

   A fortyish potbellied man in a black-and-white plaid two-button wool-and-cashmere Ascot Chang suit joined their group. He was gripping a black attaché case. “I would submit to you that we’re screwed.”

   He had a pale white face and a double chin. His courtly bearing radiated authority, Halverson noticed.

   “You’re not helping matters any,” the woman said, scowling at Potbelly.

   “Don’t blame me for this fiasco,” said Potbelly. “I’m not the pilot.”

   “Your negative words are not welcome.”

   “I’m just calling a spade a spade.” Potbelly looked indignant.

   “There’s no sense in arguing about it,” said Tom. “We’ve got to figure out what to do next.”

   “I wish I could come up with bright ideas like that.”

   It was obvious to Halverson that Tom didn’t appreciate Potbelly’s sarcasm. However, Tom said nothing.

   “Where’s the pilot?” said Potbelly. “He should know where the terminals are located.” He made a show of scanning the vicinity in search of the pilot.

   “I wish someone would tell me what happened,” said the woman.

   “It’s quite simple. We crashed.”

   The woman’s face registered her annoyance. “But why? And why is all this smog here?”

   “In answer to your first question, our pilot is a numskull. In answer to your second”—Potbelly paused—“I don’t know.”

   “What’s your name?”

   “Gary.”

   “Gary, you have a swelled head. If I ever see you again it will be too soon.”

   “What’s your name?”

   “Mildred.”

   “Mildred, the feeling is mutual.”

   “You’re an offensive man. You know that?”

   “But you’d love to have me represent you in a court of law. I know.”

   “Can we save this for later?” said Halverson. “We need to move away from the plane. It might explode any minute.”

   As the last of the passengers emerged from the plane followed by the flight crew, the restive crowd retreated from the plane.

   “Where’s our fearless leader, the pilot?” asked Gary. His chubby cheeks, as well as his double chin, quivered as he spoke.

   “Maybe he got hurt in the crash,” said Tom.

   Halverson cast around the crowd. “Here he comes.”

   A fiftysomething man wearing a navy blue pilot’s hat with an emblem of wings on it and a short-sleeve button-down white shirt approached them. He wore a white plastic pen shield in his shirt pocket.

   “Is everyone safe?” he asked, surveying the crowd.

   “If we are, it’s no thanks to you,” said Gary.

   The pilot glared at him with icy grey eyes. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

   “Your landing left something to be desired.”

   “Any landing you can walk away from is a good one,” the pilot said humorlessly.

   “Whose name should I put on my lawsuit?” Gary sniffed.

   “Burt Rogers. What are you? A lawyer?” 

   “I’ve been called worse.”

   “Mr. Rogers,” said Mildred, “where are the terminals located?”

   “To our left,” said Rogers.

   “How do you know?” asked Gary. “You can’t see a thing in this pea soup.”

   “I took a compass fix in the cockpit. Is that OK with you, counselor?”

   An explosion ripped through the air to Halverson’s right. Halverson flinched, as did everybody else in the crowd. Reacting as he had been trained to in black ops, Halverson hit the ground.

   Rogers followed suit, yelling, “Everybody down!”

   Their plane was exploding. Metal chunks from its fuselage hurled through the air, whistling above the passengers. Twenty-foot jagged tongues of yellow and orange flames flicked skyward behind the scrim of smog.

   “Where’s the airport emergency crew?” Tom asked in consternation, flat on his stomach on the tarmac.

   Rogers shook his head. “I don’t know. I couldn’t raise anyone in the control tower. Communications are out. We’ve got to find out what’s happening here.”

   “It’s like this place is deserted.”

   “It makes no sense,” said Halverson, still prostrate on the tarmac with the rest of the passengers. “Unless—”

   “Unless what?” asked Tom.

   Halverson said nothing. He didn’t want to panic anyone. In any case, it would have been speculation on his part. When all was said and done he had no clue as to what was happening here. It was best not to say anything, he decided.

   “Maybe my girlfriend knows,” said Tom.

   He withdrew his cell phone from his trouser pocket. He punched out her number. He looked frustrated.

   “What’s wrong?” asked Halverson.

   “I can’t get through.”

   Halverson pulled out his cell phone. He attempted to call his brother. No soap. The call would not go through.

   “What about you?” asked Tom, watching Halverson. “Any luck?”

   Halverson shook his head.

   “What’s wrong with this place?” asked Tom. “Doesn’t anything work around here?”

   The rumbling from the blast was dying down. 

   Groaning, Rogers got to his feet. “My knees aren’t what they used to be.” With the back of his hands he brushed the dirt off the front of his shirt and the thighs of his black pant legs. He faced the passengers. “We need to be moving out. Let’s head for the terminals.”

   The passengers grumbled. Anxiously, they stood up, wiping themselves off.

   “Does anybody have any idea what’s going on here?” asked Tom in exasperation.

   Nobody answered.

   Instead, in the back of the crowd somebody screamed.

   






   

   CHAPTER THREE

   

   Halverson squinted through the smog to see who had screamed. He could not make out anyone who appeared to be in pain. Of the few nearby faces that he could distinguish, the expressions ranged from bewilderment to outright fear.

   “Who screamed?” he asked nobody in particular.

   “I don’t know,” said Tom. “I can’t see a thing through this smog junk. It sounded like somebody way in the back.”

   “Are you sure it was a person?” asked Gary.

   “What else would it be?” asked Tom.

   “It could’ve been a gull calling. They cry out pretty loud. We’re near the coast, where they hang out.”

   “I don’t see any gulls,” said Tom, looking up. “For that matter, I don’t see anything.”

   “It sounded like a person to me,” said Halverson.

   “It wasn’t any gull,” said Mildred. “I know a human voice when I hear it. What kind of gull would be flying in this stuff. They couldn’t see where they’re going.”

   “Is everybody OK?” called out Rogers to the crowd.

   “Yeah,” said somebody in the back.

   Halverson could not make out who was speaking.

   “Were you the one who screamed?” Rogers asked the man.

   “No.”

   “Did you see who it was?”

   “No.”

   “He’s a big help whoever he is,” Mildred told Rogers.

   “Well, the screaming’s stopped,” said Rogers.

   “Why not do a roll call and find out if anyone’s missing?”

   “I don’t know everybody’s name. Besides, we don’t have the time.” Rogers raised his voice so the rest of the crowd could hear him. “Let’s shake a leg. I don’t want to stand out here all day.”

   “Works for me,” said Tom.

   Rogers set out for the terminals.

   Halverson heard another ear-piercing shriek. And another. And another.

   Halverson wheeled around at the screams, seeking their sources. He could not make out any kind of disturbance through the smog.

   Halverson caught Rogers looking in the same direction.

   “What’s going on back there?” Rogers yelled.

   The only answer he got was another hair-raising scream.

   “Let’s get the hell out of here,” said Gary. “There’s no point in lollygagging here. We have no idea what’s happening back there. I, for one, don’t want to stand here and wait to find out.”

   Rogers nodded. “Let’s get over to the terminals. Maybe the air is clearer there and we can see what’s happening.”

   The crowd followed Rogers.

   Fitful screams punctuated the passengers’ trek to the terminals.

   “Those screams are getting on my nerves,” said Tom.

   “Join the club,” said Mildred.

   “Let’s get the lead out,” said Rogers, overhearing their conversation, as was Halverson. Rogers quickened his pace.

   The passengers bustled after him.

   Not wanting to lose sight of Rogers, Halverson strode after him.

   The passengers bunched together so they would not get left behind, Halverson could see. They knew if they lost sight of the person next to them they would become disoriented and straggle behind in the smog. And willy-nilly they would no doubt find out what that screaming was all about. They were all on the same page, decided Halverson.

   At last they reached a location where the visibility was marginally better.

   Halverson could make out the air traffic control tower looming up ahead, it looked like. His probing eyes were greeted by a disturbing sight.

   A middle-aged man crashed out the plate-glass window girdling the top floor of the twenty-two-story round building and plummeted to the tarmac, shrieking in agony. The man slammed into the tarmac. His glasses shattered against the pavement. Blood spilled out of his head and pooled beneath him.

   At Halverson’s side, Mildred screamed and held her hands over her eyes.

   “What in the hell?” muttered Rogers, taken aback.

   “Is that an air traffic controller?” asked Tom, his face contorted with anxiety.

   “Probably. That’s the control tower.”

   “It looked like he ran through the plate-glass window,” said Halverson. He still could not believe his eyes.

   “What in the name of all that’s holy would cause a man to run through a plate-glass window to certain death?” said Rogers.

   Rooted to the spot, he gawked at the bleeding air traffic controller whose body sprawled at impossible angles on the tarmac.

   “Maybe it’s the same thing that’s causing all those screams behind us,” said Mildred.

   “I don’t want to find out,” said Gary. “Let’s beat it.”

   “I thought you said nobody was in the control tower,” Tom told Rogers.

   “No,” said Rogers. “That’s not what I said. I said we couldn’t raise them on the radio.”

   “What difference does it make?” said Gary.

   “There might be more people in there,” said Tom.

   “So what? I don’t know about you, but I have no desire at all to find out what’s going on in that place.”

   At that moment, a woman wearing her red hair in a bun and clad in a kelly green dress, crashed screaming through the control tower’s plate-glass window and plunged to the ground. Her back thudded against the tarmac not ten feet from where her presumed coworker lay. Blood spilled out of her broken skull, her mouth a rictus of horror.

   “We need to go in there,” Halverson told Rogers. “This may be a terrorist attack of some kind.”

   “Then let’s get out of here,” said Gary. “How can we fight terrorists? That’s the job of the police. We’re not a bunch of gun-slinging SWAT cops here.”

   Halverson watched Rogers weighing his options. Rogers looked undecided.

   Just then a sonorous explosion rocked the tarmac.

   Halverson winced. The loudness of the blast deafened him. He could not hear. He shook his head, trying to clear it. He could see mouths moving. He read Gary’s lips.

   “Now what?” said Gary’s mouth, it looked like to Halverson.

   Halverson felt his hearing coming back. It felt like wads of balled-up cotton falling out of his ear canals, followed by a sucking sound.

   He heard Rogers say, “I’m afraid to say this, but it might have been another plane crashing. That’s what I’ve been worrying about ever since we landed.”

   “If it’s another plane crash, why aren’t the airport emergency personnel heading out there this very minute?” asked Tom.

   Rogers gazed up at the control tower. “They may be busy doing something else.”

   “You think they’re in the control tower?”

   “We’re gonna find out.”

   “You’re out of your mind!” cried Gary. “You’ll get us all killed.”

   “We’re gonna need weapons,” said Rogers. “That’s for sure.”

   “Where’s the sky marshal?” asked Halverson.

   Rogers scanned the crowd. “Ray?” he called out. “Ray Purdy, where are you?”

   A burly, dark-haired man with long wavy hair that trailed over his ears wended his way forward through the crowd. To Halverson, Ray Purdy looked to be in his thirties. Too, he looked like he could handle himself.

   “Over here, Burt,” said Ray, approaching.

   “You got a gun?” asked Rogers, knowing the answer in advance.

   Ray nodded.

   “We’ll need you up front then,” said Rogers.

   “What’s this all about?”

   “The control tower is under attack,” said Halverson. “Maybe terrorists.”

   Ray looked at Rogers. “Is that right?”

   “Something ugly is going on inside there,” answered Rogers. “We’re going inside to check it out. We’re gonna need firepower, though. How many guns you got?”

   “Just one.”

   Ray lifted the bottom of his jacket to display a pistol in a Velcro holster on his hip.

   Rogers shook his head. “I have a feeling we’ll need a lot more than that.”

   “Looks like a Sig Sauer P226,” said Halverson with admiration.

   Ray nodded. “A lot of stopping power.”

   “You sound like you’ve been around guns,” Rogers told Halverson.

   “A little,” said Halverson.

   “That’ll come in handy. We can use you. What’s your name?” Rogers held out his big paw.

   It looked to Halverson big enough to be a quarterback’s hand.

   “Chad,” said Halverson. He shook Rogers’s meaty hand. “Is there some place we can get guns at this airport?” 

   Rogers thought about it.

   “What about the airport security personnel’s office?” suggested Ray. “They ought to have arms there.”

   “Let’s go there first thing,” said Rogers.

   “And there must an office for Homeland Security,” said Halverson. “Do you know where that’s located?”

   “Yeah. We’ll hit both offices.”

   “Hold your horses,” said Gary. “Aren’t you forgetting something?”

   Rogers gave Gary a look.

   “We’re not a bunch of commandos,” Gary explained. “We’re civilians. Most of us here probably haven’t ever fired a gun in our entire life.”

   “Then it’s high time you learned.”

   Rogers headed toward the nearest terminal.

   “Maybe all of us don’t want to charge into that control tower with guns blazing!” yelled Gary after him.

   Rogers pulled up. He turned toward Gary. “What if those terrorists or whoever they are decide to attack us? I’ll bet you learn how to fire a gun real fast when somebody comes at you trying to kill you.”

   Grudgingly, Gary followed the rest of the passengers as they banded behind Rogers.

   Mildred jogged up to Rogers’s side. “If that was a plane crashing behind us, shouldn’t we go over there and try to help the passengers?”

   “If we don’t take back that control tower on the double, there could be a lot more plane crashes,” said Rogers. “First things first. We secure the tower. Then we help any injured passengers we can find.”

   Detaching himself from her, Rogers strode at a brisk clip forward.

   Gary came up to Mildred. “He’s going to get us all killed. We’re dead meat with him leading us.”

   Mildred rolled her eyes at him. She hurried after Rogers.

   “You’ll see,” said Gary. “Don’t tell me I didn’t warn you. We’re dead men walking.”

   






   

   CHAPTER FOUR

   

   Halverson followed Rogers into the terminal. Warily, they entered on the ground floor. None of the passengers or crew knew what to expect after their experience at the air traffic control tower.

   Halverson and Rogers walked by a motionless baggage carousel. Suitcases lay helter-skelter on the metal surface of the carousel as well as on the rubber conveyor belt that led to the center of the carousel. The overhead fluorescent strip lights were out. It was hard to make out much of anything on account of the dimness.

   “The power must be out,” said Rogers.

   “Why?” asked Halverson.

   “Maybe it has something to do with this smog or whatever it is. It sure smells like smoke to me.”

   “Where is everybody?”

   The terminal looked like a ghost town.

   “I’ve been thinking about that smog,” said Tom. He tried his cell phone again with the same lack of results as before. “What if that smog stuff is smoke from a nearby fire? Maybe they evacuated the airport on account of a fire.”

   “And the fire could have burned down the local cell towers so we can’t place our calls,” said Halverson.

   “Makes sense,” said Rogers. “I can’t think of any other reason why this place would be deserted. The airport’s never deserted. 24/7 there’s always somebody here.” He scoured the dusky terminal. “I don’t see a soul.”

   “It’s giving me the creeps,” said Mildred.

   “But a fire doesn’t explain what’s going on in the control tower,” said Halverson.

   “Maybe it’s looters taking advantage of the fire,” said Tom.

   “Why would people jump through plate-glass windows to certain death to escape looters?”

   “I think we need to go on the assumption it’s some kind of terrorist assault,” said Rogers. “Somebody scared the bejesus out of those people in the tower.”

   “For all we know, the terrorists could have started the fire that crippled the airport,” said Halverson. “They might also be jamming our cell phones.”

   “Good point. It would be a smart defensive tactic to jam the enemy’s line of communications.”

   Rogers made a beeline for the Homeland Security office.

   “I thought we were going to the airport security office first,” said Tom.

   “This place is closer,” said Rogers. “Let’s check it out now.”

   He approached the black door of the Homeland Security office. He tried the doorknob. He was surprised to feel it turn in his hand.

   “I thought it might be locked,” he said. He opened the door.

   Halverson followed Rogers into the office. There were loose papers strewn all over a metal desk that faced the door.

   Halverson and Rogers inspected the deserted office. To the surprise of no one, they didn’t see any guns lying around.

   Halverson walked up to a black door that led to another room. He tried to turn the metal doorknob. It didn’t budge.

   “Maybe this is the storage room for their ordnance,” he said.

   Rogers nodded.

   Halverson stepped away from the door. He knew on TV they always showed actors crashing into a locked door with their shoulders and bursting it open. He knew better than that. You were just asking for a broken collarbone pulling a stunt like that.

   Halverson spared his shoulder and used his foot. He launched a powerful kick with his right foot that connected with the door just below the knob. When his foot landed he realized the door wasn’t constructed of wood but of metal. The door shuddered on impact but didn’t give.

   “Steel door,” he said. “This must be the place. You don’t happen to see any keys lying around.”

   Rogers rummaged through the desk drawers. “Not offhand.”

   Halverson prepared to unleash another kick. He gave it all he had. Hearing the doorjamb splinter, he saw the door rock in its wooden frame. He kicked again. The door flew open, as the doorjamb creaked with shivering wood.

   Halverson and Rogers entered the storage room. There were plenty of guns as well as ammo for the picking.

   “Bingo!” exclaimed Rogers. A smile cracked his rugged face. “Let’s hear it for Homeland Security.”

   Gary squeezed his potbelly through the open doorway into the ordnance room.

   “I think we’re overreacting,” he said.

   “I don’t care what you think,” said Rogers, not even turning to look at Gary.

   “Let’s think about this a minute,” said Gary.

   Rogers glanced at him. “What do we need to think about? We got the firepower now to overpower the terrorists in the control tower.”

   “How many passengers were on our plane?”

   Rogers recalled the flight manifest. “Over two hundred.”

   “Are there over two hundred guns here?”

   Rogers scoured the room. “I doubt it.”

   “Then we can’t all storm the control tower with guns blazing. Face the facts, man. Half of us might end up shooting ourselves in the process. We’d be more danger to ourselves than to the terrorists or whatever they are.”

   “He’s got a point,” said Halverson, inspecting a Heckler & Koch MP7, his weapon of choice. In close quarters the H&K MP7 was his preferred gun.

   “Then let’s ask for volunteers,” said Rogers.

   Halverson shrugged. “We might not get many people eager to confront terrorists.”

   “We’ll cross that bridge when we get to it. First we need to round up our two hundred passengers and see how many volunteers we can get.”

   “Count me in,” said Ray, barreling into the room.

   Rogers winked and slapped him on the back.

   Ray grabbed a short-barreled M4 rifle. He started draping bandoliers of ammo over his shoulders.

   “Jeez,” said Rogers. “Don’t overdo it, Ray.”

   “We don’t know how many of them are up there,” said Ray. “You know what the Boy Scouts say. Be prepared. You can never have too much ammo, as far as I’m concerned.”

   Rogers shook his head, smiling.

   “Count me out,” said Gary. “I don’t know anything about guns, and the less I know the better.” He headed out of the ordnance room without taking a weapon.

   “You may live to regret that,” said Rogers, culling a Glock 17 pistol from the assorted hardware.

   Halverson backed up his choice of the MP7 submachine gun with a Sig Sauer P226 semiautomatic. He noticed pairs of night-vision goggles arrayed on one of the wooden shelves surrounding the room. He picked up a pair of the goggles to examine them. They were AN/PVS-7D generation-four-type night-vision devices, he noticed.

   “These might come in handy,” he said, holding the goggles up for Rogers to eyeball.

   “The last I heard they don’t work too well in smoke.”

   “For that we would need thermal vision goggles.” Halverson scanned the room for more night-vision equipment, but came up empty.

   “Whatever.”

   “Suit yourself. It might be dark in that control tower without any power for lighting.”

   “It ain’t exactly the Vegas strip in here,” grumbled Ray, groping for ammo on one of the shelves.

   Halverson slung the hands-free night-vision goggles around his neck. He could use their leather head strap to attach them to his forehead when needed. The goggles themselves were lightweight, he noticed, weighing a little over a pound.

   Halverson snared a leather bandolier crammed with forty-round magazine clips loaded with 4.6 x 30 mm rounds for his MP7.

   “You’re as bad as Ray,” said Rogers. “How many terrorists do you expect to find up there? A frigging battalion?”

   “You never can tell.”

   Halverson ducked under the bandolier of ammo as he added it to his war chest, literally as well as figuratively.

   “How many guns do you reckon we have here in this room?” asked Rogers.

   Halverson ticked off a rough estimate scoping out the arms on the shelves. “I’d say about seventy-five, more or less.”

   “And I’m taking one gun and at least one other for backup, like you. We ought to be able to secure the control tower with thirty or so men, don’t you think?”

   Halverson snagged magazines of 9 mm Parabellum rounds for his Sig Sauer. “Probably.” He flung another leather bandolier of clips for his H&K MP7 over his shoulder. Now he had a bandolier over each shoulder. The Sig Sauer clips he jammed into his trouser pockets.

   Rogers ogled Halverson. “OK, Rambo. You sure you’ve got enough?”

   Halverson said nothing.

   Tom strolled into the armory. “What is that gun?” he asked, eying Halverson’s MP7.

   “It’s an MP7,” answered Halverson. “It’s a PDW.”

   “A what?”

   “A personal defense weapon.” Halverson remarked the puzzled expression on Tom’s face. “It means it fires bullets that can penetrate body armor.”

   “I want one of those.”

   “Help yourself.” Halverson gestured toward the shelf containing the remaining MP7s.

   “Let’s get some more volunteers,” said Rogers.

   At what sounded like a scream Halverson pricked up his ears. “What was that?”

   “What?”

   “Didn’t you hear a scream off in the distance, coming from the airstrip?”

   Worry lines creased Rogers’s face. “We need to get our butts in gear.”

   






   

   CHAPTER FIVE

   

   Halverson and Rogers considered the passengers clustered in the concourse around one of the baggage carousels.

   “How many passengers did you say we had?” asked Halverson.

   “Over two hundred, according to the flight manifest,” answered Rogers.

   “There can’t be more than a hundred in here, from where I’m standing.”

   Rogers looked puzzled. He noticed the Hispanic stewardess Halverson had spoken to on the plane standing in the crowd. Rogers motioned to her with his arm.

   “Rosie,” he said, “over here.”

   Rosie acknowledged his gesture and angled up to him.

   “Where are the rest of the passengers?” he asked.

   She surveyed the restless crowd. “I don’t know. Maybe they’re still outside on the tarmac.”

   An MP7 in his hand, Tom strolled up to Rogers. “Remember all those screams we heard on the airstrip? What if something happened to the missing passengers?”

   That thought had crossed Halverson’s mind, too. From the apprehension twisting the other passengers’ faces, it was obvious to Halverson that he and Tom weren’t the only ones who shared that concern.

   “Like what?” asked Rogers.

   “Maybe they just got lost in the heavy smog,” said Rosie.

   “Think of what you’re saying,” said Tom. He slung his MP7 over his shoulder. “Why would they scream if they just got lost?”

   “They sounded like screams of pain,” said Halverson.

   “So what are we dealing with here?” asked Rogers. “Were there terrorists lurking in the smog and ambushing the rest of the passengers on the tarmac? Then there are even more terrorists than we thought, and we could be walking into a trap. Is that what you’re saying?”

   Grimacing, Tom removed his glasses with one hand and with his other rubbed his closed eyes with his thumb and forefinger. “I don’t know what I’m saying. It’s all very confusing.”

   “Regardless, the bottom line is we need people to secure the control tower.” Rogers turned to address the crowd. He raised his voice. “Do any of you have any experience with guns? We need volunteers to help us take back the control tower.”

   Mildred stepped forward. “I volunteer.”

   “Do you have experience handling guns?” Rogers asked with an equal mix of astonishment and incredulity. 

   “I keep a Smith & Wesson .38 in my house for self-protection. And I know how to use it.”

   “You fool,” said Gary.

   Mildred eyed him with contempt. “I’ve got a pair of balls on me. It’s not my fault you don’t.”

   “I save them for the courtroom.”

   “Double-talk,” scoffed Mildred. “Typical lawyer.”

   A black man in his late twenties about five foot ten with a shiny bald head stepped forward. He was wearing baggy blue jeans and a T-shirt that wasn’t tucked in.

   “I’m in,” he said.

   “What’s your name?” asked Rogers. 

   “Foster.”

   “For those of you who still don’t know, my name is Burt Rogers,” announced Rogers to the crowd. “I was your pilot.” He turned back to Foster. “Do you have experience firing guns?”

   “I guess. I’m a marine stationed at Camp Pendleton.”

   Rogers smiled. “Go to the head of the class, jarhead, and collect your weapons from the storeroom.”

   Foster ambled toward the Homeland Security office.

   Rogers addressed the crowd. “For those of you who want to volunteer, make your way to the Homeland Security office and arm yourselves.”

   Murmurs rippled among the gaggle of passengers.

   “We’re not a bunch of storm troopers,” said a man with a hatchet face. “Where are the security personnel? Fighting terrorists is their job.”

   “That’s the problem,” said Rogers. “If you haven’t noticed, they’re not here.”

   “I’m not afraid of any nutcase terrorists,” said a thirtysomething blonde woman and blazed a trail toward the storage room.

   “That’s telling ’em, honey,” said Mildred, returning with a twelve gauge shotgun in her hands.

   “I think you’re all crazy,” said Hatchet Face.

   “Nobody’s forcing you to volunteer,” Rogers pointed out. “At this point we’re asking only for volunteers.”

   “And what if you don’t get enough?” said Gary. “That’s what I want to know.”

   “Me too,” said Hatchet Face. “Are you gonna impress the rest of us nonvolunteers?”

   Waves of grumbling swept through the crowd.

   “Who put you in charge, anyway, Rogers?” said Gary. “You nearly killed all of us in that crash landing of yours.”

   “That’s enough,” said Halverson. “He knows his way around here better than anyone else.”

   “Who are you? His stooge?”

   Halverson eyeballed Gary. “I’m Chad.”

   “Oh, Chad,” Gary mocked. “I didn’t realize it was you, Chad.”

   “Anyone else who wants to volunteer, please come forward,” Rogers told the gathering. “The sooner we get all our volunteers together, the sooner we can decide our next move.”

   “The sooner you can get us all killed,” said Gary. “I say we walk right out of here, get a bus or whatever, and drive like hell out of this place.”

   Hatchet Face and a couple of other passengers in the crowd voiced their approval.

   “You’re a big help, Gary,” said Halverson under his breath.

   “We have to secure the area first,” said Rogers. “We don’t know what’s out there. If you haven’t noticed yet, something’s rotten in the state of Denmark.”

   Halverson twigged a fiftyish man with a shock of white hair raising his hand in the crowd.

   “Yes?” said Rogers, nodding to the man.

   “Could I say something?” asked the man.

   Five foot eleven, with a plump stomach, he wore an unbuttoned black jacket, a red tie, and a button-down white cotton shirt. His face had a smooth, almost girlish complexion with cherublike cheeks.

   “What’s your name?” asked Rogers.

   “Reverend Jim McKay here.”

   “Say your piece, Reverend Jim.”

   “Let’s settle down before we storm the control tower armed to the teeth and start a ruckus.”

   “The voice of reason,” said Gary. “Finally.”

   “Let me make this clear,” said Rogers. “We’re not storming anything to start a ruckus. But if somebody else in that tower wants to start a ruckus, we’ll be glad to oblige them.”

   “Right on!” said Mildred and brandished her shotgun. “We’re not taking any guff from terrorists.”

   “We don’t even know if there are terrorists up there,” said Reverend Jim. “I’m just saying let’s not go in there half-cocked with murder on our minds and live to regret it.”

   “We won’t be living at all if the terrorists attack us and we do nothing,” said Mildred.

   “I’m starving,” said Gary. “Let’s get something to eat.”

   A couple of passengers in the crowd clapped.

   “Where’s a restaurant?” asked Hatchet Face.

   “We’re not doing anything until we secure the area,” said Rogers.

   “You’ve got to be kidding,” said Gary.

   “What if we sit down to eat and we’re attacked by the terrorists?”

   “What terrorists? You keep blathering about terrorists, but I don’t see any. Where are they?”

   Rogers was losing his patience. “Can’t you see there’s something wrong here? Open your eyes, man. It’s not business as usual till we secure the area.”

   “Let’s get moving,” said Halverson.

   Rogers cut his eyes toward Halverson. “How many volunteers do we have so far?”

   Halverson looked over his shoulder at the passengers and flight attendants bearing arms. “Looks like a couple dozen.”

   “I was hoping for thirty. Do you think that’ll be enough?”

   “Let’s do this.”

   Rogers gestured for the twenty-odd ragtag band of volunteers to head out of the terminal toward the airstrip.

   Remaining at the luggage carousel, Gary waved a sarcastic good-bye to them.

   “Let’s make sure we save one bullet for Gary,” Tom told Halverson.

   “Only one?” said Halverson.

   Tom laughed. Then his face sank. “What are we getting ourselves into?”

   






   

   CHAPTER SIX

   

   Rogers led the volunteers back into the impenetrable smog. Halverson and Tom tagged behind him.

   “Do you know where you’re going?” Tom asked Rogers. “This smog stuff is as bad as ever.”

   “Don’t worry about it,” answered Rogers. He scrutinized a round object in his hand.

   “What’s that?”

   “A compass. I got it in the armory. We head northwest, we should hit the control tower.” Rogers craned his neck around to take in the squad on his heels. “Stay bunched together. I don’t want to lose any of you. Look alive.”

   He strutted forward into the grey murk, a pistol in his hand.

   “At least if we can’t see them, they can’t see us either,” said Tom.

   “Whoever they are,” muttered Ray, stealing up to Tom’s side.

   About ten minutes later, Rogers halted.

   “What’s wrong?” asked Halverson.

   “Nothing. I figure the tower should be directly ahead,” said Rogers.

   Tom peered into the swirling haze. “I can’t see anything there. The last time we were near the tower we could see it. Remember?”

   “How can I forget? We saw those poor people jumping from it.”

   “This smog might be thicker now,” said Halverson.

   “Yeah, that might explain it,” said Tom.

   “Get your weapons ready,” said Rogers.

   Ray already had his M4 out.

   Halverson had his MP7 in his hand. Now he clutched it with two hands.

   Tom shrugged his MP7’s strap off his shoulder. He scoped out Halverson to see how he was gripping the weapon. Then Tom did likewise.

   The band moved forward en masse.

   It wasn’t long before they discerned the control tower looming above them. As if on cue, a thirtysomething woman in a brown pantsuit crashed through the window on the twenty-second floor above them, screaming. Windmilling her arms she crashed onto the tarmac the better part of ten feet away from Rogers.

   Rogers started. He swung his pistol toward the crumpled figure of the woman, not knowing what to expect.

   Halverson registered the same stunned reaction as Rogers.

   Tom winced at the broken and bloody figure of the dead woman. Her arms and legs pointed at angles not meant for the human body.

   Then he looked up at the top of the tower. “How tall is that tower?”

   “Almost three hundred feet high,” said Rogers.

   “What the hell are they doing up there?”

   “Let’s find out and waste those bastards!”

   Rogers charged toward the tower. 

   Halverson could not blame him for being pissed off. He and the others bolted after Rogers.

   Rogers grabbed the control tower’s plate-glass entrance door’s steel handle and yanked open the door.

   Halverson noted that the door’s plate glass was shattered and spiderwebbed with shards of glass littering the floor, as if somebody had broken through the door earlier.

   He and the passengers piled into the lobby after Rogers, trampling and crunching the broken glass fragments with their feet.

   At least the smog wasn’t as dense in here, decided Halverson. He could see that the lobby, like the terminal they had just left, looked deserted.

   “Where the hell are these creeps?” asked Tom, casing the empty lobby.

   Guns at the ready, the passengers did likewise.

   “They’ve got to be on the top floor in the air traffic control room,” said Rogers.

   Halverson walked behind a metal desk. He flicked his eyes down near the kneehole. He grimaced at the grisly sight. A pool of blood was coagulating under the headless corpse of a man, it looked like to Halverson. He could not be sure. Not only was the head missing, but the chest had been savagely ripped apart, exposing the rib cage and mutilated segments of what was left of the victim’s lungs.

   “Over here,” Halverson said.

   Rogers and the others approached him.

   “What’s up?” asked Rogers. His voice caught in his throat as he clapped eyes on the headless corpse at Halverson’s feet.

   “Jeez!” said Tom.

   Turning green he slewed away on his heel, clutched his mouth, and was sick on the spot.

   “What kind of madmen would do something like this?” said Rogers.

   “No wonder people are jumping out the windows,” said Ray, shaking his head at the decapitated corpse. “It looks like his flesh has been ripped clean off his body somehow.”

   Indeed, Halverson could see shreds of skin intermingled with strips of clothing dangling from the body’s legs and arms.

   Rogers sprang for the elevator door. He hammered its black plastic button with the heel of his fist. Impatiently, he watched the annunciator overhead. The floor numbers didn’t light up. The elevator remained silent.

   “Figures,” he said.

   “The stairwell’s over here,” said Halverson.

   He belted toward the steel fire door that led to the stairs. He slammed into the metal crash bar with his left side and burst through the door into the stairwell. Rogers was on Halverson’s heels in no time and passed him in his haste to be the first one up the stairs.

   Led by Rogers, the passengers ran up fifteen flights of steps.

   Gasping, Rogers fetched up.

   “What’s wrong?” asked Halverson, but he didn’t have to ask.

   He could see what was wrong from where he stood on the stairs. It was like a scene out of a Hieronymus Bosch painting.

   On the next landing three bodies lay in a pile. As well, on the next flight of steps, at least a dozen bodies littered the treads. Lifeless arms and legs dangled through the metal balusters that skirted the steps. Many of the corpses were missing some of their limbs. Blood was congealing on the treads and risers. More blood dripped down risers into the stairwell below. The clothing of the victims hung in blood-soaked tatters from mauled bodies.

   It looked to Halverson like some of the faces had clumps of flesh missing from them as though gobs of flesh had been gouged out in some dreadful manner.

   His face set with grim determination, Rogers picked his way upstairs through the mounds of corpses. He looked fit to be tied.

   Halverson knew the feeling. Halverson, too, could not wait to get his hands on the perpetrators of this carnage. He sprang after Rogers.

   Though winded, the passengers managed to climb up the remaining seven flights of steps.

   Breathing heavily, Rogers paused at the door to the top floor. Halverson was right behind him. Halverson could see Rogers wanted to make sure he wasn’t gasping for breath when he debouched into the air traffic control room. It also gave Rogers a chance to wait for reinforcements to arrive.

   Halverson used the time to catch his breath as well. His heart was pounding like a trip-hammer in his chest from the long climb up the stairs. And he was in shape, he knew. He could only imagine what an ordeal the climb had been for the rest of the passengers.

   Rogers held his forefinger to his lips, motioning for Halverson to be quiet.

   Halverson nodded. He knew it was best not to alert whoever was waiting for them beyond the door.

   Ray, Tom, and another man approached them. All of them were panting, Halverson could see.

   Rogers held his forefinger to his lips again, signaling for quiet all around.

   He waited for the men to catch their breaths.

   Halverson double-checked his weapon to make sure the safety was off and his first bullet was chambered. The other men followed his example.

   Rogers held up five fingers so the rest of the men could see. Then he held up one finger at a time. After he held up his pinky he pointed his forefinger at the door.

   Halverson and the rest of the men understood. At the count of five they would barge through the door, guns at the ready.

   Rogers held up his fist. He ticked off one finger at a time then pointed at the door.

   He wrenched open the fire door and stormed into the large circular room housing the air traffic control equipment. On Rogers’s heels, Halverson and the rest of the men piled in.

   A noseless redheaded woman in a royal purple dress staggered toward them, her mouth gaping, her eyes set in a thousand-yard stare. Fresh blood dripped from the corners of her sere mouth.

   “Stop or I’ll shoot!” yelled Rogers.

   The woman paid no attention to him. She kept on coming, lurching toward Rogers. She reached out to grab him.

   Rogers aimed for upper body mass. He shot her in the chest with his automatic. The woman stopped for a second then kept coming. Puzzled, Rogers shot her three more times in the heart. He didn’t think he could miss at point-blank range.

   The woman stumbled, but continued forward.

   Halverson stepped to the side of Rogers and fired a burst from his MP7 directly at the woman’s head.

   The shots stopped her dead in her tracks. She toppled to the floor in a motionless heap.

   Everywhere Halverson looked in the control room, blood-drenched scenes of carnage and mayhem confronted his eyes. Ripped and gutted bodies lay on desks, on chairs, and on the blood-splattered linoleum floor. Even computer screens and keyboards had mutilated bodies draped over them.

   A middle-aged man shambled up to another man, bit into his throat, and tore out his aorta. A geyser of blood jetted to the ceiling.

   Halverson fired a burst into the attacking man’s back. The man kept chewing on his victim’s throat. To avoid hitting the man’s victim, Halverson stepped up to the assailant, and unleashed two single rounds into the back of his head. Part of his frontal bone blew out of his face, along with one eye, brain matter, and gore. He crumpled to the ground.

   Tom pelted into the room from the stairwell, his MP7 at the ready. He froze at the shambles before him. Nonplussed, he stood motionless, mouth agape, eyes bugging out of his head.

   A fat man wearing a torn olive drab tank top over his hairy chest and flabby belly shambled toward Tom. Tom watched him in horror. The man’s broad round face sported three day’s growth of stubble with rivulets of blood streaming through it. The man groped toward Tom.

   Tom didn’t move, unable to react.

   “Shoot him!” yelled Halverson.

   “I’ve never shot a man before,” said Tom.

   “He’s not a man anymore.”

   “What?”

   “Look at him. He’s got the plague. He’s already dead. Don’t let him near you!”

   As Tank Top groped toward Tom, Tom shook himself out of his funk. He swung his MP7 toward Tank Top and blasted him in the chest. Tank Top stumbled backwards then kept coming. Tom fired another burst into Tank Top’s chest with the same results as before. Terrified, Tom didn’t know what to do.

   “The bullets don’t affect him!” he yelled at Halverson, who was busy shooting a man in a black suit.

   The suit was ripped in half lengthwise, one half of which was swagging down his torso.

   “Shoot him in the head!” hollered Halverson.

   Tank Top launched his hand toward Tom’s shoulder. Tom jabbed his MP7’s muzzle into Tank Top’s chest and shoved him backwards a step. Tom shouldered the MP7 and trained it on Tank Top’s grimacing, working face. The rounds from Tom’s submachine gun entered Tank Top’s face and blew the occipital bone out the back of Tank Top’s head.

   Tank Top pivoted on his heel then fell heavily on his back onto the floor. Tank Top stopped moving.

   Mildred strutted into the room, her shotgun raised. She blew away a scowling, grimacing bottle blonde who was streeling toward her with outstretched clawing hands. The blonde’s jowls were streaked with blood. The force of the shotgun blast to her stomach forced her backwards several steps. Her intestines started to tumble out of the gaping wound in her stomach.

   The blonde frowned and grimaced at Mildred then commenced shuffling toward her. Mildred didn’t stand around for an invitation to shoot again. She fired another blast into the blonde’s contorted, sneering face. The blast all but tore the blonde’s head off her body. A sheer strip of neck was the only thing that remained attached to the pulverized head securing it to her body. She collapsed onto a desk beside her.

   “There must be hundreds of them in here,” said Halverson.

   Throngs of the walking dead stumbled around the middle of the room. As soon as their staring white eyes lit on living human beings, the creatures limped and shuffled toward them, craving fresh meat, arms outstretched.

   “Too many for us to handle,” said Rogers. He fired his pistol at one of the ghouls. “We need to get out of here and regroup.”

   Halverson ejected a spent clip from his MP7. He snagged a fresh magazine from his bandolier and reloaded. He fired a burst into a scrofulous teenager that lunged toward him with jerky movements of his limbs.

   Firing his weapon at the enemies, Rogers backed toward the stairwell door. “Everyone, pull back!” he called to the passengers in the room. “Let’s go back down the stairs!”

   Except it wasn’t going to be that easy, Halverson found out. 

   Retreating with Tom and Mildred, Halverson heard blood-curdling screams emanating from the stairwell directly along their escape route.

   






   

   CHAPTER SEVEN

   

   Rogers, Halverson, and the other five members of their group that had entered the room now crowded into the stairwell. The last man out of the room, before he closed the fire door, Halverson unleashed several bursts from his MP7 at the plague victims who were massing to assault the stairwell entrance.

   When Halverson stepped onto the stairwell’s landing he saw the source of the screams. The dead bodies that had lain heaped in the stairwell when Halverson and his group had stormed the control room were now coming alive. The creatures were laying into the rest of the passengers who were bringing up the rear. The creatures on the lower stairs were picking off these passengers from behind. Not suspecting an attack from the rear, the passengers in the back, though armed, were sitting ducks.

   Meanwhile, creatures were coming back to life on the steps above the stragglers as well. These creatures attacked the stragglers from above.

   The ghouls were now busy gnawing on the arms, legs, backs, necks, whatever they could sink their diseased yellow teeth into that consisted of living flesh.

   It was turning into a massacre and a rout for Halverson and his gang, Halverson realized.

   “We’re fucked,” said Ray, leering at the carnage unfolding below.

   “It’s impossible,” said Tom, eyes locked on the imbroglio under way on the steps. “We’ll never get out of here now.”

   “Time for a Hail Mary.”

   More screams rent the air, echoing through the stairwell from the landings below.

   “What do we do?” Ray asked Rogers.

   Rogers fired at one of the gangly ghouls picking its way awkwardly through the deceased passengers slumped on the stairway. Rogers’s gun clicked on empty.

   “I need more ammo,” he said.

   Halverson looked at Rogers. Halverson pulled his Sig Sauer P226 out of his waistband and was about to hand the pistol to Rogers but had second thoughts. He walked over to Tom.

   “I’ll trade you this for the MP7,” said Halverson.

   “Why?” asked Tom.

   “Burt’s a better shot than you.”

   “All the more reason why I should keep the submachine gun. It’s easier to hit someone with this.” Tom waved the MP7 in his hand.

   “Burt’s leading the way, Tom. We need as much firepower up front as we can get.” Halverson handed the Sig Sauer to Tom.

   Grudgingly, Tom traded weapons.

   “Is this loaded?” he asked. He squinted at the Sig Sauer automatic.

   “One’s in the pipe. And I already released the safety for you.”

   Halverson handed Tom’s MP7 to Rogers.

   “This doesn’t solve anything,” said Tom, displaying his automatic like it was useless. “We’re still caught between a rock and a hard place.”

   The ghoul making its way up the stairs was a fat blonde with pale blue eyes. Her steel-rimmed spectacles were broken and hung askew on her nose. She had wizened lips that curled up to reveal her gnashing, bloodstained teeth. Tendrils of blood, not her own, figured Halverson, ran down her throat. She had on a disheveled powder blue dress that hung out of true on her portly body courtesy of assorted rips and missing buttons from the bodice.

   Her arms flailed at her sides as she struggled to trudge over a corpse on the next tread in her path upward. Groaning with frustration, she was encountering difficulty trying to walk onto the body, which slid down to the tread below it as she stepped on the corpse’s back.

   “Don’t worry about it,” Rogers told the woman.

   Clutching the MP7 he let loose a burst into the woman’s plague-devastated head. The woman dropped and slid down the stairs on her roly-poly stomach.

   “Fine,” said Tom. “While we stand here picking off those things coming up the steps, the ones coming from the room behind us will eat us for lunch.”

   “I don’t plan on standing here,” said Rogers. “If you want to stand here, that’s up to you.”

   Tom shook his head in bafflement, at a loss to come to grips with the impasse. He heaved a sigh.

   “How many of us are left?” Rogers asked the passengers around him.

   He counted them.

   “Where’s the rest of our group?” asked Ray. 

   “They’re either downstairs waiting for us, which I doubt, or they’re downstairs dead,” said Halverson.

   “You really know how to turn a phrase.”

   “If you don’t want to know, you shouldn’t’ve asked.”

   Halverson counted the remaining survivors: Rogers, Ray, Tom, Mildred, Foster, Rosie, and himself. Seven, all told. Not exactly an army, Halverson decided. That left fourteen or so unaccounted for.

   He slewed around at the sound of the fire door to the stairwell creaking open behind them. The zombies from the control room were plowing their way through, the metal door yielding to their mass.

   “Let’s beat it!” cried Rogers. He lunged down the stairs. “Blast any ghoul that moves!”

   “My pleasure,” said Mildred.

   “This is impossible,” said Tom. He pounded his fist down through the air. “We have no chance of getting out of here in one piece!”

   “So what else is new?” said Halverson.

   The problem was none of them could run down the staircase on account of the corpses that littered the steps. Some of the corpses were remaining dead on the stairs, but others were reanimating and writhing back to “life” to search for food.

   Halverson blew away a black man in a grimy tan suit whose deceased body was lying on its back athwart three treads and commencing to squirm as it showed signs of reanimating. As rounds from Halverson’s MP7 hit it, the creature’s skull cracked. The parietal bone along with grey brain matter blew out of the skull across the tread underneath the head, smearing the tread and the riser under it with a stewlike mixture.

   “Watch your step!” called Rogers over his shoulder. “I don’t want any of you to trip and break your neck.”

   The words were barely out of his mouth when Rogers twigged a corpse in his path. A sixtysomething man with sparse grey hair and a haggard face was kneeling on a tread in the process of getting to his feet. Rogers was about to kick the man in the face when the man screamed.

   “Don’t!” the man cried. “I’m with you. One of those things bit me.” The man held up his bloody hands to protect himself.

   Rogers reined back his kick in midair. “Where’s your gun?” he asked suspiciously.

   “I’m Albert. Don’t you recognize me?”

   “No. I can’t remember everybody’s face.”

   “Those things can’t talk,” said Tom from the landing above and behind Rogers. “He must be OK.”

   Halverson wasn’t so sure. From what he had heard of the plague’s symptoms at Langley, when one of the infected creatures bit someone that person would contract the plague. If that was true, it was only a matter of time before Albert joined the living dead.

   Halverson didn’t know what to do. He could not bring himself to kill a living man for no reason. As of right now Albert was alive. The problem was that he would not be alive much longer, Halverson knew. Halverson decided he would cross that bridge when he got to it. In the meantime, he would have to keep his eyes on Albert. The moment Albert turned, he would have to be destroyed.

   Halverson decided not to tell anyone else about Albert’s predicament. To tell the truth, Halverson wasn’t a hundred percent certain Albert would turn into a ghoul just because he was bitten by one. Halverson had read eyes-only reports at Langley to that effect, but that was all he had to go on.

   “Follow us,” Rogers told Albert.

   With a start Halverson caught sight of a ghoul falling down through the stairwell from above. The plague-infested woman was a rotund, swarthy Hispanic woman in her late twenties clad in a loud red glossy blouse. She wore her wavy brown hair some four inches long. Scowling, her mouth downturned, she took a swipe at Halverson with her right hand as she fell. Reflexively, he pulled away from her, though she didn’t even come close to hitting him.

   He looked up at the topmost landing. The living dead from the air traffic control room were falling all over themselves over the metal balustrade in their eagerness to catch and devour Halverson and his group.

   “Those bums can’t wait to munch on us,” said Tom, following Halverson’s gaze.

   Halverson heard a sickening thud and peered down through the center of the stairwell at the fallen fat Hispanic female body splayed on the first floor. Halverson wondered if the creature was well and truly dead this time or was its reanimated brain still functioning? The creature, Halverson saw, wasn’t moving. Maybe, he hoped, its brain had been smashed in the fall.

   Lost in his thoughts, Halverson almost didn’t notice another zombie plummeting down the center of the stairwell. This zombie took the shape of a thirtyish slender black man with a narrow face and close-cropped hair. It was wearing a bus driver’s light blue uniform with one sleeve torn off at the shoulder. The creature wore a navy blue tie that dangled loose around its neck. The creature’s dark thick lips curled back from its teeth while, falling and looking at Halverson, it chomped on the air.

   “This is sickening,” said Tom, watching the creature descend, its arms and legs flailing in futility in the air.

   The bus driver zombie landed on top of the Hispanic female zombie that had preceded it in its tumble downward. Apparently, decided Halverson, the first zombie’s bloated stomach had acted as a cushion and broken the fall of the second zombie, for the latter was still writhing after it landed.

   Halverson reached over the railing of the balustrade and trained his MP7 on the squirming bus driver ghoul. Halverson fired a burst. It stitched the creature’s back with bloody holes, but the creature kept undulating. With its sleeveless arm, it tried to lever itself off the zombie’s fleshy mound of stomach beneath it. Halverson aimed higher up its body, its head in his crosshairs. Halverson unleashed another burst, which split the skull of the thing. The thing stopped moving.

    Rogers continued leading the way down the staircase, blowing away the living dead in his path and kicking their corpses out of his way.

   Mildred fired her twelve gauge Mossberg shotgun at a teenage female ghoul that was in the act of launching itself off a tread in its pursuit of her from behind. The roaring blast resonated through the stairwell. Mildred missed.

   A headset over its ears, the teenage ghoul from above dove down the stairway, hurtling corpses on the steps. The ghoul flew through the air headfirst at Mildred.

   Frantically, Mildred squeezed off another shot at the creature’s oncoming head, which burst like a melon, splattering the stairs with gouts of oozing brains and spalls of skull. The ghoul fell at her feet and crashed into her shin, its head atomized.

   At Mildred’s side Rosie fired two shots of her own into what was left of the ghoul’s head for good measure.

   “Let’s get a move on it!” yelled Rogers from below.

   Everybody in the group of passengers picked up his pace.

   “I just had a scary thought,” Ray told Halverson as they fled down the stairs, taking care not to trip on any of the stiffs carpeting the treads.

   “Only one?” said Halverson.

   Ray smiled with half his mouth. “What if these things weren’t really dead when we first came in?”

   “Like they were pretending to be dead?” said Foster, overhearing him. “Setting a trap for us so they could attack us from two fronts?”

   “You mean those things can think?” asked Tom, wide-eyed.

   “I hope you’re wrong, Ray,” said Halverson. 

   “That gives our nightmare a whole new dimension, if it’s true,” Tom sighed.

   






   

   CHAPTER EIGHT

   

   Halverson and the others in his crew reached the first floor soon after Rogers. They bucketed after Rogers through the lobby.

   Rogers reached the plate-glass door first. He held it open for the rest.

   Halverson strode out into the smog. If anything, the smog was denser than before. They were lucky if they could see five feet ahead of them, Halverson decided.

   As he entered the smog on the tarmac, he twigged a hand grope out of the smog toward him. For the thickness of the smog the only part of the body he could make out was the hand. Halverson fired his MP7 in the direction of the creature’s head estimating its whereabouts in relationship to its arm. Halverson didn’t know if his bullets struck home.

   He bolted away from the creature.

   “There are more of those things in the smog!” Halverson cautioned the others.

   “That’s all we need,” said Tom, his face clouded.

   “I’m sick of those ugly fucked-up things,” chipped in Foster.

   “No wonder the other passengers were screaming when we left the plane,” said Ray.

   Tom nodded. “The stragglers were getting picked off one by one by the ghouls in the smog.”

   Halverson heard Rogers call out, “We have to get back to the terminal on the double!”

   Halverson could barely distinguish Rogers’s figure in the smog.

   Halverson and the others jogged after Rogers. Knowing more creatures lurked in the smog, nobody wanted to become separated from the group and end up as a main course on a ghoul’s bill of fare.

   A young natural blonde with her hair done up on top of her head lunged out of the smog at Halverson.

   He bounded back away from her, clubbing at her clawing hand with the steel muzzle of his MP7 in the same motion.

   Before her transformation she would have been considered beautiful, what with her pert button nose and voluptuous, bee-stung lips.

   But now she was one of the undead. Her button nose was broken and mashed like a blob of putty on her face. Her once-pink lips were now ashen grey, chapped, and split. Her hairdo was gone. In its place a straggly mess of disheveled strands of hair hung down the sides of her head like a curtain of bodiless, limp blonde threads.

   Was this how the world was going to end? wondered Halverson. Would throngs of brutish beasts inherit the earth? Was this ghoul the shape of things to come?

   He didn’t have time to ponder it. The ghoul groped for him again. This time she all but grabbed his arm. He didn’t want one of those things to touch him. He had no idea if their mere touch was contagious and he didn’t want to find out the hard way.

   He made out her face, now evanescent in the smog, and squeezed off a burst at her off-white eyes that had once been blue. She staggered to her right just as he was letting loose his burst, throwing off his aim. His bullets went wide to her left.

   She came at him again, this time from lower down on account of her stumbling. He fired another burst into her head. It would have been a direct hit at this point-blank range if she had been a stationary target. But she was moving, which eliminated the gimme shot.

   In the end it didn’t matter. Enough of Halverson’s rounds hit home and tore into the ghoul’s forehead to groove the brain and kill the ghoul once and for all.

   “How can they keep finding us in this smog?” asked Tom. “Can they see through it?”

   “I don’t think so,” said Halverson. “I don’t see why their messed-up eyes should see any better than ours.”

   “I bet it’s the noise we’re making with all our shooting that draws them,” said Ray.

   Halverson agreed. “We’ve got to keep moving. They’ll be attracted to this area now because of my gun reports.”

   “Come on,” said Rogers, up ahead. “We got to get out of this smog. The terminal should be near.”

   “Don’t anyone shoot unless you absolutely have to,” said Ray. “Or those things’ll be swarming all over us like flies on shit.”

   “And hold your voices down,” said Halverson in a stage whisper. 

   Rogers waved his arm at them, urging them to follow him lickety-split.

   The eight of them stole through the smog. They tried their level best to go as fast as they could without tripping or bumping into something in the low visibility.

   Absently, Halverson wondered if the night-vision goggles strapped around his neck would enable him to spot the creatures at a distance in the smog. He doubted it. In any case, he could not spare the time to try the goggles out.

   Even thermal vision goggles would be of no help in this situation, he decided. For them to work there needed to be a source of heat for them to locate. Those ghouls were already dead. He doubted anything dead could generate heat.

   Halverson could make out the terminal up ahead. Rogers was at the plate-glass door waiting for him and the others.

   Rogers opened the door. What was left of their original outfit entered the ground floor of the terminal.

   Rogers locked the door behind them. “They should have locked this after we left earlier.”

   “Then how would we have got back in?” asked Tom, bringing up the rear.

   “They should have posted a guard at the door. That’s what we’ll do, once we get back to the main group. We got to secure this terminal while we decide what to do next.”

   Rogers led the way back to the baggage carousel concourse.

   As they were leaving, a sixtysomething male ghoul wearing a New York Yankees navy blue baseball cap bumped into the plate-glass door. Frustrated that it could not pass beyond the door, it began slamming its hands against the glass. It wasn’t long before more ghouls joined him. Grimacing and baring their teeth, they assaulted the door pounding on it with their open hands.

   “Is that glass gonna hold them?” asked Tom, a worried expression creasing his face.

   “It should,” answered Rogers. “That glass is thick.”

   “Their nervous systems must be messed up,” said Ray, observing the clumsy ghouls pounding on the door. “Look how they move.”

   “They look spastic. They don’t seem to have much control of their limbs.”

   “I don’t think that glass is gonna hold,” said Tom, enthralled by the ghouls.

   “It depends on how many of them are out there,” said Halverson. “If there are a lot of them, they could break down the door by sheer weight of numbers.”

   Rogers scanned the surrounding area. “I don’t see anything around here we can use to brace the door.”

   “What about luggage from the baggage carousel inside?” suggested Tom.

   Rogers shrugged. “Better than nothing.”

   “Once they get through that door, nothing’ll hold them back,” said Halverson.

   “Anything that’ll slow them down will help us. Let’s get back to the others.”

   The eight of them strode down the wide corridor to the baggage carousels, which were at the end of the corridor and to their left.

   “I’m not feeling so good,” said Albert. He clutched his wounded arm.

   Indeed, from where Halverson stood, Albert’s face appeared a pale, sickly shade of green.

   “We’ll get some first aid for that wound,” said Rogers. 

   “I need to sit down,” said Albert.

   “You can sit down on the baggage carousel.”

   Gary was standing at the carousels ready to greet the group.

   When he spotted Rogers he said, “The prodigal son returns.”

   A look of disgust washed over Rogers’s rough-hewn face. He said nothing.

   Gary watched the eight of them approach. He looked over their heads, waiting for the rest of them to round the corner. He waited in vain.

   “Do I dare ask what happened?” he asked Rogers, his voice edged with misgivings.

   






   

   CHAPTER NINE

   

   “This place is surrounded by some kind of flesh-eating ghouls,” said Rogers.

   No sooner were the words out of his mouth than they were met with an incredulous stare from Gary. “What? What are you talking about?”

   “I need to rest,” said Albert.

   He sidled toward the nearest baggage carousel. He sat down on it then lay back on its canted aluminum surface.

   “There are hundreds, maybe thousands of them out there,” Tom told Gary. “They’re hiding in the smog on the airstrip.”

   “And they’re trying to break into the terminal this very minute,” said Halverson.

   “We don’t have any time to waste,” said Rogers. “Right now we need men to carry luggage to the door and blockade it while we figure out our next move.”

   “The bigger the better,” said Ray. “Little bags won’t stop those things.”

   Ray, Foster, Tom, and some of the other men grabbed suitcases from the baggage carousel and lugged them to the terminal door.

   “I don’t see how we can stay here,” Halverson told Rogers.

   “I don’t either,” agreed Rogers. “It’s impossible to secure this area. It’s too big. There are too many entrances where those things can enter. We got to find some place smaller that we can secure and defend.”

   “Why don’t we just get the hell out of here and drive to somewhere safe?” said Gary.

   “We do need transportation,” conceded Halverson.

   “First thing we need is food, shelter, and guns,” said Rogers.

   “You have a bunker mentality,” said Gary.

   “What are you trying to say?”

   “You sound like we’re under siege.”

   Rogers stared at Gary. “Until we know what’s going on here, we have to act like we are. This airport is swarming with those creatures.”

   “Then let’s pile into some cars and scram.”

   “What cars? Where do you see cars?”

   “There must be some out in the parking lots. We just can’t see them because of the smog.”

   “We’ll check after we’ve secured the terminal. We have to make sure we have a safe haven before we do anything else.”

   “We can’t go out through the sliding doors to the parking garages anyway,” said Halverson.

   “Why not?” asked Gary, turning toward the sliding plate-glass doors that led to ground transportation according to the sign posted above them.

   “The power’s out. They won’t work.”

   “We pry them open.”

   “If we pry them open, how are we gonna shut them to keep those creatures out?”

   Gary cast around the sidewalk and the street that skirted the frontage of the terminal. “I don’t see any creatures out there.”

   “They may not be there now, but they could show up any second.”

   “How do you know so much about everything?”

   Gary’s contentious personality was starting to grate on Halverson’s nerves.

   “I’m helping out with the luggage,” was all Halverson said.

   Halverson angled for the baggage carousel and glommed onto a heavy olive green suitcase. He hauled the luggage to the plate-glass door from which he and the others had just entered.

   Rogers followed suit.

   Approaching the door Halverson noted that the luggage piled in front of it rose five-odd feet into the air. He could see the ghouls outside scratching, slapping, and punching the door trying to get in. Their numbers had increased at least tenfold. The creatures were staggering and climbing all over themselves in their frenetic attempts to get through the locked door. Their putrescent faces grimaced in frustration.

   Halverson lifted his suitcase onto the top of the heap. 

   “This stack ain’t gonna hold them if they manage to break through that glass,” said Ray, watching the ghouls congregating in front of the door.

   “We’re only trying to buy time,” said Halverson. 

   “Hey, look what I found,” said Tom.

   He pulled a twenty-inch portable TV out of the suitcase he had set on the floor.

   






   

   CHAPTER TEN

   

   “What good is it?” said Ray, gazing at the TV set. “There’s no power.”

   “If only we could find out what happened here at LAX,” said Rogers. “We need to know what’s going on outside so we know what we’re dealing with.”

   “There’s no cord on this TV,” said Tom. “It must be battery powered.”

   “Don’t waste your time with that thing,” said Ray. “The cord’s probably in the suitcase somewhere.”

   Tom set the TV down on the linoleum floor. He looked around for the on/off button. He pressed it. The TV’s LCD screen crackled to life.

   “No way,” said Ray.

   All Tom got was static.

   “Pull out the rabbit ears,” said Halverson.

   Tom located them and did so. All he got was static.

   “Turn the channel,” said Foster.

   Tom turned the dial. More static filled the screen.

   “Aren’t any of the network stations broadcasting?” asked Ray, puzzled.

   Tom kept turning the channels.

   At last he found a picture. Ray and Foster cheered.

   It was pretty decent reception, considering it was a battery-powered TV equipped with rabbit ears, decided Halverson. Except the picture scrambled and cut out every once in a while.

   “Now we’re talking,” said Tom.

   A handsome newscaster with perfectly coiffed dirty blond hair was sitting behind a desk speaking as he read papers on his desk. Words in white text were crawling along the bottom of the TV screen. Halverson found them difficult to read because the TV image kept flickering out.

   “There is no cause for panic,” said the newscaster. “Outbreaks of plague have been reported in greater Los Angeles. We’re getting numerous reports of Angelenos becoming infected with plague. These plague victims are to be avoided at all costs. Infected victims are highly, I repeat highly, contagious. According to many reports, victims are displaying rabieslike symptoms. They are viciously attacking everyone in sight, trying to eat them.” The newscaster stared at the camera, incredulous. “That’s what it says here. Plague victims are trying to eat living, healthy people. The victims don’t eat each other. They only eat the living. Not to worry. Everything is under control. Authorities are dealing with the problem on the spot. They assure us they will have the plague victims quarantined within a few hours. There is no cause for alarm.”

   “No cause for alarm,” Ray scoffed. “Has he seen all those things out there?”

   He gestured at the ghouls massing around the terminal’s door.

   “Talking heads,” said Foster. “What do they know?”

   “We are getting reports of a multitude of fires burning out of control all over LA,” the newscaster went on.

   “That explains all the smog,” said Rogers.

   “He just said everything is under control and now he says the fires are out of control,” said Tom. “Make up your mind,” he told the announcer.

   “There are reports of numerous traffic delays,” said the newscaster. “Please drive carefully.”

   “These outbreaks must have started while we were en route to LA,” said Halverson.

   Rogers nodded. “I didn’t hear anything about this when we left DC.”

   “If at all possible, stay indoors,” said the newscaster. “Keep your doors locked. Do not open your doors for people you don’t know. Authorities are in the process of setting up an emergency shelter for people who have lost their homes to the fire.” The newscaster clutched the earbud in his ear. Listening, he screwed up his face. “We’re getting more reports of fires breaking out all over Los Angeles.” He listened intently to his earbud. “They’re saying . . . they’re saying now”—he shook his head in disbelief—“. . . they’re saying when you see one of these infected victims, shoot to kill. Not only are these victims contagious, they will stop at nothing to attack and devour everyone they see.”

   “They got that right,” said Foster. “The only good one of those things is a dead one.”

   The newscaster was still pressing the earbud to his ear. “According to authorities, these plague victims are actually dead. They can move, but they are dead. They are the living dead. I know this sounds fantastic. I’m having trouble believing it myself . . . Somehow these plague victims are actually dead and their brains have become reanimated. Their brains are telling these victims to do one thing—to eat living human beings.”

   “Eat this,” said Foster.

   “There is no need to panic.”

   “There he goes again. Who’s he trying to kid?”

   “These reanimated corpses have difficulty moving. They are very slow and ungainly. Authorities are in control. They are tracking down the creatures easily and destroying them. The only problem is the creatures are multiplying at lightning speed.”

   “Don’t panic, though,” mocked Foster. “Everything’s under control.”

   “And I’m the king of Peru,” said Tom.

   “Thousands of people are without power,” went on the newscaster. “Authorities are now saying it is best to evacuate if you live in Los Angeles proper due to widespread fire and power outages. We are getting reports of roving bands of looters in downtown LA.”

   “This is getting better by the minute.”

   “The most important thing at this point is not to panic as you evacuate.”

   “I wish I could understand what this guy’s saying,” said Foster. He scratched his bald head. “One minute he says lock yourself in your house, the next he says evacuate.”

   “He’s a talking head,” said Tom. “In other words, he has no idea what he’s talking about.”

   There was a loud bang at the plate-glass door. Halverson whirled around to locate the source of the commotion. He shrugged his MP7 off his shoulder. He drew a bead with the MP7’s muzzle on the door.

   A twentyish man sporting two days’ growth of brown stubble on his face and wearing baggy tan trousers and a red gimme cap was lifting a fluorescent orange plastic pylon that he had found somewhere on the tarmac and smashing it into the door. Snarling with his broken teeth, he hammered the pylon against the door.

   “Can these things think?” asked Halverson.

   He lowered his submachine gun. If he shot through the door at the creature, it would weaken the integrity of the plate glass.

   “It figured out how to use a pylon for a club,” said Tom.

   “I don’t think we can categorize that as thinking,” said Rogers. “If that thing can think, it should know better than to use a soft plastic cone to break glass.”

   “I’m not so sure.”

   Tom withdrew his iPhone from his trouser pocket. He trained the lens of the iPhone’s video recorder on the ghoul to film the ghoul’s rampage.

   “Smile for the camera,” Tom told the ghoul.

   “Look at its ugly mug,” said Foster. “How can a thing that looks that repulsive think?”

   “I don’t know. Gary seems to think OK.”

   Foster laughed from deep inside his chest.

   “Don’t panic,” the newscaster went on. “Help will be arriving soon in your neighborhood. Wait a minute. We’re getting a live feed direct from Washington, DC. President Cole will be addressing us from the Situation Room.”

   An image of the president sitting at a desk in his Situation Room appeared on the TV screen. The president was pushing sixty. Before he had become president his close-cropped hair was black. It was now mostly grey, shot with black. He had a large face with broad features that dominated the TV screen. He exuded a folksy charm that belied his Yale education.

   Cole’s down-home persona and his joyous zeal for campaigning had probably won him the presidency, decided Halverson.

   Halverson knew that the Situation Room generally regarded by the public as a single conference room in the West Wing was actually a warren of small rooms. The “Sit Room,” as Washington insiders called it, was ordered built under Kennedy by his national security advisor McGeorge Bundy.

   Bundy had a team of navy sailors convert a ramshackle bowling alley under the West Wing into a top-drawer command center for Kennedy in 1961. The room was renovated many times after its original construction.

   The conference room in which the president now sat in the televised image contained six flat-screen high-definition TVs lining its walls. Offscreen, Halverson knew, soundproof glass phone booths were situated strategically within the room. He also knew that was just the tip of the iceberg when it came to all the latest sophisticated communication devices housed in the room.

   “Good afternoon, fellow Americans,” said the president. “We are receiving numerous reports of outbreaks of plague all across the country. We are monitoring the situation closely. Do not worry. We are stopping the plague dead in its tracks.”

   “Not here in LA,” said Tom, putting away his iPhone.

   “Shhhh,” said Rogers.

   “It is important that in these trying times we don’t panic. That is the worst thing we can do. President Roosevelt’s famous first inaugural address comes to mind. Remember what he said and we will weather this storm of adversity. ‘The only thing we have to fear is fear itself.’”

   Before Cole could complete Roosevelt’s quote, two stone-faced secret service men wearing black suits and sunglasses burst into the Situation Room. Earbuds with flesh-colored wires corkscrewed down their necks and under the collars of their jackets. An Uzi submachine gun in one hand, each agent grabbed an arm of the startled president with the other and hustled him off the set.

   Halverson and the rest of the group stood dumfounded in front of the TV.

   Thirty seconds later, the TV screen faded to black.

   “What was that all about?” demanded Tom.

   “Are those creatures in Washington now too?” said Foster.

   “We’re up in the air for less than six hours and all hell’s broken loose all over the country by the time we land,” said Ray, bemused.

   “That can’t be it,” said Tom. “It must be something else in Washington. Probably some kind of terrorist threat that has nothing to do with our situation here.”

   “I hope you’re right.”

   “I’ve heard enough,” said Rogers. “We’re on our own.”

   He strode toward the baggage carousels.

   Halverson took after him.

   






   

   CHAPTER ELEVEN

   

   “We need to find a safe place to hole up in,” Rogers announced to the clutch of passengers standing near the baggage carousels.

   Somebody screamed near the carousels. On account of the crowd, Halverson could not make out who it was. Passengers craned their necks around in fear, trying to ascertain what was happening.

   Halverson ran toward the sound, MP7 in hand. A brunette broke out of the serried ranks of the crowd, screaming.

   “He tried to bite me!” she wailed.

   Halverson shoved his way into the mass of people.

   Once he arrived at the nearest carousel he realized what had happened. Albert had died from his ghoul-induced wound at the air traffic control tower and was now morphing into a revenant. Albert swiped clumsily at Halverson’s MP7.

   Halverson swung the submachine gun’s muzzle in a tight arc at Albert and let the creature have it with a full burst. Halverson had made sure he had targeted Albert’s head. As a result, fragments of milk white skull with gobs of brains attached blew out the back of Albert’s head and clumped onto the canted aluminum wheel of the carousel.

   “OK, people,” said Rogers. “Settle down. These creatures are dangerous. The only way to deal with them is to kill them, as you just saw.”

   Distraught looks on their faces, the passengers milled about nervously.

   “We need to organize ourselves and find some kind of a stronghold to stay in,” Rogers went on.

   He patted the air around him with his open hands, palms down, gesticulating for everyone to chill out.

   “Who put you in charge?” asked a man in his midforties of average height who was standing near the front of the mob.

   A cornucopia of thick white hair sprouted from the man’s large, boulderlike head. On either side of his Roman nose he had a deep-set large dark blue eye which turned black at times due to the prevalence of flecks of brown in his irises. Perched on his squat neck, his head seemed to sit flat on his chronically hunched shoulders. A black pin-striped Giorgio Armani suit fit him to a T.

   At first blush Halverson didn’t like the looks of him. There was something about the man’s dark eyes that suggested sleaze.

   “We need to organize,” answered Rogers.

    “Why should you be our leader?” asked the man. “What kind of leadership experience do you have?”

   “Here, here!” said Gary.

   “I was a colonel in the air force,” said Rogers.

   “And you nearly killed all of us because you stupidly decided to land here right in the middle of this mess,” said the man.

   Rogers stalked over to the man. It looked to Halverson like Rogers was on the verge of taking a swing at the guy.

   “And who are you?” asked Rogers. “What is your experience?”

   “I’m Peter Lemans, the president of World Perfect Bank,” answered Lemans, not backing down from Rogers who was in his face.

   His granitelike face set, Lemans took a step forward and bumped into Rogers with his stomach.

   That was enough to set Rogers off, Halverson could see. Rogers gave Lemans a rough shove that sent Lemans stumbling back on his heels.

   Angrily, Lemans regained his balance. “So this is how you rule? By force? You tin-pot fascist! You don’t belong here in America. In case you haven’t heard, this country is still a democracy.”

   “That’s debatable,” said Halverson under his breath, recalling the news he had just heard on TV and what had happened to the president in the Situation Room.

   “This is a struggle for survival,” said Rogers, “and it’s a military struggle because those things out there would like nothing better than to sink their teeth into us and eat us for dinner.”

   “I’ve got enough money to buy your plane,” said Lemans, the cords in his stubby neck tensing. “Hell, I’ve got enough money to buy you. How dare you come over here and push me around!”

   “I don’t care how much money you have. Do you think those things out there care about your money? Why don’t you write a bunch of checks out to them and tell them to go away? See where it gets you.”

   “That’s not the point. The point is I’m a born leader. That’s why I’m the president of a bank, while you’re just a flyboy on a commercial jet. Born leaders rise to the top like cream. There’s nothing anyone can do about it. It’s a force of nature. That’s me.”

   “That’s funny. From where I’m standing I don’t see you rising anywhere. You’ve got the biggest head I’ve ever seen, but other than that—” Rogers shook his head.

   Reverend Jim raised his hand in the back of the group.

   Rogers broke off his staring contest with Lemans and nodded at Reverend Jim.

   “What’s up, Reverend Jim?” asked Rogers.

   “We need to make peace with those people outside,” said Reverend Jim.

   “They’re not people,” said Halverson.

   He felt a stitch in his side. He figured that meant he was hungry. After all, they had not eaten for the better part of six hours.

   “We need to blow those creatures away so they can rest in peace,” said Rogers.

   “We are all God’s children,” said Reverend Jim. “We need to coexist with the people outside. If you sow the wind, you will reap the whirlwind. Just because they have the plague doesn’t give us the right to cast them out of the society of man and destroy them. We are sinners, so God smote us down with the plague. We must repent and learn to live with the victims of the plague. In God’s eyes we are no better than they.”

   Lemans ignored him. “We need to get out of the airport. Those creatures outside have wiped out over half of us already. We landed with more than two hundred passengers. Now we’re down to less than a hundred the way I see it,” Lemans said, surveying the crowd.

   A smattering of applause rippled through the audience. A statuesque blonde in a tight black strapless dress strutted over to Lemans. She looked like the original ice queen to Halverson with her high angular cheekbones and hoity-toity visage. Molten lava would turn into rock on that face.

   “I’m with him,” she said. She grabbed his arm and snuggled against him.

   “We are all sinners in the eyes of the Lord,” said Reverend Jim. “The wages of sin is great. Who among you can say you are without sin? The Lord has rained plague down upon us to punish us for our transgressions. Even though our brothers have plague, they are still our brothers and we cannot cast them out.”

   Silence hung in the air.

   “I say we kill those things and send them back to where they came from before they kill us,” said Rogers.

   “Let’s get out of here and let the authorities deal with these creatures,” said Lemans. “It’s the job of the police to protect us. We’re not a bunch of gunslingers.”

   “Now you’re talking,” said Gary. 

   “We can’t count on the authorities,” said Rogers. “This whole city is on fire and infested with plague. The police are stretched to their limits. They have too much to do. We have to fend for ourselves. We need to find a safe place that we can secure.”

   “What about the national guard and FEMA?” said Lemans. “And the CDC,” he added. “It’s their job to handle these federal emergencies and help us.”

   “I’m telling you the city is in chaos. The authorities don’t even know we’re here at the airport so how can they know we need their help? We’re on our own.”

   “I could eat a horse,” said Gary. “Let’s get something to eat before we do anything else. There’s not a whole lot we can do without food in our bellies.”

   Many in the crowd applauded.

   “Let’s go,” said Lemans. “There must be restaurants somewhere around here.”

   He made tracks for the interior of the building. Gary and many of the other passengers followed him.

   “Be careful where you go,” Rogers warned them. “There are plenty of doors in this building where those creatures can enter.”

   “Be sure you’ve got guns,” Halverson told them.

   Several of the departing passengers waved weapons at him as they marched off.

   “Fools,” said Rogers.

   






   

   CHAPTER TWELVE

   

   About half of the crowd stayed behind at the baggage carousel opting to ally themselves with Rogers.

   “We’ve got to eat sooner or later,” Tom told Rogers.

   “I only hope we don’t end up being eaten ourselves before we find somewhere to eat,” said Rogers. “There could be ghouls in this building. We haven’t had a chance to inspect it.”

   “All of those people need to be armed,” Halverson said, watching the crowd leave.

   “They don’t seem to realize the danger we’re in,” said Tom.

   “That reminds me,” said Rogers. “We need to get more ammo.” He made for the Homeland Security armory.

   “I wish this was a schlock movie we were making.”

   “But it’s not,” said Halverson. “It’s really happening.”

   “Then I wish it was happening to someone else. Do we have any chance at all of getting out of this mess?”

   “I’ll give up when I’m dead.”

   Halverson followed Rogers to the armory, Tom, Ray, Foster, and Rosie in tow.

   Halverson met Rogers inside. Rogers pulled down a leather bandolier full of magazines for his MP7.

   Halverson found ammo clips for his MP7 and stuffed them into the empty slots in his bandolier. He managed to scrounge up another bandolier of clips to drape over his shoulder. What with the NVGs hanging around his neck and the bandoliers slung over his shoulders he was getting pretty loaded down.

   “I’ve been thinking about where we can hole up,” said Rogers. “I think I’ve come up with an answer.”

   “We still need to eat,” said Halverson.

   “This idea of mine will kill two birds with one stone.”

   “I’m all for it,” said Tom, “if it includes food.”

   “It’s nearby so we won’t expose ourselves to the ghouls for too long while we get over there.”

   “And it’s got food?”

   “Yep. Actually, it’s a restaurant. It’s the Encounter Restaurant.”

   “Oh yeah,” said Halverson. “The one that looks like a spaceship with four big spider legs.”

   Rogers nodded. “Once we get in there, we’ll gain a tactical advantage. We’ll have the high ground. We can see all around us and spot any ghouls that try to attack.”

   “If the smog ever clears,” said Tom

   “It’s also got a latticelike wall around it about ten feet high surrounding it.”

   “A lattice doesn’t sound like much protection,” said Halverson.

   “It’s shaped like a lattice, but it’s thicker. It’s not great but it’ll slow them down. If they had any coordination they could easily crawl over it.”

   “Sounds like the only game in town,” said Ray with a shrug.

   “Besides being high, the restaurant is circular and its exterior wall is in reality one big window so we’ll be able to survey the area all around us with no blind spots.”

   “Enough said,” said Halverson. “Let’s do it.”

   He picked up on a crate of grenades on the floor under the first shelf. He reached into the crate. He pulled out a grenade. He clipped it to his belt. He proceeded to load his belt with more grenades.

   “These might come in handy,” he said.

   “What about Lemans and those guys?” said Tom.

   “I’ll tell them my plan,” said Rogers. “If they want in, they’re welcome to join us. If they don’t, the hell with them.”

   “Do those guys know you need to shoot the ghouls in the head to kill them?” asked Halverson.

   “I doubt it,” said Tom. “None of them were with us at the control tower.”

   “How do you know so much about these ghouls?” Rogers asked Halverson.

   Halverson used his cover story. “I’m a reporter. We’ve been following this plague ever since it first broke out in China.”

   “We?”

   Halverson could not tell Rogers he worked for the CIA.

   “The media,” Halverson explained.

   Rogers didn’t look satisfied with Halverson’s answer, but he let it go. “Let’s see if we can track down that fool Lemans.”

   “I thought you said we could eat first,” said Tom.

   “We better get Lemans. There could be ghouls in the rest of the airport ready to ambush him and the others.”

   Rogers headed out of the armory.

   Halverson followed soon after. He thought about his brother lying in a hospital at UCLA. He wanted to contact him. He wondered if the pay phones worked. All he had to do was find one. That would have been easy not long ago. They used to be all over airports. Nowadays, pay phones should be on an endangered species list.

   He cast around the baggage claim area without luck. He saw Rogers up ahead and made tracks in Rogers’s direction, still scouting the area for a pay phone. At last Halverson clapped eyes on one in a nook near a black door that said Employees Only.

   He darted over to the phone. He wanted to make it quick so he would not lose sight of Rogers up ahead.

   Halverson lifted the black plastic handset. He put it to his ear. No dial tone. The receiver to his ear, he pulled down on the handset’s metal cradle on the phone several times. Still silence. It wasn’t looking good, he decided. In any case, he fished quarters out of his trouser pocket. He slotted a quarter. Still no dial tone. He put in a dollar’s worth of quarters and punched out 4-1-1 for information to find out the UCLA hospital’s phone number.

   He slammed the handset down in its cradle so hard it bounced out and dangled from its metal wire, swinging back and forth like a pendulum.

   “What’s up?” called out Tom, watching him from the concourse.

   “Nothing. The landlines don’t work either.”

   Halverson hurried over to Tom, which wasn’t easy with all the hardware dangling from Halverson’s neck and shoulders.

   “The telephone poles must’ve burned down in the fires,” said Tom.

   Halverson and Tom strode after Rogers and the rest of the group.

   “Does it get any worse than this?” Tom went on.

   “We’ll find out.”

   Halverson wondered where Lemans and his acolytes had gotten to. There was no sign of them nearby.

   A shot rang out up ahead.

   Halverson and Tom broke into a run.

   






   

   CHAPTER THIRTEEN

   

   A commotion seemed to be emanating from one of the nearby terminals at the airport, Halverson decided. As yet he could not discern any disturbance.

   He heard another shot. And another.

   Halverson found himself sprinting with Tom toward Terminal Six on his left. They broke away from the main concourse, ran up a flight of steps, past the airport security checkpoints, and into a corridor leading to the terminal. They passed bookshops, gift shops, and cafés that flanked them on either side.

   He caught sight of Rogers and his party jogging toward the terminal’s gates.

   A scene of ghastly carnage unfolded in front of Halverson as he ran up to Rogers’s side.

   Dead, mutilated bodies sprawled in unnatural positions on the vinyl and metal chairs that clustered in front of the first gate that Halverson encountered on his right. Rivers of blood streaked the chairs and floors.

   Somehow, Halverson decided, the ghouls had gained access to this terminal from the airstrip.

   “How did the ghouls get in here?” he asked, taking in the shambles before him.

   “Maybe they commandeered a Jetway and climbed it into one of the gates,” said Rogers.

   “They could have come in from the road in front of the airport for all we know,” said Ray, his Sig Sauer P226 in his hand.

   Farther into the terminal, ghouls were swarming over Lemans and his party. Gunshots rent the air.

   Halverson wanted to help him, but it would have to wait. Scores of zombies were immediately ahead of Halverson feeding on their victims, tearing arms out of their sockets and feasting on the flesh like they were eating drumsticks.

   One fat black ghoul still wearing a plastic yellow hard hat was trying to gorge itself on a Chinese woman’s stomach. The woman was splayed out on a chair, her stomach already torn open to reveal her intestines. The hard hat’s rim kept getting in the ghoul’s way as the ghoul moved its mouth toward the woman and tried to chew on her intestines. Frustrated, the ghoul could not understand why it could not bite the gleaming, coiled entrails.

   Halverson could not get a clean shot at the fat ghoul’s head thanks to the hard hat. Nevertheless, Halverson fired a burst into the hat. Bullets riddled the plastic, penetrating it with their armor-piercing capability. The hat flew off the ghoul’s large head, landed on its curved top on the floor with a clatter, and, twirling, skidded along for what seemed like ten seconds, before coming to a halt.

   Hatless, the ghoul could now reach the Chinese woman’s intestines that nestled in her stomach before him. Its close-cropped head was bleeding, but apparently none of the deflected rounds had penetrated its brain, decided Halverson. The ghoul tucked into the fresh, hot bowels with relish biting into the topmost intestine with feverish abandon.

   Halverson emptied another burst into the crown of the ghoul’s head. The ghoul fell dead, its face buried in the woman’s blood-soaked, gaping stomach wound, a segment of steaming gut clenched in its cold, dead teeth.

   Halverson and Rogers mowed down ghouls right and left with their smoking MP7s. Halverson was eager to dispatch these creatures so he could aid Lemans and his ill-fated band that were being besieged up ahead by another horde of ungainly, ravenous creatures.

   To Halverson it looked like a good half of Lemans’s followers had been wiped out already by the ghouls.

   “Is this madness really happening?” asked Tom, his voice breaking up.

   Halverson said nothing. He ejected a spent clip from his MP7. He reloaded.

   “We need to save the idiot Lemans,” said Rogers.

   “Why?” said Tom.

   Rogers gave Tom a look. It didn’t last long.

   Rogers had to blow away an eight-year-old ghoul in fluorescent lime short pants that was climbing over a chair back trying to get at him. The creature screwed up its moth-eaten child’s face and clawed the air. When Rogers’s rounds hit home, the ghoul somersaulted backward off the chair. The creature’s bullet-shattered head crumped against the floor.

   “We can’t waste any more time here,” said Rogers. “We have to get over to Lemans’s group and get them out of here. There could be more of those things behind us. We can’t secure this area. We have to get out.”

   “This place is an ambush waiting to happen,” said Halverson. He glanced over his shoulder to make sure the coast was clear. “We still have a way out.”

   Rogers advanced on the zombies that were converging on Lemans and his band.

   Halverson followed. He made out Reverend Jim. The reverend looked awestruck at the mayhem encompassing him. A slender brunette in her twenties was standing in a pink A-line miniskirt beside him.

   “Who’s that woman beside Reverend Jim?” asked Halverson.

   “That’s his daughter Tanya,” said Tom.

   “How do you know?”

   “She’s about the only one I noticed on the plane.” Tom winked salaciously at Halverson.

   A crippled ghoul with long ginger curly hair was crawling on its belly on the floor and dragging its lame legs toward Rogers with one hand. Its other hand was groping forward toward Rogers. Rogers promptly shot the wretched creature in its snarling face.

   Lemans and his group were clustered in front of a Starbuck’s restaurant, fending off the ghouls. The restaurant was trashed. Tables and chairs were overturned. Danish, pastries, and rolls had been knocked off the counter onto the floor.

   Lemans had managed to find food, decided Halverson, for all the good it had done him. Now he was surrounded by ghouls who wanted to make a meal of him.

   Gary was shoveling an entire croissant into his mouth at the Starbuck’s counter. Lemans was standing beside him, examining a cinnamon bun. Driven by hunger, the two men seemed oblivious to the danger surrounding them. Either that or they foolishly thought they were untouchable, decided Halverson.

   Halverson watched a redheaded ghoul in its late twenties stagger toward Lemans and Gary. Paying no heed to the female ghoul behind him, Gary shoved another croissant into his mouth.

   Lemans, however, picked up on the approaching ghoul. Halverson could not believe what Lemans did next. Halverson thought his eyes must be deceiving him.

   Gary was stuffing another croissant into his mouth. He wolfed the pastry down, smacking his blubbery lips.

   Lemans shoved Gary in front of him toward the ghoul that was stumbling toward the both of them. It was no mean feat. Gary must have weighed at least three hundred pounds, decided Halverson.

   The ghoul shambled toward Gary, its gaping mouth dripping fresh blood. The creature’s gnarled face sneered at him.

   Thanks to Lemans’s push, Gary dropped another croissant that he was guiding to his mouth. Outraged at Lemans’s actions, Gary glowered at Lemans. Gary had no idea that the zombie was closing in on him from behind, Halverson could see.

   Worried that the zombie might still get him, Lemans shoved Gary again at the creature. On account of his immense girth, Gary didn’t give up much ground, but he did take a few steps backward toward the attacking zombie.

   Oblivious to the creature behind him, Gary bugged out his eyes at Lemans.

   “What the fuck are you doing!” cried Gary.

   “Doesn’t that idiot realize he’s in danger?” Halverson asked Rogers.

   Rogers raised his MP7 to his shoulder to take a shot at the redheaded ghoul. He lowered his weapon, shaking his head. “I can’t get a clear shot.”

   “Gary!” Halverson hollered.

   The creature was all but upon Gary. Gary was looking the other way and staring daggers at Lemans.

   Lemans dashed away from Gary.

   “What the hell?” said Gary, watching Lemans.

   The creature seized the unsuspecting Gary’s arm, raised it to her mouth, and bit a chunk out of Gary’s jacket sleeve and forearm.

   Gary screamed. He had no idea what was happening.

   The creature yanked Gary’s arm out of his socket. Blood jetted out of Gary’s shoulder, spraying the creature’s grimacing face. The creature lapped up the blood and savored it with a moan of what must have been pleasure, decided Halverson.

   Gary passed out from the sudden loss of blood. His bulky body fell back against the counter then slid down the counter’s mahogany side to the floor.

   The redheaded ghoul pounced on his throat and ripped it out with her broken, jagged teeth. Blood fountained from Gary’s throat and drenched the ghoul’s head.

   Meanwhile, Lemans had got ahold of a gun, Halverson could see.

   Acting like a hero, Lemans advanced on the ghoul. Lemans strutted up to it and blasted its head with his pistol.

   Even in death, the creature refused to release the bloody clump of Gary’s throat that dangled from its mouth.

   “A day late and a dollar short,” muttered Rogers.

   Halverson’s judgment wasn’t so generous. “That son of a bitch Lemans.”

   “Yeah. Whatever you do, don’t turn your back on that guy.”

   “We ought to whack him, for all the good he’s doing us,” Halverson said under his breath.

   Rogers sniggered at the thought. “We got other problems to deal with at the moment.”

   “No kidding.”

   Halverson watched the nightmare playing out in front of them.

   Ten feet away from Lemans, Reverend Jim was addressing the ghouls, it seemed to Halverson. Jim’s daughter Tanya was trying to pull him away from the creatures, to no avail.

   “Repent, sinners!” Reverend Jim told the ghouls advancing on him and Lemans.

   Lemans commenced firing his pistol at the creatures. “Stand back,” he told Reverend Jim.

   A Bible in his hand, Reverend Jim kept preaching to the zombies. “The Lord is smiting us with the plague because of our sins. We must repent. Jesus gave His life for us because of our sins. He carried His cross for us that we might be saved by the Lord. But we continue to sin! And the Lord is not happy.”

   “Keep away from those things, Daddy!” cried Tanya.

   Reverend Jim’s blue eyes glowed with zeal as he continued to preach to the advancing zombies. “We are one. We are of the same flesh and blood. We are all the children of the Lord! Let’s live in peace together. We mean you no harm. Let it not be that Jesus died in vain for us. He bled and suffered on the cross for all of us.”

   Reverend Jim raised his Bible in front of him and shook it in the air above his head.

   “Reverend,” Rogers called out, “there’s times to pray and times to fight. This time we fight! Those things could care less what you’re saying. Watch out!”

   Reverend Jim refused to retreat. He stood his ground and clutched his Bible to his chest.

   “I preach the word of God,” he intoned. “Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil—”

   A swarthy ghoul in an airport security guard’s uniform lurched toward Reverend Jim. The ghoul had a bullet head, stood about five six, and wore round wire-rimmed spectacles. Jim held his ground, his eyes luminous with the fervor of his religious zeal. The creature grabbed Reverend Jim in a bear hug and buried its broken yellow teeth into Jim’s neck.

   Tanya shrieked. Her hands shot up to her face and cradled it.

   Blood from the jugular vein in Reverend Jim’s neck jetted five feet in the air. He screamed. The ghoul’s teeth ripped out a chunk of ragged, bloody flesh from Reverend Jim’s throat. More blood gushed out of his throat. Moaning with pleasure, the ghoul munched on its prize clump of living flesh.

   Rogers cursed. Unable to get a clear shot at the ghoul because of its embrace on Reverend Jim, Rogers pelted toward them.

   Driven into a feeding frenzy by the sight of fresh, spurting blood, other zombies were massing and closing in, tightening their circle around the besieged passengers. If the zombies could have moved any faster, they would have, it was plain to see. They were overcome with bloodlust. Halverson dashed up to Rogers’s side and provided him with cover fire. Halverson blasted the creatures with his MP7 set on full auto.

   Careful not to touch the creature attacking Reverend Jim, Rogers stepped up behind it, put the muzzle of his MP7 to the creature’s temple, and squeezed off two single shots. The creature slid down the length of Reverend Jim’s body into a motionless heap at Jim’s feet.

   Reverend Jim’s knees buckled. Blood was gushing out of his throat.

   Rogers was in the motion of bending down to stanch Reverend Jim’s wound when Halverson snatched Rogers’s arm and hoisted him back.

   “He’ll bleed to death,” Rogers protested.

   “He’s infected,” said Halverson, firing his submachine gun at the approaching creatures. “He’s got the plague. We’ve got to get out of here. He’ll turn into one of them.”

   “How do you know? How can you be sure?”

   “Remember Albert at the baggage carousel? Once those things bite you, you’re infected.”

   “But what if he isn’t infected?”

   “We don’t have time to argue,” said Halverson, blasting a ghoul in a yellow dress that came close to taking a bite out of Rogers’s shoulder.

   “We can’t just leave him!” cried Tanya.

   Her eyes riveted on her father whose bloody body was sprawled on the floor, she broke down and cried.

   “He’s still alive,” she said.

   Tom ran up to her and tried to console her. “We can’t stay here any longer.”

   A knot of ghouls was stumbling toward them from the direction of the entrance to the Jetway past a desk used by flight personnel for assigning boarding passes.

   “Don’t look now,” said Halverson. “Here come reinforcements for their side.”

   






   

   CHAPTER FOURTEEN

   

   A twentysomething girl with shoulder-length dyed blonde hair with the dark roots showing for about two inches above her scalp came at Halverson. She had a tanned complexion with a prominent toucanlike nose that seemed to dominate her narrow face. She wore a crumpled grey linen skirt and a white button-down blouse. She looked to Halverson like an office clerk or a CPA.

   It was a close-in fight. Halverson knocked the ghoul’s clawing hand away from him with his MP7’s muzzle.

   The ghoul had a particularly ugly sneer on its narrow lips.

   A swath of bullets from Halverson’s MP7 scythed through the ghoul’s neck and decapitated the ghoul. The head landed on its nose and bounced three times before rolling to a halt on the carpet.

   The ghoul’s body collapsed. It landed in an awkward heap on another body sprawled beside its feet.

   The head meanwhile, Halverson could see, started trundling toward him. It brought up so that it now faced him. Its once-brown eyes that now had a milky film over them were now locked on his face. They blinked at him. The head opened its jaws. It looked like it was fixing to roll toward him.

   Disgusted, he unleashed another burst into the scowling face and obliterated the head’s brains.

   He was glad he had never known this woman when she was alive.

   Rogers still wanted to help Reverend Jim.

   “I can’t just leave Reverend Jim to those things,” Rogers told Halverson.

   “You can’t leave him,” echoed Tanya, trembling. “He’ll die if we leave him.”

   “That thing bit him,” said Halverson. “He has the plague now. He’s as good as dead.”

   “But what if you’re wrong?” said Rogers. “I can’t have that man’s death on my conscience.”

   “We’re all gonna be dead if we stay here any longer. There are too many of them. We’ve got to go.”

   “You can go if you want to, but I’m taking him with us.”

   Rogers withdrew a handkerchief from his rear trouser pocket. He offered the handkerchief to Reverend Jim, who was groaning on the floor.

   “Hold that to your neck to stanch the wound,” said Rogers.

   Feebly, Reverend Jim accepted the handkerchief. He pressed it to his shredded, bleeding neck.

   Rogers leaned over to lift him. 

   Halverson shook his head at what he believed to be Rogers’s gallant but foolhardy gesture. But Halverson wasn’t about to abandon Rogers. Halverson blew away another ghoul’s head. Against his better judgment, Halverson helped Rogers lift Reverend Jim to his feet.

   Rogers glanced at Halverson when he saw Halverson helping him. A trace of a smile flashed over Rogers’s face.

   Halverson and Rogers each lifted one of Reverend Jim’s arms and draped it over their necks then proceeded to haul Reverend Jim away.

   “Fall back!” Rogers hollered to the other passengers. “Fall back!” 

   Tom, Ray, and Rosie laid down cover fire for Halverson and Rogers as the latter two bore Reverend Jim out of the terminal and back toward the interior of the airport. Mildred came up with her shotgun to add firepower to Tom, Ray, and Rosie.

   “Shit,” said Halverson, looking ahead.

   “What?” said Rogers.

   “We’ve got company up ahead. They’re trapping us in a pincer’s movement.”

   “Deliberately? Can these things think?”

   “That would send a shiver down your spine.”

   Thirty feet in front of him, Halverson made out a Homeland Security officer in his uniform and a missionary woman in her late fifties who was clad in a white dress. In itself the sight of the two of them would have been fine, desirable even, except for one thing—they were the walking dead. Halverson only hoped there weren’t more of them where those two came from. He figured there were, but as yet he hadn’t spotted them.

   A white hat like a nurse’s perched on the missionary’s white hair. She was clutching a white waxed paper pail for donations to her charity. She looked like she was still trying to collect donations with her pail.

   She and the male, mustachioed Homeland Security officer were now cutting off Halverson and company’s escape route. The Homeland Security officer was packing an automatic in a leather holster that rested on his hip.

   “Do you think those things know how to use guns?” asked Rogers.

   “No,” said Halverson. “They’re all messed up. They’re uncoordinated. Even if they knew what a gun was for, they don’t have the manual dexterity to fire it.”

   “Let’s step on it, people,” Rogers told the other passengers.

   “The sooner we get past those two, the better.”

   The Homeland Security officer and the alms collector continued to hitch toward them. The officer had a broken leg, it looked like to Halverson. The way it was skewed suggested a compound fracture. Too, the officer was dragging it along behind him, not getting any purchase from it.

   Halverson fired a burst at the two ghouls. The weight of Reverend Jim on his neck and shoulder threw off his aim. The bullets slammed into the Homeland Security officer’s chest instead of its head. The force of their impact caused the ghoul to stumble back a step on its one good leg. Then the ghoul kept coming at Halverson.

   Halverson was tired of fighting these creatures. The adrenaline rush he had been attacking them on was wearing off. He had been wasting these things right and left and there still seemed to be an endless supply of them. Not only that, the vicinity reeked of death and putrescent flesh.

   In a fit of pique he blasted the Homeland Security ghoul’s head and finished the creature off. The creature toppled onto its bullet-riddled face on the floor.

   To his right and a few yards behind Halverson, Mildred leveled the barrels of her over-and-under shotgun on the alms collector then all but blew its head off with lead shot. The creature’s dead eyes rolled up into its head as its white hair flew back from its skull under the blast’s impact.

   Their escape route was clear—for the time being, decided Halverson.

   “Where to?” he asked Rogers.

   “We need to get over to the Encounter restaurant ASAP,” answered Rogers. “We can’t screw around in this place any longer.”

   “How do we get there?”

   “We have to through the parking garage to get to it. We’ll stay on this floor and cross the bridge to the garage.”

   “Why don’t we go to the bottom floor?”

   “I’ve got an idea.”

   “Lay on, Macduff.”

   “I’m sick of these things!” cried Tom, eying the horde of creatures that lurched and shambled after them.

   In frustration he fired his Sig Sauer pistol at the mob of creatures and kept firing it till he depleted another magazine.

   “Let’s keep going,” said Halverson. “That’s all we can do.”

   






   

   CHAPTER FIFTEEN

   

   Without encountering any more zombies on their escape route to slow them down, Halverson and the others were able to keep a safe distance between them and the ghouls that trailed them. Shoring up Reverend Jim between them, Halverson and Rogers reached the concrete bridge that connected the airport with the parking garage.

   “I wish I had a silencer,” said Halverson.

   “Why?” asked Rogers.

   “Those things seem to be attracted to noise. Whenever we start shooting, it seems to draw more of them out of the woodwork.”

   “What’s your point?”

   “Silencers might come in handy if we send out scouting parties.”

   “Well, we can’t silence a shotgun,” said Mildred, holding up her Mossberg.

   “Did you see any sound suppressors or silencers in the armory?” Rogers asked Halverson.

   “I wasn’t looking for them,” answered Halverson.

   “Would you know one if you saw one?”

   “Yeah.”

   “Mr. Gun Expert,” said Lemans, walking up to them. “How come you know so much about guns?”

   Halverson ignored Lemans. It was easy to do, decided Halverson. He didn’t like the guy in the first place.

   Rogers looked behind them. He saw that none of the creatures were in sight. He faced Halverson. “Want to check it out now?”

   “Yeah.”

   “You got five minutes. We’re gonna man this fire door to the stairs. As soon as those things come into sight, we’ll blast them. When you hear us shooting, get your ass back here.”

   Halverson made to back out from under Reverend Jim’s arm.

   “I’ll take him,” said Foster, coming up. “I liked his speech to the dumb ass zombies.”

   “Thanks,” said Halverson.

   Foster took the place of Halverson and Rogers holding up Reverend Jim.

   Lemans confronted Rogers. “What’s your plan?”

   Rogers glared at him. “We’re gonna lock the door behind us and keep those suckers off the bridge while we cross it to the parking lot.”

   “How?” Lemans scoffed. “You don’t have a key.”

   “You’ll see.” Scoping out his watch Rogers told Halverson, “You’ve got five minutes from now.”

   Halverson threw a cursory glance at his watch. He made a mental note of the time.

   MP7 at the ready, Halverson bolted down the stairwell. He emerged on the ground floor.

   He did a quick 180 surveillance of the area. Satisfied there were no creatures in sight, he belted toward the Homeland Security Office.

   As he entered it he picked up movement to his right. He wheeled around in that direction. He cursed. One of the ghouls was stumbling near the desk and roaming around the office. It picked its nose. It was a hulking black ghoul at least six foot five with a large, partially bald head. It was wearing an olive green towing company’s uniform that had the company name 2 EZ Tow stitched in red thread across the top of its breast pocket. As soon as the creature spotted Halverson it staggered toward him, its jaws agape.

   Halverson was about to fire a burst at it when he had second thoughts. The gunfire, he suspected, would attract more ghouls. He withdrew his Sig Sauer automatic from his waistband. He held the muzzle and started to club the creature’s skull with the butt. The creature had five inches on him and it was difficult for Halverson to land a telling blow from his lower height. The creature also had a thick skull, Halverson soon found out.

   The giant ghoul kept trying to bite Halverson’s hand as he clubbed the ghoul’s head. Halverson retreated. This wasn’t going to work, he decided. He needed another weapon. The creature lurched after him. Halverson scooted around to the back of the metal desk.

   Halverson scanned the room for a weapon. Not seeing any, he jerked open the desk’s top drawer. A steel letter opener the better part of a foot long caught his eye. Halverson snagged the letter opener.

   The towering creature lunged toward him. At that moment, Halverson pricked up his ears as he heard gunfire erupt on the top floor.

   Halverson thrust the letter opener into the giant ghoul’s misty brown left eye. He drove the letter opener’s blade deep into the creature’s brain. The creature reeled backward. It fell. Its back hit the floor with a loud thud.

   At the sound of the gunfire Halverson knew he had no time to spare. He sprang into the armory. He searched the barren shelves with his flitting eyes. He checked under the bottom shelves. He noticed a cardboard box wedged under the bottom shelf to his right.

   Gunfire erupted upstairs again, more insistent now as if urging him to hurry back to Rogers and the group.

   He read the words on the box: Brugger & Thomet. He almost jumped for joy. He knew this box contained what he was looking for. Brugger & Thomet was the Swiss company that manufactured sound suppressors for the H&K MP7.

   He knew without looking at his watch that his five minutes were up. He reached the box in two strides. He slid it out from under the shelf. He opened the top of the box. It held half a dozen Rotex-II sound suppressors specially designed for the MP7. They were about nine inches long and less than an inch in diameter.

   He was so loaded down with military hardware that he didn’t know how he was going to carry the suppressors with him. He discovered that the empty magazine slots on his bandolier could hold two suppressors apiece. In this manner he was able to take all six suppressors with him.

   He bucketed out of the armory, through the office, and into the baggage claim area, just in time to see two creatures streeling in his direction.

   A scraggy creature with a black van dyke and a bigger creature with a flaxen shaving-brush mustache did their spastic zombie march toward him. The latter wore a navy blue nylon jacket and its pale blue eyes seemed fixated on something, but Halverson didn’t know what.

   He could not make out anything directly in the creature’s path that would arouse the creature’s interest. Maybe the thing was just fixated on moving, decided Halverson. Who knew what motivated these things? Other than flesh, that was.

   Halverson wasn’t sure the two had seen him. In any case, he knew he could beat them to the stairwell.

   It sounded like all hell was breaking loose upstairs.

   Halverson bolted into the stairwell and climbed the steps two at a time back to Rogers.

   Reaching the landing of the second floor, Halverson decided he was right.

   It was a scene out of hell.

   






   

   CHAPTER SIXTEEN

   

   It was a flat-out brawl in front of the doorway that led from the second floor to the bridge to the garage. The air reeked of sweat and cordite.

   Rogers and Ray the sky marshal were holding off throngs of the ghouls with their blazing submachine guns.

   Halverson waded into the donnybrook in short order. He unleashed a burst from his MP7 into the wriggling, staggering zombies that were bearing down on Rogers and Ray in what seemed like a single squirming mass of starving creatures.

   “What?” said Rogers. “Did you stop for lunch?”

   “I met up with one of those things downstairs,” said Halverson.

   “Fall back,” Rogers said. He motioned with his hand for Ray to retreat to the concrete bridge.

   Ray got the message and began walking backward, still firing his short-barreled M4 rifle at full auto.

   As soon as one ghoul got plugged and dropped dead, another one behind it stumbled over it and took its place in the assault. Ghouls that were shot but had not died continued to wriggle forward under the trampling feet of their fellow ghouls.

   “Let’s trade guns,” Rogers told Halverson.

   “Why?” asked Halverson.

   “Your barrel isn’t hot. Mine’s too hot to handle.”

   Rogers fired off another burst at the army of ghouls creeping inevitably forward either on their feet, on their bellies, or on their hands and knees. It made no difference to the creatures how they moved. With the scent of human flesh in their nostrils, only their own deaths would stop them in their tracks.

   “Then don’t handle it,” said Halverson.

   “You don’t understand.”

   “What are you talking about?” 

   “Do you want to do it?”

   “Do what?” Halverson eyed Rogers in puzzlement.

   “Extend the stock in your MP7.”

   Puzzled, Halverson followed Rogers’s instructions.

   “OK,” Rogers went on. “After we go through the doorway to the bridge, wedge your MP7’s stock between the crash bar and the door. Then grab the barrel and break the crash bar off.”

   “I got a better idea,” said Halverson.

   He darted back to the bridge. He clapped eyes on Mildred. He raced up to her.

   “Could I borrow your Mossberg?” he asked.

   “As long as you give it back.”

   “No problem.”

   He slung his MP7 over his shoulder. He seized the shotgun. He barreled back to Rogers.

   “I’ll use this,” said Halverson, displaying the shotgun.

   Rogers nodded his approval. “After you break the crash bar, close the door behind us to keep those things from following us.”

   “You got it.”

   Purdy, Rogers, and Halverson backed through the doorway, continuing to spray bullets at the undulating mass of ghouls.

   Bringing up the rear Halverson flicked the Mossberg’s safety on, inserted the two barrels between the metal crash bar and the fire door, and clutched the shotgun’s stock.

   He wrenched the stock down and toward him, applying pressure to the crash bar. The crash bar did not give.

   He saw the mob of ghouls approaching like a juggernaut. There was nothing for it. He would have to try again.

   He grabbed the stock and yanked it again. The crash bar did not give.

   In a fit of pique, he grasped the stock and yanked it with all his might.

   The crash bar broke free from the door and dangled askew on the door. He left the handle there. It didn’t matter. In its current condition the handle was useless.

   Halverson edged behind the door. He slammed it shut in the zombies’ faces.

   He heard one of the ghouls pulling the broken crash bar off the door. The door didn’t budge.

   “That should buy us some time,” said Rogers.

   “It’s not gonna hold forever,” said Halverson. “The sheer weight of those things against it will break the door down sooner or later.”

   “Then let’s shake a leg.”

   Halverson returned the shotgun to Mildred. 

   “Your shots might hook a little now,” he joked.

   Mildred looked puzzled. She accepted the shotgun.

   Foster was holding Reverend Jim up by himself.

   Rogers went over to Foster and helped him carry Reverend Jim across the bridge to the garage.

   “Maybe there are some cars in that parking lot we can use,” said Lemans as they neared the garage.

   “We’ll check later,” said Rogers. “Those things might break through that door any minute. We need to get over to the restaurant and secure it before we do anything else.”

   “But what if there are cars in there with keys? We could drive out of here right now and escape.”

   “We don’t have time.”

   Lemans shook his head. “You’re crazy. You’re acting like this is some kind of war.”

   “It is a war.”

   “Let’s just get out of this airport. Then we’ll be safe.”

   “How do you know that?” asked Halverson. “How do you know what it’s like outside of the airport?”

   “It’s probably normal.” Lemans balled his fists and shook them. “We got stuck in this plague-infested area. That’s all. Once we’re out of here, we’re home free.”

   “It’s not normal,” said Tom. “We heard on the TV news that there’s been a plague outbreak in Los Angeles.”

   Lemans cut his eyes toward Tom. “When did you hear that?”

   “Not long ago.”

   Lemans shrugged it off. “I can’t believe the whole city’s like this. That’s utterly ridiculous. It can’t all be this bad.”

   “Let’s figure it out after we’re in the restaurant,” said Rogers.

   Halverson and the others entered the garage. They headed through it toward the other side.

   “There’s a car,” said Lemans. He pointed at a silver SUV parked at the far left end of the garage. “What did I tell you?”

   “We’ll check it later,” said Rogers.

   He continued making for the restaurant.

   Lemans hived off from the rest of them and jogged toward the SUV. 

   “Hey!” Tom called after him.

   Lemans waved back at them. “See you later.”

   The statuesque blonde who had sided with him earlier took off after him again. “Wait for me.”

   She clattered in her black high heels after him. 

   Lemans gestured for her to follow, but he didn’t slow his gait.

    Frustrated with her lack of progress, she stopped, removed her shoes, and, one shoe in each hand, dashed after him.

   “Want me to bring him back?” Tom asked Rogers.

   “Don’t waste your time,” answered Rogers.

   Halverson, Rogers, and the rest continued to make a beeline for the stairwell on the opposite side of the garage.

   A large ghoul at least six foot three and one about seven inches shorter shuffled out of that very stairwell.

   “Not again,” said Tom.

   






   

   CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

   

   Halverson sized up the two ghouls.

   The big one had large black dominating eyes, close-cropped brown hair, and a round face pitted with a sprinkling of acne scars on its clean-shaven face. It looked to Halverson like the ghoul was pushing thirty. Glasses with clear plastic, pink-tinted frames perched on its nose. One of the bows was missing from the glasses. The ghoul wore a white button-down shirt and charcoal grey trousers.

   In its previous life it must have projected the aura of a no-nonsense, hard-nosed boss who reveled in making his employees quiver with fear at the mere sight of him.

   Now the ghoul’s domineering black eyes were clouded over and lacked focus as the ghoul walked like a stumblebum.

   The ghoul’s cohort was a bald Korean in his early thirties, Halverson figured. It wore a white T-shirt torn over the stomach, tight khaki shorts, and black high-top sneakers. The ghoul had a goofy look on its face even when it was grimacing and snarling.

   “I hope there aren’t any more where they came from,” said Rogers.

   Halverson screwed a sound suppressor onto his MP7’s muzzle. If there were any more ghouls in the area, he didn’t want to alert them and bring them here.

   He walked up to the two ghouls and stopped ten feet away from them.

   He squeezed a suppressed burst into the boss’s head that tore its forehead and brain out of its skull. Most of its nose was shot off as well. The ghoul collapsed.

   Next, Halverson peppered the kooky Korean ghoul with a spray of rounds to its head. An interesting thing happened. The ghoul’s head snapped back and all but separated from the neck as the MP7’s 4.6 x 30 mm bullets pulverized the skull. Even in death the Korean’s bullet-wrecked face retained its goofy grin.

   All anyone could hear was the dull whump of exploding skulls and the faint thudding of the two ghouls crumpling on the cement.

   Halverson felt rather than saw movement near the stairwell. He scoped the area out.

   What he saw nonplussed him.

   A bare-chested Japanese baby in a diaper was crawling on its chubby hands and knees toward him.

   “Oh, how cute,” said Tanya.

   She pranced up to the baby, eying him joyfully. She bent over to pick him up.

   “Don’t touch him,” said Halverson.

   “What are you talking about? He needs our help.” She continued leaning down to cradle the baby in her arms.

   Halverson sprang over to her, latched onto her arm, and wrenched her away from the baby.

   “Ow!” Tanya cried. “Why’d you do that?” she said, put out.

   “Think about it. Why is there a baby here?”

   “He’s obviously lost.”

   “Or?”

   “Or what?”

   She eyed Halverson with a confused expression on her face.

   He walked around to the other side of the baby, who had his bald head down as he kept crawling.

   It was at that point that Halverson discovered that the baby had only one arm. From his current coign of vantage he could see the wound on the baby’s arm socket where its other arm had once been connected.

   “He’s got only one arm,” he said.

   “All the more reason to help him,” said Tanya. She stepped toward the baby again to pick him up.

   Halverson waved her off.

   The baby looked up as he kept crawling toward them.

   “You gotta be kidding,” said Tom from behind them, seeing its face.

   The baby’s face was puckered in the early stages of decay. Its complexion was grey like parchment and crumbling. Its tiny eyes were white. The baby opened its mouth. What was well and truly pathetic about it to Halverson was the fact that the baby had no teeth. It was opening its mouth to bite them but it had nothing to bite them with.

   Halverson leveled his MP7 at the baby’s head.

   “Don’t!” cried Tanya.

   She sprang toward the baby.

   She wasn’t quick enough.

   One shot from Halverson’s submachine gun was all it took to turn the baby ghoul’s soft little skull to pulp. Halverson knew he could have crushed the ghoul’s fragile skull in his hand, but he could not bring himself to do it. It was hard enough for him to pull the trigger to put the creature out of its misery.

   Tanya cocked her arm and slapped Halverson’s face. “You bastard!”

   Halverson’s face stung from her blow. He could not blame her for hitting him. He did not retaliate.

   “First you want to kill my dad,” she went on. “Now you kill a baby!”

   She slapped his face again. Her slap packed a mean wallop with the energy of youth behind it. Halverson’s face flushed and smarted. Wincing, he stepped away from her to avoid another blow.

   Tom ran up to her. He pinned her arms behind her back and pulled her away from Halverson.

   “It wasn’t a baby,” Tom told her. “It was one of those things. Look at its face.”

   She struggled to free herself from his grasp.

   With his MP7’s muzzle Halverson turned the baby onto its back. There wasn’t much of its pulped head left for anyone to make out the face.

   “What face?” she asked. Her voice cracked with grief.

   “Look at its skin.”

   Sobbing, she inspected the baby’s skin. On closer examination, the skin on its chest turned out to be ashen and chapped. The baby’s one remaining hand resembled a desiccated claw.

   “Oh my God,” she said. She drew away from the baby in disgust. “What’s happening to us?”

   The episode with the baby left a sick taste in Halverson’s mouth. He was beginning to feel nauseous remembering shooting the baby in the head. He had to keep reminding himself it wasn’t a baby. It was a ghoul. There was nothing else he could have done.

   He wanted to forget the entire matter. Easier said than done, he knew.

   He had to get the baby ghoul out of his head. If only the little creature wasn’t still sprawled supine over there on the cement, its tiny hand curled up. He didn’t want to have to keep looking at the creature. He wished somebody would cover it up. For some reason he felt compelled to look at it. He told himself not to look over there. Brooding over it served no purpose. It was a fait accompli.

   There were few things he knew of in life inherently more revulsive than murdering a baby. He would just have to stomach it and move on. But it wasn’t a baby for Christ’s sake! It was a ghoul!

   If Tanya and the others were going to hold the baby ghoul’s death against him, so be it. He wasn’t going to hold it against himself. Like it or not, he had done what had to be done. Case closed.

   He thought about something else.

   For the first time Halverson became aware of how hot it was outside. Santa Ana winds were gusting through the open cement parking structure swirling the smog. Still, the visibility in here was better than outside, Halverson noticed.

   He cast a glance in Lemans’s direction. Halverson could barely discern him through the smog.

   Tom followed Halverson’s gaze. “Forget him.”

   “Is it my imagination or is that guy leaving a trail of slime behind him?”

   A throaty sardonic laugh issued from Tom’s mouth.

   “Who’s that blonde with him?” asked Halverson.

   “Valerie, I think.”

   Halverson eyed Tom with amusement. “You know the names of all the women.”

   “If they look good, I look.”

   Halverson offered a half smile. He watched Tom walk over to Rogers, who was still carrying Reverend Jim with Foster’s help.

   “There’s something I’ve been wanting to ask you,” Tom told Rogers.

   “Ask me what?”

   “Why didn’t you land at another airport?”

   Rogers attempted to blow him off. “Oh, that again.”

   “You couldn’t see a thing when you landed. That has to be dangerous.”

   Rogers relented. “Want to know the truth?”

   “That’s why I’m asking.”

   “I didn’t want to scare you when we were landing.”

   “Scare us?”

   Grimacing under the strain of Reverend Jim’s weight, Rogers rearranged Jim’s arm around his neck. “We were low on fuel and I couldn’t make radio contact with any other nearby airports.”

   “None of them?”

   Rogers shook his head, which wasn’t easy with Reverend Jim’s weight on his neck. “For all I knew, they were all socked in with this smog or smoke or whatever it is. The truth of the matter is, we had to land somewhere and we had to land soon.”

   “You figured you might as well take your chances here.”

   “I know LAX better than John Wayne and Bob Hope airports.”

   “I figured there was something you weren’t telling us.”

   “This plague may be all over California. There’s no telling what’s out there.” Rogers gestured with his MP7 toward the smog just beyond the parking garage.

   Tanya trotted up anxiously to Rogers. “Is my dad gonna make it?”

   “I don’t know. He’s lost a lot of blood. We need to get him to a hospital.”

   She bit her lower lip thinking about it. “Where’s the nearest hospital?”

   “He needs an ambulance. I don’t know where the hospital is.”

   “How do we get an ambulance? None of the phones work.”

   “Don’t worry about it. First, we need to get him to a safe place or we’ll all end up on a zombie menu.”

   “If I don’t worry about it, for sure nobody else will.”

   Halverson understood Tanya’s concern, but she wouldn’t accomplish anything by pestering Rogers. In any case, Halverson knew there was little chance Reverend Jim was going to survive. All the intel he had gleaned at Langley indicated that a bite from a plague victim was a hundred percent fatal and would transform the victim into a plague-carrying ghoul. For that reason, Halverson had to keep his eyes on Reverend Jim and would have to kill him once the transformation began to take effect.

   “Why don’t you take point, Ray?” Rogers said.

   “No problemo,” said Ray. 

   “You know where the restaurant is?”

   “Not exactly.”

   “Turn left when you get on the ground then turn onto the first road you see on your right. Take that road to the restaurant.”

   Ray nodded. He strode ahead of the others down the stairwell. The rest of them followed. 

   They debouched on a sidewalk that skirted a road. Through the haze it was difficult to see much. 

   Ray was waiting for them on the sidewalk.

   “What’s up?” asked Rogers.

   “I was thinking if I’m taking point, I should have an MP7,” said Ray.

   “Good idea.”

   “And a suppressor,” said Halverson.

   He withdrew a Brugger & Thomet sound suppressor from his bandolier. He handed the suppressor to Ray.

   “Switch guns with Tom,” said Rogers.

   Tom rolled his eyes, but said nothing.

   Ray exchanged his Sig Sauer P226 for Tom’s MP7. Ray affixed the silencer to the MP7’s muzzle. He hung a left on the sidewalk.

   The rest of them followed.

   When they reached the crossroad, they walked onto it and headed right.

   “At least we don’t have to worry about getting run over,” said Tom, walking in the middle of the road, waving his hands around with a smile on his lips.

   “Don’t relax too much,” said Rogers. “Those things could be lurking in the smog anywhere around here.”

   






   

   CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

   

   They made it down the street without incident.

   The haze was lifting, it seemed to Halverson. It wasn’t quite as thick now while it eddied around them. Halverson could discern the outline of the Encounter restaurant looming up ahead out of the smog.

   Shaped like a flying saucer at its center, it had four white spider legs formed out of two arches that intersected fifteen-odd feet above the restaurant. Within the arches was a circular trellislike white wall that surrounded the restaurant. This wall appeared to be about twenty feet high, Halverson estimated.

   “That wall won’t keep them out long,” said Halverson.

   “I told you that before,” said Rogers. “I’m not even sure we can block the entrance in the wall.”

   “It doesn’t look like it has a door.”

   “The restaurant has one big, long window for its exterior instead of a wall. We can see everything from there and pick them off like sitting ducks when they show up.”

   “As long as there aren’t any of them in there already,” said Foster.

   “I hear ya,” said Tom.

   “That’s why Ray’s scoping it out for us,” said Rogers.

   As if by magic, Ray appeared out of the smog. Halverson raised his submachine gun and trained it on him before he recognized Ray.

   “I’m a friendly,” said Ray. He held his hands over his head, including the one with the MP7 in it.

   Halverson lowered his weapon. 

   “How’s it look?” asked Rogers.

   “I didn’t see anyone beyond the wall,” answered Ray. “I haven’t checked out the restaurant interior yet.”

   There was a deserted parking lot near the outside of the wall with a chain-link fence around it. Halverson knew that fence was next to useless. The ghouls would crush it when they massed against it.

   Halverson and the rest passed through the entrance in the wall that engirdled the restaurant. He didn’t see any way to block off the entrance. It didn’t have a door.

   “I don’t see any way to close it off,” he said.

   “I don’t either,” said Ray.

   “It might actually be better to leave it open,” said Rogers.

   “Are you kidding?”

   “No. Listen. If it’s open, all those things will plow through there. They won’t try to climb over the wall.”

   “What’s your point?”

   “We can concentrate all our firepower on that entrance and cut those things down all at once.”

   “If they all enter that way,” said Halverson

   “I’m betting they will, if we leave it open,” said Rogers.

   “If enough of those things try to enter there and we nail them, the entrance will become blocked with stacks of dead bodies.”

   “That works for me,” said Ray. He unleashed a toothy grin.

   Rogers and Foster were standing supporting Reverend Jim.

   “I hate to break this coffee klatch up, but my shoulder’s starting to ache something awful,” said Foster. He shifted Reverend Jim’s arm on his shoulder.

   “Ray,” said Rogers, “scope out the restaurant’s interior.”

   Ray nodded once. He angled for the door to the restaurant.

   Reverend Jim groaned.

   “How’s he holding up?” asked Foster.

   “He isn’t gonna make it through the night without professional help,” answered Rogers. 

   “He isn’t gonna make it, period,” said Halverson.

   “Do you have a medical degree?” asked Rogers.

   “Just calling it like I see it.”

   “How do you know so damn much about everything? That’s what I want to know. You know all about guns. And now you know all about being a doctor.” 

   “I’m a reporter. I pick up things as a journalist.”

   “As long as this man’s breathing, I’m taking him with us.” Rogers fixed his eyes on Halverson as if challenging him to say otherwise.

   Halverson said nothing.

   Instead he pricked up his ears as two shots rang out behind them.

   Rogers jerked his head around to identify the source of the reports.

   “Who is that?” asked Foster. “Are there other people around here?”

   “Help!” a male voice cried out from the parking garage. “Rogers, help us! Where are you?”

   “Oh no. Guess who?”

   Rogers shut his eyes in disgust. “Who wants to go help our friend Lemans?” he asked the others.

   Nobody made a move.

   “Looks like it’s unanimous,” said Tom.

   “Come on,” said Rogers. “We can’t let him die out there.”

   “He’s gonna bring those things after us,” said Ray. “They heard his gunshots.”

   “How many times do we have to pull this guy’s bacon out of the fire?” said Tom.

   “I can’t understand why you want to save him,” Foster told Rogers. “He gives you nothing but trouble.”

   “He needs our help,” said Rogers.

   “I hope those things feed on his head,” said Mildred. “It’s big enough for an entire meal in itself.”

   “All right. I’ll go get him. Somebody, take my place here with Reverend Jim.”

   “Forget it,” said Halverson. “I’ll get him.”

   Before anyone could say another word he darted into the smog.

   He heard Lemans’s voice.

   “Help!” cried Lemans. “We’re over here! Where are you?” He fired another shot.

   Halverson slowed his gait, trying to home in on the origin of the voice and the gunshot. He reached the sidewalk that bordered the parking garage. He thought he could make out two figures in the drifting smog.

   Halverson made for them.

   But it wasn’t Lemans and Valerie, Halverson found out. It was two of those things. He didn’t think they had seen him. But they were in his path to Lemans. There was nothing for it. Halverson had to whack the ghouls.

   One was a teenager wearing a red knapsack strapped on his back and a pair of silver headphones on his head. The other was a black woman in her late twenties with dyed blonde hair or possibly a wig. Halverson wasn’t sure. She was wearing a chartreuse tank top with her flesh-colored bra’s shoulder straps exposed on her shoulders.

   Without hesitation Halverson stalked up to the two ghouls. He fired a burst from his silenced MP7 into the head with the headphones then into the head with the blonde hair. Both heads erupted into grey gobbets of brain matter and white chunks of skull.

   Halverson noticed an interesting thing about zombies. They didn’t bleed. But then again, why should they? They were already dead. Apparently, the only parts of them that were reanimated were their brains.

   Halverson picked up on two more figures groping through the smog up ahead. He raised his MP7.

   “Help!” yelled the first figure.

   Halverson lowered his weapon. It had to be Lemans and Valerie, he decided.

   Halverson strode up to them. “This way.”

   “Why didn’t you call out so we could find you?” demanded Lemans.

   Halverson was in no mood for Lemans’s griping. “’Cause those things zero in on sound. Just look behind you.”

   Lemans turned around. A ghoul was dragging its feet out of the parking garage in their direction.

   “Keep quiet and let’s get out of here,” Halverson went on.

   Lemans raised his automatic to shoot the creature. “Bye-bye, birdie.”

   Halverson knocked Lemans’s gun arm down. “Didn’t you hear what I just said?”

   Lemans glowered at Halverson. “We’re not gonna be safe till we kill every last one of those creatures.”

   “We don’t have enough ammo to whack all those things. The only thing we can do now is hole up. So come on.”

   “We need to get a car.”

   Halverson retreated to the restaurant. “We need to find shelter before those things find us.”

   Grudgingly, Lemans followed him with Valerie in tow.

   Twenty feet later, Lemans tripped over the teenage ghoul that Halverson had recently offed and nearly broke his neck. Lemans managed to regain his balance by taking the full force of his falling weight on his knees before hitting the sidewalk. He cursed.

   Halverson heard the commotion. He glanced behind him. Then he resumed walking.

   It wasn’t till they arrived at the restaurant that Lemans told him what had happened at the SUV that he and Valerie had tried to commandeer.

   






   

   CHAPTER NINETEEN

   

   “So fill us in,” Halverson told Lemans at the entrance to the restaurant.

   “It was locked,” answered Lemans.

   “What did you expect?” said Tom.

   Lemans eyeballed Tom. “What’s your job?”

   “I’m a wine salesman.”

   “It figures.”

   “What’s that supposed to mean?”

   “It means it’s obvious you sample too much of your own product.”

   “It’s all clear inside,” said Ray, bustling out of the restaurant’s front door before Tom could respond to Lemans’s gibe.

   “Then what are we waiting for?” said Rogers.

   He and Foster hauled Reverend Jim into the lobby.

   Lemans surveyed the restaurant and its environs. “This looks more like a death trap than a place to hide. If those things surround us in here, how are we gonna get out?”

   “Can’t you stop bitching for a second?” said Rogers.

   “I knew we should’ve left him out there with those things,” said Tom.

   “At this point, we’re thinking about defending ourselves here,” said Rogers. “We’ll deal with our escape from the airport later.”

   “You’re going about this the wrong way,” said Lemans.

   “You’re free to leave. Nobody’s keeping you here. Good-bye.”

   “I wouldn’t stand a chance out there alone and you know it.”

   “Then come inside and shut up.”

   “I’ve told you this before. And I’m gonna tell you again. I don’t take orders from you.” Lemans jabbed his forefinger at Rogers.

   Rogers shook his head. Still supporting Reverend Jim with Foster’s help, Rogers turned away from Lemans and stalked toward the elevator.

   The doorknob in his hand, Halverson told Lemans, “If you’re coming in, come in. We’ve got to lock this door and blockade it as best we can.”

   Lemans screwed up his face in thought. He decided to walk in. Valerie followed him.

   Tom ignored the two of them like they were a pain in the neck he would rather do without. He turned to Halverson.

   “Do you ever feel like we have absolutely no chance of getting out of this alive?” asked Tom.

   “We have no chance if we stay cooped up in here,” said Lemans.

   “I wasn’t talking to you.”

   “We just have to keep going,” Halverson told Tom.

   Halverson closed the door behind Lemans and Valerie.

   “What if the whole city of LA is as bad as it is here?” asked Tom.

   “Don’t worry about it. We have to keep going,” answered Halverson.

   “That’s the problem. Going where?” With mounting frustration Tom squinched his eyes and stared at Halverson.

   “We keep going till we find a place that’s OK.”

   For all Halverson knew, Tom might be right about all of LA being infected by the plague. There was no use thinking about it. What good would it do? No matter how hopeless it appeared to be, they had to keep going. That was the thing.

   And he had to find his brother Dan.

   “We’re sinners, so we got the plague,” jabbered Reverend Jim on the verge of consciousness. His head lolled to the side and rested on Rogers’s shoulder. “He has judged us guilty. We must accept His judgment and make our peace with Him. You can’t fight Him. In the end He will always conquer.”

   “Can somebody tell him to shut his trap?” said Lemans. “I’m tired of listening to his nonsense.”

   “I’m tired of listening to your nonsense,” said Rogers.

   Lemans jutted his chin at Rogers. “I’m tired of you acting like you know what you’re doing.”

   Rogers ignored him. “We have to keep thinking we can do this, people, no matter how hopeless it appears. We have to stay positive. It’s all in the mind.”

   “How many of us are still alive?” Lemans scanned the lobby. “Is this all that’s left? I can count everyone here on two hands.”

   “The rest are upstairs. We’ve got about fifty here.”

   “Fifty?” Lemans bugged his eyes out. “Fifty out of over two hundred passengers? I hate to tell you this. That’s not good.”

   “Well, I hate to tell you this. Most of the ones who didn’t make it were following you.”

   “In a pig’s eye.”

   Rogers’s glower at Lemans said it all. Halverson figured Rogers was doing everything in his power to restrain himself from taking a swing at Lemans. Lemans, for his part, wasn’t making it any easier for Rogers to maintain his cool. Lemans stared right back at Rogers. 

   Rogers broke off the staring contest. He knew it would not solve anything.

   He turned to Halverson. “Is the door locked?”

   “Yeah,” answered Halverson. 

   “We need to blockade it.”

   Halverson cast around the lobby. He remarked half a dozen wooden chairs that accommodated patrons on the restaurant’s waiting list. He grabbed a chair. He took it to the door. He tilted the chair backward on its two rear legs and wedged its wooden back under the doorknob.

   “That’ll do for now,” said Rogers. “Let’s get upstairs with the others.”

   Halverson saw the open elevator. It had a purple décor. There was no sense entering the elevator with the power out.

   “Ray,” said Rogers, “you want to stay down here as a sentry? As soon as we get something to eat, we’ll send somebody down to spell you.”

   Ray nodded. He looked around the lobby. “There aren’t any windows.”

   “Just make sure nobody gets through the door or tries to.”

   Lemans entered the stairwell first with Valerie behind him.

   “I’ll take the rear,” said Rogers. “I’ll just slow everyone else down with Reverend Jim here.”

   “It’s all about pain,” moaned Reverend Jim. “It’s all about suffering. We have to learn to suffer. To accept Jesus.”

   “Is his neck still bleeding?” Rogers asked Foster.

   Foster lifted the bloody towel that he was using to stanch Reverend Jim’s wound. Foster examined the wound. He pulled a face. “It’s hard to tell. His neck’s all messed up.”

   “Keep stanching it then.”

   The others entered the stairwell.

   Somebody screamed upstairs.

   “Damn,” muttered Halverson.

   “Now what?” asked Tom.

   “I don’t like the sound of that,” said Mildred, looking upstairs.

   “I thought you checked out the restaurant, Ray,” said Rogers at the bottom of the stairs.

   “I did. It was clean,” said Ray.

   Another scream.

   “How many of those things are waiting for us up there?” asked Tom.

   Halverson wasn’t going to wait to find out.

   






   

   CHAPTER TWENTY

   

   Halverson bolted up the stairs, brushing Lemans aside. Lemans grumbled and pushed him back. Halverson kept running up the steps two at a time.

   He barged into the restaurant.

   He took in the surroundings in a glance.

   The interior had white lighting structures shaped like large pieces of a jigsaw puzzle on the ceiling. The whole place had a psychedelic ambience to it. All it needed was colored strobe lights. But the power was out. Maybe there would have been strobe lights had there been electricity. The sinuous white bar counter mirrored the curvy décor. In front of the counter, bar stools with red vinyl seats lined up like giant tenpenny nails with red heads.

   He picked up on the ghoul. It was standing near the counter.

   The ghoul was a Chinese man. It had long, straight black hair that reached down to the middle of its back. It was wearing a lilac button-down shirt, a black vest, and faded blue jeans.

   Its white eyes stared at Halverson.

   Halverson wondered how much the ghoul could see with those clouded eyes.

   The ghoul opened its mouth and exposed its rotten, cracked, nicotine-stained yellow teeth. It stepped toward Halverson.

   Halverson shot it in the head.

   The Chinese ghoul dropped. Its bony knees banged against the floor then it toppled on its right side.

   Halverson surveyed the room. “Are there any more in here?”

   “I haven’t seen any,” said Rosie the stewardess. “I’m all out of ammo.” She wagged her pistol at him.

   “I’m not surprised.”

   He fished out a spare clip for his Sig Sauer automatic from his trouser pocket and tossed it to her. “Catch.”

   She tried to grab it out of the air but missed. The magazine clip clattered on the floor.

   “Butterfingers,” said Mildred, appearing at the head of the stairs.

   Rosie flashed a tight, artificial smile at Mildred. Rosie stooped and retrieved the clip that lay at her feet.

   Mildred brandished her shotgun with two hands.

   “Any more of those things around?” she said. She switched the shotgun to one hand. She brushed sweat from her brow with the back of her other. “It feels like a hundred degrees up here.”

   “There’s no A/C and no ventilation,” said Rosie.

   “How about some water?”

   “There’s plenty of bottled water in the kitchen.”

   “Show me the way.”

   “Is this our new home?” asked Tom, entering the restaurant.

   “I hope not,” said Lemans behind him. “I’m sweating like a pig. At least open the windows.”

   “I don’t think you can open it.” Tom walked up to the wall-to-wall floor-to-ceiling window. “It looks like one big, continuous window. See how the glass slants outward from the floor to the ceiling.” He pointed at the bottom of the window where it met the floor and then at the top of the window where it abutted the ceiling at an interior forty-five degree angle.

   “So how do we open it, Mr. Architect?” demanded Lemans.

   “We don’t.”

   “Says who?”

   Lemans seized a nearby chair, stalked up to the window, and hurled the chair through the glass. The glass shattered as the chair plowed through it and out onto the pavement outside. Hundreds of shards of glass followed in the chair’s wake.

   Halverson ran up to him angrily. “What did you do that for?”

   Lemans rounded on Halverson. “It’s hot in here. We need ventilation.”

   “If those things heard the ruckus you made, they’ll find us.”

   “Fuck them.”

   “You don’t get it, do you? We’re trying to hide from those things. That’s why we came here.”

   “What’s all the commotion?” asked Rogers from the doorway to the stairs.

   “Pea Brain notified the ghouls where we are,” said Tom. 

   “We’re suffocating in here,” said Lemans. “This place is an inferno.”

   Rogers glared at Lemans. “At least we’re alive. Those things are attracted to noise. If they heard all that glass breaking, we’re screwed.”

   Lemans shook his head, grumbling. “None of those things are near here,” he muttered.

   “How do you know?”

   Lemans waved his hand in disgust at Rogers. “You don’t know anything.”

   Rogers turned away from Lemans.

   The damage was already done, Halverson knew. There was no point in dwelling on it. Lemans was going to be a constant pain in the neck. They would just have to deal with it.

   Tom cast a baleful glance at Lemans.

   “I wish the zombies had chewed his face off,” Tom said under his breath to Halverson.

   “Let’s get some grub and we’ll all feel better,” said Rogers.

   “I’ll drink to that,” said Foster. “I could use a cold beer right about now.”

   “I’m not gonna feel better till I’m out of this nightmare,” said Tom.

   Foster laid Reverend Jim supine on a leather banquette. “Is there any way we can tie this towel to his neck? I can’t keep pressing it all day.”

   Tanya hustled to a restroom, retrieved a fresh towel, and trotted to Reverend Jim’s side. Foster let go of the bloody towel around Reverend Jim’s neck.

   Tanya clutched the blood-soaked towel. She pulled it deliberately out from under Reverend Jim’s neck. She flung the towel away. It plopped on a nearby tabletop.

   She wrapped the clean cotton towel around Reverend Jim’s neck. Thanks to the towel’s length, she was able to tie a knot in it, securing it to Reverend Jim’s neck.

   Halverson approached Reverend Jim’s side. Halverson didn’t see blood saturating the new towel. The wound must have stopped bleeding, he decided. He was surprised Reverend Jim was still alive, considering all the blood he had lost.

   “Water,” moaned Reverend Jim.

   Tanya retreated to the kitchen to fetch a bottle of water.

   “Is he gonna be able to drink with his throat messed up like that?” Tom asked Halverson, stroking his lower lip and chin with concern.

   “I don’t know,” answered Halverson. “Even if he can, his drinking might reopen his wound.”

   Halverson turned to the others, most of whom were now seated at tables munching food they had gathered from the pantry.

   “Do we have any doctors here?” he asked them.

   Several in the crowd glanced up from their meals at him with sweat-streaked faces, but nobody answered.

   Rogers walked up to Halverson and peered at him questioningly. Halverson felt Rogers’s grey eyes probing him.

   “He’s not gonna make it,” said Halverson.

   “I know,” said Rogers.

   “And he’s gonna turn into one of those things,” Halverson said sotto voce.

   “We’ll deal with that if it happens.”

   “He needs to be quarantined.”

   “I don’t want to panic the others. Let’s just keep him over by himself. Right now I need to post four guards, one at each point of the compass, at the window around the restaurant so we’ll know when those things come at us.”

   “Count me in.”

   “Me too,” said Tom.

   “No,” said Rogers. “I need you two to get food in your bellies to keep your energy levels up.”

   “I need water more than anything,” said Halverson.

   “There’s plenty of bottled water in the pantry.”

   Halverson and Tom made for the kitchen.

   Rogers selected four passengers who had already eaten to act as sentries.

   On his way to the kitchen Halverson wondered how his brother Dan was doing. Was the UCLA medical center under assault by ghouls? Halverson had to get out of here and succor his brother if Dan, indeed, was in harm’s way. Halverson felt compelled to make a run for it to find out what had happened to Dan.

   On the other hand, Halverson didn’t want it to look like he was abandoning the other passengers. He was torn between the two courses of action. For now he would eat.

   






   

   CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

   

   In the kitchen Halverson gathered a plastic container of peanut butter, a glass jar of jelly, a loaf of fresh white bread, a knife, and two liters of bottled water. He deposited everything in a plastic bag he found in a drawer. He took the bag into the restaurant and sat at a table.

   Tom sat across from him. Halverson removed his food, water, and knife from the bag.

   “Do you ever feel like this is all meaningless?” asked Tom. “That there’s no point to any of it? That we’re just getting screwed by these zombies for nothing? It’s so frigging pointless.”

   Tom waited for Halverson to respond.

   Halverson dipped his knife into the peanut butter jar and dished out a dollop of peanut butter. He spread the peanut butter on a slice of white bread. He repeated the procedure twice more till the slice of bread was covered with peanut butter.

   He inserted the knife into the jar of grape jelly. He smeared the jelly onto the peanut butter. He used the knife again to smear more jelly onto the peanut butter.

   He removed another piece of bread from the loaf in the plastic bag.

   Tom went on, “The reverend keeps talking about sinning. Like we deserve this plague or something. I don’t see that. I don’t see any point to it whatsoever. We’re in the wrong place at the wrong time. It’s bad luck, is all. So now we’re zombie food. Do you see any reason for this plague from hell to wipe us out?”

   Halverson laid the new piece of bread from the bag onto the piece that already had the peanut butter and jelly on it. He lifted the sandwich to his mouth.

   He took a bite of the sandwich. He wolfed it down in less than two minutes. He drank mountain spring water out of the plastic Arrowhead bottle. He wished the water was colder. It had been in the refrigerator and the refrigerator had maintained some residual coolness after the power went out but he could not by any stretch of the imagination call the water cold.

   No matter. The sandwich hit the spot. He examined the label on the peanut butter bottle. The label said it was chunky peanut butter. As he had thought. He nodded. The sandwich tasted good.

   Halverson felt sweat beading on his forehead and above his upper lip. All this military gear he was carrying around wasn’t helping any. The leather bandoliers and the strap around his neck for the NVGs were only making him hotter. And then there was his warm MP7 slung on his shoulder. The weapon reeked of cordite.

   Halverson shrugged off the MP7. He laid it on the banquette’s cushion beside him.

   “Do you think this plague has anything to do with chaos theory?” asked Tom. “You know, the butterfly effect. A butterfly flaps its wings in China and that causes a hurricane in Florida. In our case, the plague starts in China and causes an outbreak here in LA. The tiniest little thing can affect the outcome of events. If only our instruments of measurement were more powerful. Then we could predict events like earthquakes.” He paused in thought. “But then again, there’s Heisenberg’s uncertainty principle. The very act of measuring affects what’s being measured.”

   Halverson raised his plastic bottle of water and gulped down more mountain water.

   “Why do they call it ‘chaos theory’ anyway?” Tom went on when Halverson didn’t answer. “It sounds like an ironical name for a theory that maintains that everything is connected.”

   Halverson started at an outburst from Foster.

   “Man, that thing stinks,” said Foster, regarding the dead Chinese ghoul on the floor near him.

   Rogers came up to Foster. “We should move it somewhere out of the way. It could be contagious.”

   Foster reached down to grab the ghoul’s leg.

   Halverson jumped to his feet. “Don’t touch it. It could be carrying the plague virus or bacteria or whatever it is on it.”

   “I saw rubber gloves in the pantry,” said Rogers.

   Foster angled for the pantry.

   Tom joined Rogers and Halverson.

   “This heat and that smell are making me nauseous,” said Tom. He massaged his belly.

   “Where are we gonna dump it?” Halverson asked Rogers.

   Rogers clapped his eyes on a closet door at the end of the bar. “We’ll shove it in there and keep the door closed.”

   Foster returned with plastic packages of Playtex rubber gloves. He gave a package to Halverson. The package said Large. Halverson tore the package open and donned the yellow rubber gloves.

   Halverson and Foster each grabbed one of the ghoul’s feet. They dragged it to the closet and opened the door. It was a wardrobe for employees’ uniforms, it looked like to Halverson.

   He and Foster flung the dead ghoul into the closet and shut the door.

   “That thing’s gonna attract flies smelling like that,” said Foster. He pulled a face.

   “Hey, the TV works!” hollered somebody at the bar on the other side of the room.

   Everybody scurried to the TV, including Halverson after he collected his night-vision goggles and his MP7 from the banquette seat. The flat-panel TV hung on the wall behind the bar.

   “Another battery-operated deal,” said Tom, watching the TV screen.

   “It must use cable,” said Foster.

   “It could be connected to a dish,” said Rogers.

   “The point is it works,” said Tom.

   On the TV screen a reporter was sitting inside a helicopter that was flying over an area shrouded in smoke.

   “FEMA (the Federal Emergency Management Agency) assures us that everything is under control,” said the fortyish reporter, gazing into the camera lens.

   He had grizzled black hair bracketed by a headset. Projecting the image of an outdoorsman he wore a safari jacket.

   “According to authorities,” the reporter went on, “the fire engulfing Los Angeles is 80 percent contained.”

   “Then it’s not under control,” said Foster.

   The picture on the TV screen flickered.

   “Uh-oh,” said Tom.

   The image of the reporter returned on the high-definition screen.

   “The Centers for Disease Control is working 24/7 on a cure and a vaccine for the plague and will have them ready soon.”

   “I believe that,” Foster said ironically.

   “Where’s that helo gonna land? That’s what I want to know,” said Rogers.

   “If FEMA’s involved you know this is a major catastrophe,” said Tom.

   “Power is out in many areas of the state,” said the reporter.

   “The whole state?” Tom peered quizzically at Halverson.

   “Residents are urged to stay home due to widespread road closures,” said the reporter. “If you are not at home, head for the nearest government-run shelter.”

   “Where?” asked Tom

   “I’ll read a list of those for you shortly,” said the reporter, as if hearing Tom’s question.

   “What happened to the president, I wonder?” said Rogers.

   “He was running for his life the last time we saw him on TV,” said Foster.

   “This is bigger than just California,” said Lemans. 

   “California is just the tip of the iceberg, I have a gut feeling,” said Rogers.

   “So what do we do now?” asked Tom

   “We head for the nearest shelter,” said Lemans. “You heard him.”

   Halverson had a headache what with the heat and the smoky air. “I say we lie low for the time being till we send a squad out to reconnoiter the area.”

   “I say we divide into five groups and leave this death trap. With five groups we can stay mobile. If one group runs into ghouls, there are still four other groups that are safe. If the ghouls find us here, we’re all gonna end up ghouls.”

   “He has a point,” Foster told Halverson.

   “Everyone knows I’m right,” said Lemans.

   “I don’t,” said Rogers. “First off, we’re not gonna stay here forever. We’re eating and resting up here till we plan our next move. Then I’m sending a squad out to search for transportation.”

   “I don’t see any rush to get out of here,” said Mildred, walking up to Rogers’s side. “We’ve got plenty of food here. We don’t know what we’re gonna encounter out there in the smog.”

   “When is that reporter gonna announce the list of shelters?” asked Tom.

   Just then they lost their TV reception. The image of the reporter flickered out.

   






   

   CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

   

   “I say let’s get out of this death trap now,” said Lemans. He pumped his fist.

   Some of the passengers clapped their approval.

   “Now that we’ve eaten, we don’t need to stay,” agreed Foster.

   “We don’t know how many of those things are out there,” said Rogers. “We need to send out a recon squad first before we move out.”

   “Let’s put it to a vote,” said Lemans. “This is still a democracy, isn’t it?” He searched the faces around him.

   “But we’re at war,” said Rogers.

   “Those things out there want to kill us,” said Halverson. “We can’t go around acting like it’s business as usual.”

   “Our main objective at this point is to defend ourselves against those creatures.”

   Lemans didn’t want to hear any of it. He started strutting back and forth. “It’s a free country. We don’t take orders from the military.” He stopped abruptly and slewed around to confront Rogers. “Haven’t you ever heard of the Posse Comitatus Act?”

   “The military cannot be used domestically,” explained Tom.

   “I’m not the military,” countered Rogers. “I’m a commercial pilot.”

   “But you served in the air force,” said Lemans. “So you can’t order us around.”

   “That’s ridiculous.”

   “What about NORTHCOM?” chipped in Halverson.

   “What the fuck is NORTHCOM?” said Lemans.

   “The United States Northern Command. They’re military and they can intervene domestically in times of emergency.”

   “Says who, gunslinger? Are you a lawyer now, too?”

   Halverson felt like popping Lemans in his sleazy face. Halverson decided it would probably do more harm than good to Rogers’s cause under the circumstances, so he put the kibosh on his urge.

   Instead, he challenged Lemans. “How can you take over if you don’t know the law?”

   “I don’t want to stand around here parsing the law with you. It’s time to break up into groups and get the hell out of here. Those things could be surrounding us even as we speak.”

   A smattering of applause. Nothing overwhelming, decided Halverson. Lemans had his supporters, Halverson could see, but they didn’t seem to be in the majority.

   “What law?” blurted Tom. “How do we know we have any law left? You saw the president running for cover on TV. I don’t know about you, but that scared the living daylights out of me.”

   Disconcerted expressions clouded the faces of the passengers.

   “What are you talking about?” asked Rosie. 

   “Didn’t you see the president’s broadcast on TV?”

   “No.”

   “Me either,” said a passenger beside her.

   Most of the other passengers nodded their concurrence.

   “You might have opened a can of worms,” Halverson confided to Tom.

   “Are you saying our government has collapsed?” asked Lemans.

   “We don’t know that to be the case yet,” Rogers chimed in.

   “Yet?”

   “That’s all I can tell you. It looked like the president was under some sort of attack on TV.”

   A chorus of oohs and ahs escaped the mouths of several of the passengers.

   “All the more reason to get out of here on the double and try to find out what’s going on outside,” said Lemans.

   “We’re in an emergency mode right here, right now,” said Rogers. “We’re under attack and we must defend ourselves. This is an all-out war between us and those things outside.” He gesticulated toward the restaurant’s broken window. “Make no mistake about it. We are at war. We’ll worry about the government later. For now our own safety takes precedence over everything else.”

   “We’re not gonna get anything done if we just stand here talking about it!” shouted Lemans.

   “It’s getting dark,” said Rogers in a measured voice. “We need to send out a recon patrol to find transportation for us.”

   Halverson heard grumbling in the crowd. Nobody was happy with the situation, he knew. Who could blame them? Despite the grumbling, nobody spoke up.

   “Do I have any volunteers?” asked Rogers.

   “I’ll go,” said Halverson.

   “Figures,” said Lemans. “You and flyboy are asshole buddies.”

   Lemans was begging to have his big fat nose rearranged, decided Halverson. Halverson said nothing.

   “If gunslinger finds a car out there, how do we know he’ll bring it back with him?” Lemans addressed the passengers. “How do we know he won’t drive off by himself and forget about the rest of us?”

   “Like you tried to do in the parking lot earlier?” said Halverson. 

   Lemans glowered at Halverson.

   “This isn’t open to discussion anymore,” said Rogers. “Let’s break it up.”

   “We can discuss anything we want to discuss,” said Lemans.

   Rogers walked away from him. Halverson followed suit.

   “I’ll volunteer,” Tom told Rogers.

   “You’ll need a silenced MP7,” said Halverson.

   “Fine with me,” said Tom. “You took mine away from me. Remember?”

   “We’ll get you another one.”

   A blonde passenger in her early twenties sitting at a dinner table shot her hand up and hailed them. A pink scrunchie was holding her hair back in a ponytail. “Hey! I’ve got something on my laptop.”

   Its screen vertical, her black laptop was lying on the tabletop facing away from Halverson.

   “You got Wi-Fi?” asked Tom. He rushed over to the blonde.

   She nodded, her eyes riveted on the screen. “And a battery for my PC. I haven’t been able to get onto the Internet until a moment ago.”

   “Any news?” Tom peered over her shoulder to read the screen.

   “I’m not getting any news. I got a blog about the zombies, though. Take a look.”

   






   

   CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

   

   Zombie Blog #1: “The Problem with Zombies”

   by

   Jonathan Parker

   

   I’m trying to get everything I’ve found out about zombies onto the Internet ASAP so that anyone else still living out there will know what we’re dealing with.

   The zombie threat is real!

   They’re not coming here. They’re already here!

   I have no idea how they got here. 

   There are all sorts of rumors flying around about a plague having infected people and turning them into ghouls. How they got here is secondary to the fact that they are here and they must be dealt with immediately. The longer you put off destroying them, the greater the jeopardy to the human race. I will do my best in this blog to explain why we must not hesitate to destroy these creatures.

   The danger posed by the zombie can never be underestimated.

   First off, the zombie’s appetite is insatiable. No matter how much the zombie eats, it can never be satisfied. It is condemned to feed eternally. Not only that, the zombie has no interest in anything whatsoever besides eating. It is the ultimate eating machine. Think two-legged shark.

   As I said before, I don’t know how these creatures came into being. All I know is that they seem to be resurrected from the dead. The brains of the dead are becoming reanimated in some inexplicable fashion. Once a corpse’s brain becomes reactivated, the corpse’s nervous system is held in thrall to the brain. The brain issues but one command to the rest of the body: Eat living human flesh!

   The zombie doesn’t care about property or procreation; it must eat, eat, eat. It can never glut its all-consuming lust for human flesh. Its favorite dish is human brains. It appears that zombies will eat any living thing, but it is certain that they prefer living human beings.

   Unlike humans, the zombie doesn’t respect property. Since the zombie doesn’t own property (or desire to), it doesn’t respect the property of others. Nor does the zombie care to reproduce. The urge to procreate doesn’t drive it. The only thing the zombie has in common with humans is its desire for food.

   Because the zombie’s brain is its only living organ, the zombie moves spastically. It has been observed that zombies shuffle along jerkily. This is because they don’t have live muscle tissue. Their nervous system is the only force that propels them forward. Without muscle tissue, zombies possess limited strength.

   When it comes to intelligence, speed, dexterity, and physical strength, man has the advantage.

   However, the advantage goes to the zombie in the following category: the zombie doesn’t need to sleep. The zombie can go 24/7 forever. It is continually on the move seeking out food. Again, think shark. Nevertheless, the zombie’s lack of need for sleep isn’t the zombie’s greatest advantage over humans.

   The zombie’s trump card, so to speak, is its sheer weight of numbers. Think about it. The dead will always outnumber the living. This, indeed, is the most terrifying characteristic of the zombie. The zombie can multiply exponentially. For every living human, how many humans are dead and buried? These same dead and buried can become zombies in a matter of minutes. The numbers boggle the mind.

   Not only do zombies have the potential to outnumber living humans, they are also contagious. One of their bites is enough to turn a living human into one of the soldiers of the legions of the undead. Zombies are a walking plague.

   They must be stopped!

   Is there anyone else out there still living who can read this blog?

   If so, shoot me an e-mail.

   All survivors need to connect with each other so that we can band together to defeat these creatures.

   The clock is ticking. Time is running out for our very survival.

   I hope that isn’t one of them right now banging against my front door . . . 

   






   

   CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

   

   “There’s one of those things at the entrance in the wall!” a guard at the window called out.

   MP7 in hand, his face dripping with sweat, Halverson strode over to the hole in the window where the guard was standing. Halverson made out a tall ghoul clad in a fluorescent orange polyester vest with black Velcro fasteners on its front shambling through the entryway in the wall. The creature was also wearing a yellow hard hat, heavy boots, and canvas gloves. He may have worked for the electric company when he was alive, it looked like to Halverson.

   Halverson glanced down at the bandoliers on his chest. He realized he had about half the magazines he had had when he started. He had no idea how long this war with these creatures was going to last. It was best to conserve ammo, he decided.

   He set his MP7 to single shot.

   The creature’s plastic hard hat might screw up his shot, he knew. Even though his ammunition had armor-piercing capability, his Brugger & Thomet sound suppressor might reduce the velocity of his bullet and compromise its penetration power. In any case, he had no choice. He had to go for a head shot. A shot at upper body mass would cut no ice.

   The creature looked to be about thirty feet away, Halverson calculated. Halverson assumed the Weaver stance and trained the MP7 on the ghoul’s head. Halverson lamented the fact that the weapon didn’t have a laser attached to it on the railing. Not that he was going to lose any sleep over it.

   Personally, he preferred the DPSS (diode pumped solid state) laser, which afforded a green light. The green light showed up better than the laser’s traditional red light, especially during daytime.

   He would just have to make do without the laser. He left the two sights folded flat. He drew a bead through the sights on the creature’s head. The jerky movements of its head didn’t help his aim any. He squeezed off a shot.

   The 4.6 x 30 mm round zipped out of the mouth of the MP7’s sound suppressor.

   The hard hat tipped and flew off the ghoul’s head. The creature spun its head clumsily around, not knowing what was happening.

   Halverson didn’t know if he had hit the head or not. It didn’t matter. What mattered was he hadn’t hit the brain. He could stand here all night perforating the thing’s head with bullets, but if he didn’t hit the brain he was wasting his time.

   He sighted between the staring, white-filmed eyes of the ghoul. He double-tapped its head. The creature spun on its heel and fell backwards. It landed hard on its back. Its bullet-ripped head slammed the pavement even harder, bounced up once, then came to a rest. The ghoul was dead for good this time.

   Halverson scoped out the entrance in the wall for more ghouls. He didn’t see any. He wondered if ghouls ate other ghouls. He didn’t think so. He doubted they were cannibals. They fed only on the living, it seemed to him.

   “Reverend Jim, you need to sit down,” said Rogers.

   Halverson turned around to confront a gruesome sight.

   His neck wrapped in a blood-mottled towel knotted in front of his Adam’s apple, Reverend Jim shuffled in Halverson’s direction.

   Rogers made to grab Reverend Jim’s arm and escort him to a seat. “You can’t be walking around in your condition.”

   “Don’t touch him,” said Halverson.

   “What do you mean? He’s gonna fall on his face without my help.”

   “Look at his face.”

   Reverend Jim’s face bore a livid complexion. His mouth hung open. The irises of his eyes appeared white. He twitched his arms at his sides fitfully as though he had little control of them.

   “Daddy, sit down,” said Tanya in a worried voice. “You’ll hurt yourself. You’re in no condition to be walking around.” She bustled to his aid.

   “Stay away from him,” said Halverson.

   His no-nonsense tone stopped her in her tracks.

   “What are you talking about?” she said. “Can’t you see he needs rest? We can’t let him walk around like this. He’s lost too much blood. He’ll kill himself.”

   “He’s already dead. Look at his face.”

   She searched Reverend Jim’s visage. “He looks sick. What do you expect? You’d look that way too if you’d lost as much blood as he has.” She stepped toward her father again.

   “Stay away from him,” said Halverson. “He’s one of them.”

   Halverson brought his MP7 to bear on Reverend Jim’s bloodless, slack-jawed, twisted countenance.

   “Don’t!” she screamed.

   She charged toward him.

   Halverson gazed at Reverend Jim’s gaunt but still-recognizable face with its mop of frazzled white hair on top. Halverson gulped. He didn’t want to shoot Reverend Jim, but he had no other choice as he saw it. Halverson was finding out the hard way that it was easier to blow away a zombie you didn’t know than one you did.

   He squeezed the submachine gun’s trigger. One shot fired. One shot between Reverend Jim’s eyes.

   Reverend Jim collapsed on the floor.

   “Oh no!” Tanya cried. “You killed Daddy!”

   In tears, she rushed Halverson. She started pummeling him with her fists.

   Halverson tried to duck her blows. Other than that, he made no move to defend himself.

   Rogers sprang toward her. He snagged her arms and dragged her away from Halverson.

   “You bastard!” she screamed at Halverson. “You always hated him. You wanted to kill him before, and now you did it.”

   Her hands clenched into fists, tears running down her cheeks, she tried to break free from Rogers’s grasp and continue assailing Halverson. With a firm grip on her arm Rogers ushered her to the other side of the restaurant.

   Tom approached Reverend Jim’s slumped body. He looked down at Reverend Jim’s dead eyes that had white irises that stared back at him sightlessly.

   “This isn’t Reverend Jim,” said Tom. “He turned into one of them.” He faced the passengers. “It’s just like the blog on the Internet says. If one of those things bites you, you’ll turn into one of them. Those things are carriers. They’re all a bunch of Typhoid Marys walking around out there.”

   Halverson could hear Tanya whimpering on the other side of the room. Cold comfort to her that Tom had confirmed what Halverson already knew—that her father was a zombie.

   “We got company!” a guard hollered from the broken window.

   “Shit, no,” said Tom. “Say it ain’t so.”

   Halverson had the sickening feeling things were about to get a whole lot worse.

   He pelted over to the window with Tom. Halverson peered out the hole in the shattered window.

   A female ghoul with shoulder-length, shiny, straight brown hair was trudging through the wall’s entrance. The creature wore a wrinkled beige skirt and an apricot blouse. It clutched a cell phone in one of its hands. The ghoul, Halverson could see, had no idea what to do with the cell. The creature glanced at it constantly, as if consulting it, then kept walking.

   To Halverson it almost seemed the ghoul was obeying the cell phone the way it frequently studied the phone.

   Lemans ran up to the window. He leveled his automatic on the ghoul and blasted it three times.

   “Don’t fire that gun!” Rogers yelled from behind Lemans. “It’s not silenced.”

   The ghoul was still dragging its feet along. Its scuffed black pumps were falling off.

   “Sue me,” said Lemans and fired again at it.

   “You idiot!” said Rogers.

   He spun Lemans around from behind and wrested the pistol from Lemans’s hand.

   “Let go of me,” barked Lemans, fighting back.

   Rogers balled his right hand into a fist, cocked it, and slugged Lemans in the face.

   Lemans reeled backward. He reached for his aching face.

   Halverson finished off the ghoul with two shots to its head from his silenced MP7. But that wasn’t the end of it.

   Attracted by Lemans’s gunshots, a knot of ghouls stumbled through the wall’s entrance.

   “They know where we are,” said Tom, his eyes glued on them. “We’ve got a snowball’s chance in hell of coming out of this alive.”

   






   

   CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

   

   “Blow those things away,” Rogers told Halverson.

   Halverson switched his MP7 to full auto and peppered the ghouls marching drunkenly through the wall’s entrance.

   Mildred stormed up to the window with her Mossberg shotgun. “Let me at ’em.”

   “No,” said Rogers. “Don’t use the shotgun.”

   “What difference does it make? They already know we’re here,” she said.

   “I’m not so sure. If we’re lucky, this fun bunch here may be the only ones around.”

   Mildred glared at Lemans, who was rubbing his bruised chin with his right hand. “How lucky can we be?”

   Rogers turned to Tom. “Get Ray up here. He’s got a silenced MP7. Anyone else with a silencer, step right up and have at those things.”

   Silenced MP7 in hand, Foster stepped up to the hole in the window and opened fire on the ghouls piling through the entrance.

   Bodies started stacking up in the entryway. The ghouls had to stumble and climb over them to get inside the wall.

   “Don’t let any of them get to the restaurant’s front door,” said Rogers. “If we can cut them down before they get near the restaurant, we should be OK.”

   “I told you this was a death trap,” said Lemans. “Why didn’t you listen to me?”

   “I have a good mind to throw you out the window for those things to feed on.”

   “I’ll help you,” said Mildred.

   “We’ve got to get out of here right now,” said Lemans.

   “Is that why you fired your gun?” said Rogers. “So you could tip the ghouls off to where we are and that would force us to leave here?”

   Lemans looked at Rogers as though he was from outer space.

   “I wouldn’t put it past him,” said Mildred.

   “I hate to say this,” said Halverson. “It looks like there are a lot of them out there.” He ejected a spent clip and slammed a full clip into the MP7’s butt. “They’re still coming.”

   “Thick as flies,” said Foster, firing a burst at the advancing ghouls.

   “We need more firepower,” said Rogers. “Where’s Ray?”

   As if on cue, Ray dashed up to the window. “Tom said you needed help.”

   He set to blasting away at the ghouls.

   Rogers watched with concern as more and more ghouls appeared. He massaged his brow, revolving his next move.

   “They’re coming in waves,” said Ray.

   “It’s not looking good,” said Rogers. “All right, everybody. Open fire. There are too many of them. Let ’em have it. We can’t let them get to the front door.”

   Rogers grabbed a chair and tossed it through the window to widen the hole to make room for more guns.

   “Now you’re talking,” said Mildred.

   She brought the Mossberg’s stock to her shoulder and drew a bead on one of the ghouls below.

   “Have any of them gotten to the front door?” asked Rogers.

   “We can’t see from this angle,” answered Halverson. “Somebody needs to lean out the hole in the window and check out the door.”

   “Hold your fire,” said Ray. “I’ll do it.”

   With his MP7 he knocked away the jagged fragments of glass that protruded from the base of the window. Once the base was smooth and free of glass, he got down on his hands and knees and crept toward the window’s metal sill. He craned his head out of the hole to inspect the door.

   He made out two ghouls stumbling toward the locked door. He leaned as far out of the hole as he could to get an angle on them, raised his MP7, and sprayed the ghouls with automatic fire.

   It was readily apparent to Halverson that Ray was lying at an awkward angle over the sill. Ray’s position made it difficult for him to aim, as he had to line up his shots upside down.

   “I got ’em,” said Ray.

   Halverson helped him back up through the window’s hole into the restaurant.

   Wasted ghouls were piling up all over the place. Other ghouls were literally crawling over the mounds to get inside the wall, Halverson could see.

   Tom looked at Halverson’s weighted-down belt. “Why don’t you lob one of those grenades at the ghouls? It’s not like we have to worry about making noise anymore.”

   “No,” said Rogers. “Don’t. A grenade will make the entrance larger and let more of those things in here. There’s no telling how many of them are out there.”

   “Our best bet is to stop them before they get inside the wall,” agreed Halverson.

   “Come with me,” Rogers told Halverson. “I want to reconnoiter the area.”

   The two of them patrolled the restaurant’s perimeter. 

   When they reached the rear of the restaurant, Rogers said, “There’s another entrance in the wall here.”

   A thirtysomething sentry was standing near the window. He was gripping a pistol in his hand.

   “Did you see any ghouls come through there?” Rogers asked, indicating the entrance.

   “No,” answered the sentry.

   “If memory serves,” said Rogers, turning to Halverson, “that entrance leads to a parking lot surrounded by a chain-link fence.”

   “The fence could be keeping the things away from this entrance,” said Halverson. “What are you thinking?”

   “I’m thinking we may have to bug out of here.”

   Halverson nodded. “That looks like the only way out.”

   “If those things keep coming in the front, it is.”

   “Is there a back door to this restaurant?”

   “No.”

   “That presents a problem. It’s too far to jump from this height.”

   “I’ve been thinking about that. I saw coils of rope in the pantry. They’re probably there in case of fire. Most buildings have emergency escape plans in case of a fire.”

   “I noticed a fire hose in the kitchen wound up on a spool.”

   “Enough to reach through the window to the ground?”

   “It looked like.”

   “We’re on the same page. First thing we do is break the windows all around the restaurant. That’ll disorient the ghouls so they won’t know where we’re gonna make our break.”

   They resumed walking around the perimeter.

   “If those things get through the front door, they’ve got us cornered,” said Halverson. “We’re dead if we stay here.”

   “We haven’t reached that point yet, but we have to prepare for it.”

   They returned to the hole in the window overlooking the front entrance.

   Lemans was waiting for them. “I’m telling you this is a death trap.”

   “Listen up, everybody,” said Rogers. “Let’s break all the windows. Everybody, grab a chair and start busting glass.”

   Taken aback, the passengers regarded him with surprise. To set an example, Rogers seized a nearby chair, strutted up to the window, and commenced swinging the chair back and forth slamming it through the window and shattering the glass.

   The passengers looked at him like he had lost his marbles.

   Halverson grabbed a chair and followed Rogers’s lead. The ghouls were looking up at the sounds of breaking glass, wondering what was happening, Halverson could see. They could not make heads or tails of it. They waited for something else to happen. But nothing did. They decided to ignore the ruckus. They kept heading for the front door.

   Ray crawled to the edge of the floor, hung out over the ledge of the building, and eyeballed the front door for any activity in front of it.

   “More ghouls at the door,” he said.

   “Take them out,” said Rogers.

   Ray trained his MP7 on the creatures. “It’s hard to get a shot at them from this angle.”

   Halverson crawled to the ledge and hung over it. It was as Ray had said, as Halverson had expected. Shooting from here was no cakewalk. Halverson’s head was upside down. Perforce he had to hold his weapon upside down and aim through the sights upside down. He felt the blood rushing to his head.

   “I don’t want to hit the door, especially the doorknob,” said Ray, hanging next to him.

   “I hear you,” said Halverson. “A stray shot to the doorknob might break the lock.”

   “Any shots through the door will weaken the integrity of the wood.”

   Three ghouls were pressing against the door. They pounded on it with their open hands.

   Despite the difficulty of the shot, Halverson squeezed off single shots at the creatures’ heads. He hit one of the creatures in the neck, which did not even slow the creature down. Two more shots struck that same creature’s back with the same results. Unfazed, the creature bashed the door with his hands.

   The creature was a portly black bald male in a bus driver’s blue uniform. He was wearing spectacles with tortoiseshell plastic frames.

   Halverson fired another shot. This one hit home. The bullet entered the back of the creature’s skull and exited through the face. A softball-sized chunk of the face blew out of the head and plastered the door. A mulligan stew of brains and bone spalls slid down the door’s surface.

   Halverson’s eyes were blurring courtesy of the blood rushing to his upside-down head.

   “There must be a better way,” he said.

   With his arm he jacked himself back from the restaurant’s rim.

   Ray continued taking potshots at the ghouls.

   After the blood drained from his face, Halverson leaned out over the edge again.

   Another creature was joining the assault on the door. This one was a blonde female in its late twenties with a haughty visage that in its previous life had no doubt been considered beautiful. The creature was wearing an elegant Christian Dior bespoke silk ebony dress that was shredded in several places down to the hem. The dress was pretty much a filthy, tattered rag at this point. A twenty-four karat gold ring or a diamond cabochon ring adorned each of the ghoul’s fingers.

   The ghoul’s putrescent suppurating face had flakes of decayed skin sloughing off it. Halverson wondered what the ghoul had to be haughty about. Then he shot it in the temple.

   He wasted another ghoul banging against the door.

   Hanging upside down he began to feel dizzy with the blood rushing to his head. He pulled back from the ledge and sat up.

   “Too many of them,” he said.

   Ray sat up, too, his face flushed. “This angle’s no good. If we didn’t have to hang upside down like fucking bats, we could whack the whole kit and caboodle.”

   “That door’s not gonna hold.”

   






   

   CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

   

   “I told you this was a death trap,” said Lemans, accosting Rogers. “Why didn’t you listen to me?”

   Halverson was getting sick and tired of listening to Lemans’s told-you-so, broken-record routine.

   Tom fired his pistol at a ghoul outside the window. “Shut up.”

   So was Tom, Halverson realized.

   “We need a new leader,” said Lemans.

   “Like who?” Tom smirked. “Like you, I bet.”

   “We need you to shut up,” Rogers told Lemans. “We need to contrive an escape route.”

   “What about the front door?” said Lemans, his lips dripping with sarcasm.

   Halverson and Ray were standing up now, firing their MP7s at the ghouls near the front wall.

   “If you had followed me in the first place, we wouldn’t be in this mess,” said Lemans.

   Mildred fired her Mossberg out the window. “You know everything, don’t you?”

   “I know more than flyboy. He had his chance. Now we need somebody in charge who knows what he’s doing.”

   “Like I said before,” said Rogers, “we need to bust apart all the windows around the restaurant.”

   “Why? Are we gonna sprout wings and fly out the window?”

   “What good will that do?” asked Foster.

   “There’s rope in the kitchen,” answered Rogers. “If those things get in here, we can rappel down the ropes and get out of here.”

   “To where? Those things are all over the place down there.”

   “The last time I looked, the back was clear. There’s a rear entrance in the wall. We go through there.”

   Tom thought about it. He stroked his cheek. “They’ll come after us as soon as they see us hit the ground.”

   “They aren’t in the back. How will they be able to see us?”

   “We don’t have a whole lot of choices,” said Halverson.

   “For one thing, we’re running out of ammo,” said Ray, displaying his MP7.

   He ejected a spent clip to the floor for emphasis. The empty magazine clattered on the floor near his feet.

   “If they break through the front door, we’ll be able to cut down some of them as they enter the stairwell,” said Halverson. “We can use it as a chokepoint.”

   “We can’t hold them there forever,” said Ray.

   “Exactly,” said Rogers. “That’s why we have to have our escape route planned out ahead of time.”

   Mildred fired another load of lead shot at the ghouls outside. “What’s Mr. Know-it-all’s plan?”

   Lemans said nothing.

   “Then let’s bash out those windows,” said Rogers.

   Not overjoyed at the prospect but seeing no other options, most of the passengers latched onto chairs, hauled them to the window, and fell to smashing the glass to smithereens.

   Soon, jagged fragments and shivers from the entire window strewed the pavement outside. All that remained intact was the window frame that stretched from the ceiling to the floor around the circumference of the restaurant like a metal skeleton.

   “Let’s get the rope in the pantry,” said Rogers.

   Halverson, Tom, and Rogers made for the pantry. The rest of the passengers who had guns kept laying down fire at the ghouls outside.

   Halverson, Tom, and Rogers each hoisted a coil of rope in the kitchen and returned to the glassless window in the rear of the restaurant. They searched for a secure foundation to tie down the ropes.

   “We can anchor the ropes to the legs of the tables,” said Halverson.

   The steel legs of the tables were secured to the floor by means of angle irons, Halverson noted.

   He tied the end of his rope around one of the table legs.

   Rogers and Tom tied their ropes to legs on other tables.

   “Are the ropes long enough to reach the ground?” asked Tom.

   Halverson eyeballed a coil of rope. “Looks like it.”

   “Is anyone downstairs in the lobby?” asked Rogers.

   “I don’t know,” answered Tom. “Ray was there. I got him to come up here, like you said.”

   “And nobody took his place?” said Rogers with a trace of annoyance.

   “I don’t know.”

   “We need somebody posted down there at all times so we know when the things break through the door.”

   “I’ll go,” said Halverson and made for the stairwell.

   “Not you,” said Rogers. “We need your firepower at the window.”

   “I’ll go,” said Tom.

   He cut toward the stairwell.

   “If the front door looks like it’s gonna give, holler,” said Rogers.

   Tom nodded as he strode away.

   Rogers turned to Halverson. “Once the things break into the lobby, we can post men at the top of the stairs and cut down a slew of them as they jam into the stairwell.”

   “Not forever,” said Halverson. “There are just too many of them.”

   “I know that. But we can buy some time to get over to the ropes and abandon this place.”

   Halverson peered out the back window. “I still don’t see any ghouls near the rear entrance.”

   “If they show up there, our goose is well and truly cooked.”

   “Maybe we should split right now while the coast is still clear.”

   Rogers paused in thought. He massaged his square chin with his big mitt.

   “We need to move,” said Halverson.

   “Maybe . . . ,” Rogers tailed off. “No. I think we should wait till the things are pouring through the front door. That will keep them distracted so they won’t notice us slipping out the back window.”

   “I say we go now,” said Lemans, strutting up from behind them.

   Halverson started. He didn’t know Lemans was near.

   “If those things see us climbing down the ropes, they’ll be waiting for us as soon as we hit the ground,” said Rogers. “It’ll turn into Custer’s last stand.”

   “If they’re at the rear entrance when we leave, the same thing,” said Lemans.

   “No matter what we do, it’s risky,” said Halverson.

   “We need a diversion,” said Rogers. “When they break through the front door, it’ll give us half a chance.”

   Halverson thought about it. “There’s one other option.”

   “Shoot.”

   “What if we open the door for them right now while we know the rear entrance is clear?”

   An eerie silence greeted Halverson’s suggestion. Nobody said anything for the better part of a minute.

   Halverson figured his suggestion had caught Rogers and Lemans off guard. Nonplussed expressions registered on their two faces.

   “That’s like admitting defeat,” said Rogers at last.

   Lemans was blunter in his appraisal. “It’s an invitation to death.”

   “We’ve already conceded them the restaurant,” said Halverson. “There’s no way we can stay here, now that they know we’re here and there are so many of them.”

   “I don’t think I can give that order,” said Rogers. He stared down at the floor in a brown study.

   “We should get out while the getting’s good.”

   “Still, we’re all safe as long as we stay here with the door locked. When those things charge in here, the situation becomes unstable. We’re more than likely gonna lose people unless everything goes exactly according to plan.”

   “Which happens on a cold day in July,” said Lemans.

   “The point is we’ve already decided our course of action,” said Halverson. “All it is now is a matter of when we start. The longer we put it off, the more chance there is that those things find the rear entrance in the wall. Then we’re out of options.”

   Rogers remained silent. He ran his quarterback’s hand through his hair. “Now’s as good a time as any,” he said at length.

   “I don’t know that we should tell the others about our opening the door.”

   Rogers nodded. “They probably wouldn’t like it.” He hung fire. “I’m not too keen on it myself.”

   “Should we toss the ropes out the window now?”

   “No. The things might see them hanging out. Then they might come over and investigate. I’ll bring the fire hose to the window and have it ready to throw out. We need as many ropes as possible to expedite our escape. I want us all out of here within minutes.”

   “OK. We’ll throw the ropes out after the door opens.”

   “Who’s gonna go down there and let them in?” asked Rogers.

   “Are you volunteering?” Lemans asked Halverson. “After all, it’s your bright idea.”

   






   

   CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

   

   Zombie Blog #2: “Never Touch a Zombie”

   by

   Jonathan Parker

   

   Whatever you do, don’t touch a zombie. These creatures are filthy. Lice, maggots, bugs of all description, and teeming multitudes of bacteria cover the creature’s putrescent flesh. Zombies are, after all, dead, even though they possess motility. Their entire infection-riddled bodies are necrotic.

   If you have an open wound and a zombie touches it, that wound will become infected. Dead bodies are breeding grounds for diseases. Zombies are the walking dead. If their bite doesn’t kill you, the diseases they carry will.

   There is some question as to whether an open wound touched by a zombie will necessarily lead to the victim’s zombification. For certain, the wound will become infected. Suppuration will quickly ensue. Disinfect this wound immediately! This advice cannot be overstated. If possible, take penicillin for at least two weeks following the aforementioned physical contact with a zombie.

   Whether the festering flesh thus infected will lead to zombification is as yet undetermined. There have been several reports that infection can lead to zombification. But, at this time, none of these reports have been substantiated. This subject needs further study.

   When handling a zombie that you have destroyed, be sure to wear protective gear, such as gloves. Make sure your gloves are waterproof. You don’t want any zombie fluids on your skin. The zombie disease is transmitted by means of the zombie’s fluid, namely its saliva. (In certain cases, the disease can spread via zombie blood. But not all zombies have blood. See below.) Do not allow zombie fluids to make contact with your mucous membranes. Infection of the mucous membranes via zombie fluids can lead to zombification.

   Re zombie blood, I have gleaned the following information. If a zombie rises from the grave, the zombie does not have any blood at all. Its blood is long gone. If you shoot this type of zombie, it will not bleed. In other words, old corpses that become zombies are bloodless.

   However, if a human turns into a zombie quickly after dying, the zombie retains blood in its body; albeit, the zombie’s heart does not function. The heart does not pump blood. If you shoot this type of zombie, blood will not ooze out—since there is no heartbeat to pump it out. As everybody knows, a dead person does not bleed. You might see splotches of blood at the entrance and exit wounds of the gunshot, but nothing more than that. Blood will not ooze out.

   Be advised that these splotches of blood are highly infectious. Whatever you do don’t touch them or make physical contact with them in any manner.

   If you have time, pile up the zombies you have dispatched into a pyre and torch them. As I stated earlier in this blog, these creatures are infested with vermin and diseases. To insure against further infection, burn their plague-ridden bodies to ashes. Unlike the legendary phoenix, zombies cannot rise from the ashes.

   All traces of zombies must be wiped off the face of the earth to insure the safety of mankind.

   The human race is closer to its extinction than it has ever been in its brief history on this planet.

   Destroy all zombies!

   






   

   CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

   

   Halverson wasn’t looking forward to opening the front door for the ghouls. It was his idea, after all, so it was only right that he do the honors. Still, if somebody had a better idea, he would be the first to endorse it.

   He accompanied Rogers and Lemans back to the other passengers, who were grouped for the most part in the bar area near the center of the lounge, except for the shooters manning the window.

   Halverson hived off from Rogers and Lemans and headed for the window to find out if the ghouls storming through the wall’s front entrance showed any sign of letup. The situation was deteriorating, Halverson saw.

   Ghouls were scaling the mountain of dead ghouls in greater numbers to get to the front door of the restaurant. Why the ghouls were so intent on getting to the front door, Halverson did not know. He could only speculate. Maybe it was some kind of herd instinct with them.

   The pile of dead ghouls in the wall entrance had reached six feet high. The height did not faze the ghouls. Undeterred, they clambered over the pile, scrabbling with their ungainly hands and feet. Then they tumbled down the opposite end, only to rise to their feet and shamble to join their comrades at the restaurant’s front door.

   “What do you think?” Halverson asked Ray, who was blasting the ghouls with his MP7.

   Ray shook his head. “We’ll run out of ammo before we can stop those things coming through the wall.”

   Halverson nodded. “That’s the way I see it.”

   “The front door’s the only thing that’s standing between us and them.” Ray wiped sweat from his brow with his left hand. “The question is, how long can it hold?”

   “I don’t see how it can hold much longer against the weight of all those things pressing against it.”

   “If they get through the door, we can bottleneck them in the stairwell. That’ll slow them down.”

   “It’s only marking time. You see how those things are stacked at the wall. No matter how high the pile, they just climb over it. The same thing’s gonna happen in the stairwell when we start plugging them there.”

   Ray fired two single shots at a portly ghoul who had just mounted the stack of his dead fellows. After one of the shots penetrated the ghoul’s brain it tumbled down the stack and landed in a heap at the bottom of the pile.

   “They get through the door, we’re toast,” said Ray.

   Halverson heard Lemans’s voice booming out behind him. “Our reporter friend Chad has decided he’s going to open the front door to let the ghouls in.”

   Halverson’s face fell.

   Sighs and gasps escaped the mouths of the passengers.

   Rogers hurried over to Halverson’s side. “I couldn’t stop the double-dealing fink.”

   “Does he want to get us all killed?” cried a passenger, furious with Halverson.

   Halverson stepped up to address the passengers. He saw that he had no other choice, what with Lemans’s snitching on him.

   “Listen up, people,” said Halverson. “The front door’s not gonna hold forever. We can’t stay here. We have to leave. The sooner we leave the better. Right now our escape route is clear. The longer we wait to leave, the less chance there is that the route will remain that way.”

   Pained expressions swept over the faces of the passengers.

   “Are you telling us we’re dead?” asked a middle-aged man in the back of the crowd.

   “We will be if we stay here.”

   “And you want to speed up the process by opening the door for those things out there.”

   Rogers waved his hand in the air to attract attention. “I’ll keep this short and sweet. If we stay here, we’re dead. If we use the ropes to climb out the back window, we have a chance to survive. It’s that simple.”

   “Climb out on ropes?” said Tanya. “What are you talking about? I’ve never climbed a rope in my life.”

   “We’re not a bunch of athletes,” said Valerie, Lemans’s statuesque blonde follower. “We don’t know anything about climbing ropes.”

   “It’s not that difficult,” said Rogers. “We’ll rappel down.”

   “What’s rappel?” said Tanya in confusion.

   “We’ll show you how to do it.”

   “Basically, you put the rope under your arm, around your back, and under your leg to create friction and slow your descent,” said Halverson.

   “Oh, piece of cake,” said Lemans. He touched his forefinger to the side of his imposing nose. “I can’t even understand what you’re talking about. It sounds like gobbledygook.”

   “Pipe down,” said Rogers.

   Lemans pulled on his nose. “Why should I? I have as much right to talk as you. It’s about time someone with common sense started talking here.”

   “Then count you out.”

   “You’re the one who got us into this mess. You should talk.”

   “Do you have a better idea?” asked Halverson.

   His expression smug, Lemans puffed up his chest, but remained speechless. He held his head on his stubby neck arrogantly up in the air above his stooped shoulders.

   “That’s what I thought.”

   Lemans found his voice. “The first thing we need to do when we get out of this debacle is eighty-six flyboy as our leader. He’s the one who put us here.”

   “Can’t anybody shut this guy up?” said Ray with a sneer.

   “It’s a free country.”

   “It may not even be a country anymore, the way things are going,” said Tanya.

   Ray sidled up to Halverson. “If you open that door, those things are gonna crush anything in their path coming through it, including you.”

   “There’s no way you’ll be able to move fast enough to get out of their way after you turn the doorknob,” agreed Rogers. “They’re gonna burst through the door and pound you into the floor like a tidal wave.”

   “I’ll have to figure out another way to open it.”

   Rogers heaved a sigh. “Maybe we should just go back to our previous plan and wait for the ghouls to break down the door themselves.”

   Halverson shook his head. “We have to go now while our escape route out the back is clear.”

   Not that Halverson was looking forward to opening the door for the zombies. It was about the last thing he wanted to do.

   “It’s a suicide mission,” said Rogers.

   “Maybe someone should go down to the door with you to help,” Ray told Halverson.

   “Then it’s suicide for two,” said Rogers.

   “I’ll go alone,” said Halverson.

   Rogers craned his neck and cast around the room. “By the way, where’s Tom? I sent him downstairs to check on that door a long time ago.”

   “Is he down there all alone?” asked Ray.

   “I told him to take your place.”

   “I’ll check on him,” said Halverson. He started toward the stairwell.

   “Are you gonna open the door now?” asked Rogers. “We need to know so we can start throwing the ropes out the window.”

   “Let me case the lobby down below first. Then I’ll get back to you.”

   Halverson made for the stairwell.

   “You won’t be happy till we’re all dead, will you, gunslinger?” Lemans called after him.

   “Personally, I’ll be happy when you’re dead,” Ray told Lemans.

   Lemans gave him a look. “You’re not a whole lot better than him.”

   Ray ignored him and returned to the window to shoot ghouls.

   Halverson entered the stairwell. He stood on the landing and scanned the lobby down below for Tom.

   Pistol in hand, Tom was standing in the middle of the lobby, seemingly rapt with the front door. He didn’t even pick up on Halverson standing above on the landing.

   The locked door was vibrating under a flurry of blows rained down on it by the ghouls outside.

   Halverson could not tell from his vantage point if the door was coming loose in its frame.

   “How’s it look?” he asked.

   Tom did not respond. His expression intent, he kept his automatic trained on the raucous door.

   “Earth to Tom,” Halverson said louder.

   As if snapped out of a trance, Tom whipped his head around to look up at the landing behind him. “Yeah.”

   “How’s the door holding up?”

   “So far, so good. That ruckus they’re making out there is giving me a bad case of the willies.” Tom shivered. “I feel like shooting through the door at them.”

   “That sounds like a good idea.”

   “What?” Tom did a double take. “Bullet holes in the door will weaken it. Those things will pound their fists through the holes and break down the door.”

   “That’s the idea.”

   “Now I know you’re kidding.”

   “You come back upstairs and help with the ropes. I’m taking your place.”

   Tom scaled the steps.

   Halverson met him on the landing. “When you hear me open fire, that’s the signal to throw the ropes out the window. Tell that to Burt.”

   Tom stared at him wide-eyed. “Are you really going through with this?”

   “It’s our best chance now.”

   “What if we can’t hear your gunfire from upstairs?”

   “I won’t be using my silencer.”

   “But our gunshots from upstairs will drown out yours.”

   Halverson thought about it. “Tell Burt to have the shooters upstairs stop firing and listen for my gunshots. You should be able to hear my shots without the noise of the other guns to interfere.”

   “OK.”

   “I need more firepower here on the stairs to slow down the zombies. See if you can get Ray and some other shooters over here to help me.”

   “No problem. I’ll help too.”

   Tom peeled off.

   Anxiously, Halverson watched the front door. With the racket the ghouls were creating on the other side of it they might very well burst open the door themselves any second without any help from Halverson.

   






   

   CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

   

   Halverson waited for the gunshots inside the restaurant to subside. Once they did, he could initiate his plan.

   In a few minutes the gunfire ceased.

   Now was as good a time as any, he decided.

   From the landing he let loose a burst from his MP7 leveled at the doorknob on the shuddering door. The door held steady in its frame. He fired another burst, this time aiming at the jamb near the doorknob as well as at the doorknob itself.

   The door juddered and cracked then flew open with such force exerted by the throng of ghouls jammed against it that its top brass hinge split off from the doorjamb and hung askew on the door’s edge. The hinge’s screws dangled from their holes by their threads as the door shivered on its one remaining hinge.

   The first ghoul through the riven, broken door was an army soldier dressed in camouflage fatigues and a forager cap. The male ghoul looked to Halverson to be it in its late twenties. The ghoul wore large spectacles with thick clear plastic frames.

   The ghoul stumbled into the lobby, precipitated inside by the creatures mobbed behind his back.

   For some reason that Halverson could not fathom the zombie picked its nose with its long forefinger. Old habits never died, decided Halverson. Even after you were dead.

   The mass of creatures behind the army soldier catapulted the ghoul into the lobby with the sheer force of their numbers. So great was the impetus that it caused the ghoul to trip over its own camouflage boots and fall facedown on the floor.

   Halverson stepped forward. He aimed over the newel on the landing at the ghoul. Halverson double-tapped the creature in the back of the head.

   The next zombie propelled through the doorway was a tall, lean fortysomething guy who looked like a throwback to the disco era with his beige polyester stretch pants and lavender silk button-down shirt with flounced sleeves. His fancy clothes were mottled with filth and hung in shreds from his body. He had probably been a swinging single when he was alive, Halverson decided.

   At first it looked like the creature was grinning as it stumbled into the lobby. However, on closer inspection Halverson could see its mouth was twisted into a hideous grimace accompanied by a sneer on its emaciated lips.

   The creature’s quick staggering propulsion forward by the mob behind it increased the difficulty of Halverson’s shot. Halverson waited for the creature to fetch up farther into the lobby. The creature obliged him by falling forward onto its knees. At that moment Halverson fired three single shots into the back of the ghoul’s head. The ghoul’s face exploded off onto the floor, smearing it with a mixture of jagged skull fragments and brain tissue.

   Halverson heard Ray run up beside him. Halverson glanced behind him. He saw Tom, Foster, Mildred, and Rosie bearing weapons to aid him.

   The rest of the zombies were now pouring through the door. Halverson and his reinforcements opened fire on them.

   As the creatures tried to climb the steps, Halverson and company cut them down and sent them sprawling onto the treads.

   “Did Rogers tell them to throw the ropes out the window yet?” Halverson asked Tom amidst the sporadic gunfire.

   “I’ll tell him,” said Tom, darting back into the restaurant.

   The stairwell resounded with the earsplitting cacophony of gunfire.

   When Mildred fired her shotgun a few feet away from him, Halverson went deaf for a few moments. His ears starting ringing as his hearing came back.

   Ghouls’ bodies were stacking up at an alarming rate on the treads. The stacks did not faze the other ghouls. They simply climbed over them, pawing at them with their decomposing hands.

   “We gotta pull back!” Ray called to Halverson through the thunderous gunfire.

   Halverson coughed on the acrid reek of cordite. “I’ll cover you.”

   “I could use another clip.”

   “Take one from my back.”

   Halverson felt Ray pulling a magazine clip out of one of the bandoliers draped over Halverson’s chest and back.

   “We’re gonna need a lot more than this,” said Ray.

   “I hear ya. Take a couple more.”

   Ray withdrew two more clips from Halverson’s bandolier.

   “I hope most of the passengers are out by now,” said Halverson.

   “Yeah. Those things are gonna be up the stairs and all over us like white on rice in two shakes.”

   MP7 in hand, Tom ran up to them. “They’re having problems getting people out the window in back.”

   “What kind of problems?”

   “Some of the passengers are afraid they’ll fall off the rope.”

   Halverson shook his head. “It’s not like they have a choice.”

   “Do they have any idea what’s waiting for them if they don’t climb down that rope?” said Ray.

   “They’re also worried about what’s on the other side of the wall’s back entrance,” said Tom.

   “Why worry about stuff you don’t even know is there?” said Halverson.

   “They ought to be worried about the stuff we do know is here—like these things on the stairs,” said Ray.

   He fired single shots from his submachine gun at a middle-aged female ghoul scrabbling over the heap of dead bodies on the steps. The creature’s face was a wrinkled mass of decaying flesh that looked more like parchment than flesh. Its big milky blue eyes glared obscenely out of its grotesque face.

   One of the bullets entered the creature’s mouth with its shriveled lips and desiccated tongue. The bullet did not even slow the creature down. The bullet drilled a hole through the back of the creature’s neck.

   The second round did the trick. One of the creature’s blue eyes disintegrated into jelly under the impact from the round that continued on its journey through the creature’s braincase, through the thalamus, and out the cerebral hemisphere. The ghoul stopped moving.

   “Lemans is acting like a rabble-rouser, getting everybody riled up,” said Tom.

   “What the hell’s he telling them?” said Ray.

   “He says nobody has to climb out the window if they don’t want to. And it’s Rogers’s fault we’re in this mess, so we should all blame him.”

   “A lot of good that’s gonna do,” said Halverson.

   “Is there any way we can arrange it so Lemans falls from the rope and kills himself?” said Ray. “That guy is the mother of all shitheels.”

   Halverson sniggered at the thought. But not for long.

   He had to fire his MP7 at a ghoul in a pharmacist’s white smock. The ghoul had climbed over the congeries of other ghouls on the treads and was in the process of stepping on the next tread of the stairs. Two shots that entered the ghoul’s forehead separated the back of the ghoul’s skull from the front. The dislodged back of the cranium sailed off from the rest of the ghoul’s skull like a Frisbee with blobs of brains in it.

   “We don’t have time for Lemans and his pissing contests,” said Halverson.

   “What’s his problem?” said Ray.

   “He needs constant attention like a spoiled little brat,” chimed in Mildred, overhearing their conversation.

   “He wants to be Mr. Big,” said Tom.

   “He’s Mr. Big Pain in the Ass,” said Ray.

   “Just go back and tell everybody if they don’t climb out the window they’ll be ghoul food,” said Halverson.

   “What’ll we do with Lemans?” asked Tom.

   “I could care less what happens to that sleazeball.”

   “Maybe the rope accidentally on purpose gets wrapped around his neck and hangs him,” said Ray.

   “Why does everything have to be so difficult?” said Tom in exasperation. “Why can’t we just be left alone and do our thing?”

   “It’s not a pretty world from where I’m looking,” said Halverson. He shot another ghoul on the stairwell.

   “But why were we the ones chosen to go through this nightmare?”

   “Why not us?” said Ray.

   Tom could not think of an answer to that. He massaged his chin and gazed off into space.

   “There’s no use thinking about it,” said Halverson. “It is what it is. We have to deal with it and keep going.”

   “I just want to see my girlfriend and get back to the way things used to be before I boarded that jinxed plane,” said Tom. “That’s not too much to ask for, is it?”

   Halverson said nothing.

   Tom and Ray commenced their retreat, along with Foster, Mildred, and Rosie.

   “I’ll bring up the rear,” said Halverson.

   He picked off another ghoul that had scaled the growing mountain of corpses on the staircase.

   No matter how many ghouls Halverson shot, the pile was getting closer and closer to the landing, he realized. The world was closing in on him.

   






   

   CHAPTER THIRTY

   

   It was time to give up more ground, decided Halverson.

   He unleashed a burst from his MP7 at two zombies clambering over the stack of corpses on the staircase then retreated into the restaurant.

   He was dismayed to find that there were still passengers milling inside the restaurant. He had hoped they had all rappelled down the ropes by now.

   Even Lemans was still there, strutting back and forth issuing orders. “We’ve got to get a new leader. I’m the only one here who’s fit to lead. Do you think I got to be top dog of a world-class bank by being a wallflower?”

   “They’ll be pouring into the restaurant any minute now,” said Halverson, bucketing toward the rope hanging out the window. “Everybody out.”

   Lemans took one look at a ghoul staggering into the restaurant and zipped toward one of the ropes. Latching onto the rope, he was over the windowsill in seconds.

   “Shit,” said Tom, peering down out the window through the roiling miasma outside.

   Halverson cut down the lead zombie. It fell in its tracks, its head split open by two rounds from Halverson’s MP7.

   “What?” he said.

   “Those things are down on the ground outside waiting for us.”

   Halverson careered to Tom’s side and scoped out the ground outside. He could see ghouls stumbling around like drunkards pawing at passengers and chewing their legs as they descended the ropes.

   Passengers screamed as they hung from the ropes and tried to fight off the ghouls.

   Frantically, Lemans kicked the heads of two ghouls that were trying to glom onto his legs and bite them as he rappelled down a rope.

   Halverson and Ray fired into the ghouls massing below. Halverson had to choose his shot well lest he hit any of the passengers caught up in the swarm of zombies.

   Halverson heard a sound behind him. He wheeled around just in time to see a ghoul from the stairwell shambling toward him. Halverson bashed the ghoul’s skull in with the extended stock of his submachine gun.

   Halverson slung his MP7 over his shoulder. Tom and Ray followed suit. They each grabbed a rope to begin their descent.

   Halverson cringed as he saw screaming passengers who were afraid to lower themselves on the ropes getting mauled by ghouls bursting into the restaurant from the stairwell. He saw a ghoul rip an arm out of a shrieking passenger and start gnawing on the shredded blood-splattered flesh where the arm had been torn from the shoulder socket.

   Rappelling down the rope he saw ghouls clawing the air waiting for him to descend into their arms. He managed to pull out his Sig Sauer semiautomatic from his waistband and plug the nearest ghouls. If he could not blow them away, he kicked their faces in.

   He saw a passenger sprawled on the ground being mauled by a ghoul leaning over him tearing out his entrails and chewing them. Ten feet away, another ghoul ripped a passenger’s flesh off his chest to expose his bloody rib cage. The ghoul dug into the rib cage, plucked out the passenger’s heart, and scarfed it down.

   A rotund ghoul weighing over three hundred pounds and wearing a white T-shirt and black trousers reared back on its heels and spat a wad of blood out at Halverson as it waited for him to land on the ground. The broad-faced ghoul had inch-high curly black hair, a black mustache, and a narrow beard that ran along the length of his jaw line all the way to his sideburns.

   Halverson wasted the creature with two shots with his Sig Sauer to its fat head.

   Halverson felt a tug on his rope from above. He halted his descent down the rope and looked up.

   A middle-aged female ghoul with auburn hair was bending over and trying to hitch Halverson’s rope up, but she didn’t have enough strength. Her withered face was in ruins with flakes of skin dangling off her cheeks like chads from a punch card. Halverson could see a cheekbone protruding from one side of the ghoul’s travesty of a face.

   The ghoul peered down over the windowsill for a moment then, to Halverson’s astonishment, stepped out the window and plummeted to the ground in its quest to sink its teeth into him.

   The thing had no fear of pain or death, decided Halverson. But then again why should it fear death? It was already dead. It just didn’t know it.

   The creature landed on its chest on the ground with a thud. Suspended from his rope, Halverson wondered if the ghoul was still alive. As if to answer him, the creature set to squirming on the asphalt pavement.

   Halverson sighted his automatic on the creature’s head. The swaying of the rope didn’t help his aim. Luck was on his side for once. One round was all it took. Now the thing was dead as a doornail.

   The report of Halverson’s gun seemed to annoy the other ghouls swarming under him.

   Halverson knew he had to get off this rope as soon as possible. He was the last passenger still descending. He was a sitting duck hanging in the air like this. The creatures could bide their time waiting for him to fall into their clutches.

   He caught sight of two ghouls below him feasting on a dead passenger below. The passenger’s face was smeared with blood, pulped, and unrecognizable. The creatures clinched his partially consumed head, hiked it, and ripped it off his neck.

   One of the ghouls ripped an ear off the decapitated head and munched the ear like a potato chip. Halverson could hear the crunching sound the ear made in the ghoul’s mouth. Blood trickled out of the ghoul’s mouth and down its neck.

   The other ghoul, an obese thirtyish female, grasped the head with two hands and bashed it against the pavement trying to crack the head open like a coconut and get to the brains.

   Sickened by the sight as well as by the thumping of the head against the pavement, Halverson could not wait to get out of the charnel house awaiting him below.

   He lashed out with his feet and kicked the heads of two zombies standing bobbing drunkenly below him at the end of the rope waiting for him to land. The zombies staggered backwards. One of them windmilled its arms as it fell back. Neither of the creatures, however, was dead. They had simply been delayed in their attempts to get at Halverson.

   Just then another zombie took a nosedive off the window ledge above and come crashing to the ground less than three feet away from Halverson. This ghoul wasn’t as lucky as its precursor. This one hit the ground headfirst and dashed its brains in.

   Halverson hit the ground running.

   He shot at zombie heads until the ammunition in his Sig Sauer ran out. He still had to deal with two more zombies before he reached the rear entrance in the wall. He was fixing to grab his MP7, but decided in a split second that it would take too much time to shrug it off his shoulder and prepare it for firing. By the time the MP7 was within his grasp, the zombies would be upon him.

   Instead, he clubbed the first creature, a female ghoul, in the forehead with the butt of his Sig Sauer semiautomatic. The creature was a slight blonde with a thin face with nondescript features. It wasn’t a face that would have garnered any second looks when she had been alive. Now it was a rotting, shrunken face that turned stomachs.

   The creature’s filmy white eyes that had once been blue seemed to bug out of its head in befuddlement as the creature staggered backwards reeling under the impact of Halverson’s blow.

   The other creature charged at Halverson. This one was a short, sixtysomething male with white hair that fell in tufts over its ears. The creature was wearing a black gimme cap, a white polo shirt, and blue jeans. Halverson reared back his foot and kicked the thing in its paunch.

   The kick stood the zombie up. The zombie stood rooted to the spot for a moment. Halverson took advantage of that moment to line up his shoe’s sole with the creature’s chest and deliver a bone-crushing tae kwon do side kick to its rib cage that launched the creature six feet back into the wall that surrounded the restaurant.

   The kick slammed the creature’s back into the cement wall and snapped the creature’s head back into the wall.

   Halverson was through the wall’s entrance before the zombie had a chance to recover from the impact of the blow to its chest.

   Of course, once he was outside of the wall, Halverson whirled around and could see there was nothing to keep the ghouls from following him into the parking lot where he now stood.

   






   

   CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

   

   Halverson saw more ghouls stepping out of the restaurant’s paneless window and plummeting to the ground through the swirling smog, indifferent to the compound fractures and broken bones they received as a result of their falls.

   The only thing that mattered to the ghouls was food. They lived and breathed food. They needed to get their hands on living human flesh and devour it.

   As soon as they realized there were no more living humans in or around the restaurant, Halverson knew they would exit via the rear entrance in the wall in pursuit of the rest of the passengers.

   Halverson could see the creatures roaming around beneath the restaurant in search of more prey. Meanwhile, several of the creatures continued to stuff their faces with the warm flesh of their recent kills as they knelt over the corpses.

   He could see one creature with a cadaver’s bloody intestines dangling out its mouth as it sank its sallow, cracked teeth into the tender tissue.

   At the moment the zombies were more interested in finishing off the remains of their recent kills than in seeking new quarries. But, Halverson knew, that would change as more and more creatures infested the area and the supply of fresh meat to satiate them ran out. These creatures would demand new blood.

   Halverson eyeballed the fresh corpses littering the ground under the restaurant, his spirits sinking. Their bones picked clean, the bodies looked like remains in a ghost town. He wondered how many passengers had been lost. He dreaded to think about it.

   He did an about-face and checked out the parking lot he had entered. He picked up on the remaining passengers at the opposite end of the lot. A ten-foot-high chain-link fence with rusted barbed wire on top of it that canted inward enclosed the lot. He sighed. The problem was there weren’t any cars in the lot. 

   He hustled over to the cluster of survivors.

   “We’re about as safe here as a hottie virgin in a whorehouse,” said Ray.

   Tom laughed, despite himself.

   “Are you speaking from experience, Ray?” cracked Halverson.

   “What’s a whorehouse?” said Ray, all innocence.

   “What are we gonna do?” Tom asked Rogers. “Just wait for those things to come around the bend?”

   Halverson noticed that Rogers was standing apart from the others looking like he was in a brown study.

   Rogers didn’t answer.

   Halverson wondered if it was because he had not heard Tom, so absorbed was he in his thoughts.

   Disconcerted, Tom asked again, “What are we gonna do, Burt?”

   Rogers whirled on him. “How the fuck should I know?”

   Taken aback, Tom retreated from Rogers, his feelings hurt, Halverson could see.

   “No need to bite his head off,” said Halverson.

   Halverson wondered if Rogers was starting to lose it. Halverson could not blame Rogers if he was. Rogers’s cracking up was about the last thing they needed at this point. They needed a cool head to lead them.

   “Do I look like a god?” snapped Rogers.

   Rogers raised his MP7. He looked to Halverson like he was pointing it at Tom.

   In a reflex reaction, Halverson raised his MP7 in Rogers’s direction.

   Halverson could not believe it when Rogers actually fired. Halverson started. He was on the verge of firing back at Rogers. Halverson’s forefinger was touching his MP7’s trigger.

   Rogers blasted a ghoul that was staggering through the wall’s entrance into the parking lot.

   Halverson realized what was happening after he spun around to see the ghoul dropping to the asphalt twenty-odd feet behind him. Relieved, Halverson lowered his MP7.

   “I’m sick of these stinking zombies!” cried Rogers. Gnashing his teeth, he emptied his magazine into the flattened ghoul he had just wasted. “You kill ’em and you kill ’em and you kill ’em and it makes no difference. Hundreds more take their place.”

   “It looks like our fearless leader is cracking up,” said Lemans. “Now we see who really should be in charge.”

   Rogers stalked over to Lemans and got into Lemans’s face. “You know what? You look just like one of those creatures. You know what I mean?”

   Lemans stood there and looked Rogers straight in the eye. “What are you trying to say?”

   Rogers switched his MP7 to his left hand. He balled his right hand into a fist, cocked it, and drove it into Lemans’s face. 

   Lemans groaned and reeled back. He clutched his bleeding upper lip.

   “I’m saying it’s getting real easy to kill those things,” said Rogers. “I’ve killed so many of them already, I don’t have to think twice to pull this trigger and whack another one. And they look just like human beings. Do you understand what I’m saying now?”

   Nobody said anything. An uneasy silence hung in the air.

   Usually most of the passengers sided with Rogers, but this time, Halverson noticed, it looked like he had gone beyond the pale and none of them seemed to be backing him up. Halverson himself was having trouble reading Rogers. Had Rogers flipped or was he just blowing off steam under the pressure of the circumstances?

   It could well be that Rogers had not wigged out, decided Halverson. Indeed, Halverson knew what Rogers was going through. Halverson, too, was becoming inured to killing after clipping so many ghouls. These ghouls were getting easier and easier to blow away. The problem with that was that even though they were ghouls they looked just like people.

   Constantly killing these creatures was short-circuiting the wiring in Halverson’s brain sending him subliminal messages that it was now perfectly acceptable and even laudable to commit murder.

   Grimacing, crouched over, Lemans wiped blood from his face with the back of his hand.

   “That sounds like a threat,” he told Rogers. “You’re nothing more than a two-bit thug, just like I thought.”

   “Don’t push it,” Halverson told Lemans under his breath.

   Rogers suddenly seemed bored with everything. He let his arms hang limp from his sides. He walked around in a semicircle.

   “We need bullets and cars,” he said in a voice so soft Halverson could barely hear him.

   “I don’t know where we’re gonna find more bullets,” said Halverson.

   “Then we gotta get out of here.”

   “Like I’ve been saying all along,” said Lemans.

   Rogers ignored him. “We can’t keep fighting these things. We don’t have enough ammo. Our only other option is to retreat. The airport is infested with these things.”

   “They could be all over the city for all we know,” said Tom uncertainly, fearing lest Rogers might chew off his head again, it looked like to Halverson.

   “We’ll have to take that chance,” said Rogers.

   Halverson caught sight of two zombies staggering from the restaurant’s perimeter into the parking lot. The female one licked its wizened lips with a grey desiccated tongue. The creature’s wig of purple hair was tilted askew on its decomposing head. It looked like the wig would fall off any second.

   The other creature was wheelchair-bound. The ghoul wheeled itself forward a little bit at a time with ungainly, jerky movements of its decrepit hands. The creature had no legs. The bottoms of its beige trousers were folded over the stumps of what was left of its legs. Its equine face seemed to be grinning, it looked like to Halverson, but on closer inspection he could see it was a wide grimace, not a grin, that cracked the creature’s suppurating, scrofulous face.

   Halverson obliterated the heads of both zombies with two deliberate three-bullet bursts from his MP7.

   “How do we get out of this parking lot?” asked Tom. He flicked his eyes to his right. “The gate’s locked. The only opening is back to the restaurant.”

   Nobody answered.

   “Is everybody here now?” asked Rogers, counting heads.

   “All that can walk,” said Halverson.

   “It looks like twenty-two.”

   “Twenty-two out of over two hundred,” said Lemans. “You’re doing a bang-up job.”

   “I can’t believe you’re still alive,” Tom told Lemans. “You must lead a charmed life.”

   “I didn’t get to the top by being a loser.”

   Lemans dug a handkerchief out of his trouser pocket and wiped more blood off his mouth.

   “And you’re implying Burt did?” snapped Tom, coming to Rogers’s defense.

   Rogers did not respond to Lemans’s gibe. Rogers was preoccupied studying the nearby locked gate.

   At least there weren’t any ghouls milling around outside the chain-link fence, decided Halverson. Not at the moment, anyway.

   “I don’t mean to break up the party,” said Foster, “but here come more of those things.”

   Halverson turned to see three creatures shambling into the parking lot.

   






   

   CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

   

   Rogers stepped toward the chain-link fence’s nearby gate that was locked with a Yale padlock and steel chain. He fired a burst from his MP7 into the padlock.

   That usually worked in the movies, Halverson knew. It didn’t look like a very strong lock. Shooting it might work.

   But it didn’t. The lock didn’t spring open like it was supposed to according to Hollywood.

   Rogers tried again.

   Again no dice.

   “Any more bright ideas?” said Lemans.

   “Everybody, stand back,” said Halverson.

   Halverson snagged a grenade from his belt.

   The passengers saw what he was up to and backed away from the gate.

   Halverson pulled the pin from the grenade. He didn’t know when the grenade was timed to explode. Not wanting to take any chances he held onto it for only a few seconds then lobbed it underhanded to the foot of the gate.

   The grenade rolled and wobbled up to the gate.

   “Everybody, down,” he said.

   Halverson and the passengers lay prostrate on the pavement and covered their ears with their hands.

   Halverson watched the grenade impatiently. He was surprised it was taking so long to explode. The three ghouls emerging from the restaurant had attracted company and were slowly but surely making their way toward the prone passengers in the parking lot.

   Glancing at the monsters creeping toward them, Halverson felt like a sheep in a fold under attack by a pack of wolves.

   He peered at the grenade that lay in front of the gate. A dud? he wondered. He was tempted to toss another one.

   He was about to reach for another one when an earsplitting blast rocked the pavement. He felt the asphalt vibrating underneath his belly. The explosion kicked up a cloud of smoke, dust, and debris from the gate. The grey cloud wafted over him and the other passengers.

   Halverson’s ears were ringing. His head was pounding.

   When the dust cleared, Halverson could see that the gate and a ten-foot expanse of the chain-link fence attached to it had been blown out onto the street beyond the fence. 

   He could also make out to his left several ghouls shambling closer to the prostrate passengers. The blast had not deterred the ghouls.

   It had driven a section of steel pipe from the top of the chain-link fence into a teenage Hispanic zombie girl’s chest which was clad in a stationery store’s red uniform. The pipe extended the better part of a foot from her chest and about six inches out of her spine. The ghoul kept coming, heedless of its impalement.

   The male ghoul beside her lurched forward in its boxer shorts. The only remnants of its trousers were a couple of shreds that dangled down the ghoul’s skinny, bony legs. The creature’s sooty silk moiré jacket had a few blast holes in it but, all in all, it was in better shape than the trousers. Instead of a cravat, a length of barbwire dislodged from the fence by the explosion was now festooned around the creature’s neck. The barbs on the wire had gashed the ghoul’s large, bumpy bald head.

   Rogers rose from the asphalt. “Let’s beat it. Everybody, out!”

   Rosie levered herself up from the pavement with her arms. She commenced brushing her stew’s uniform off.

   “Time for that later, Rosie,” said Rogers, watching her. “We have to get out of here.”

   “Where to?” asked Tom, straightening up.

   “To the parking garage. We need to find cars.”

   “What have I been telling you all along?” said Lemans, already standing up.

   The passengers scrambled to their feet and scurried over the portion of the chain-link fence that had been leveled by the blast.

   In an effort to save ammunition, Halverson took careful aim with his MP7 at the bald ghoul’s face. Between the eyes was a good kill shot. But so was directly beneath the nose. This ghoul had a large beak under its aquiline eyes, providing Halverson with a clear target. The only thing that was making Halverson’s shot difficult was the creature’s lurching. Halverson slowed his breathing to help steady his shot when he fired.

   The creature paused and seemed to study Halverson as if trying to figure out what Halverson was doing.

   Halverson took that moment to squeeze the trigger and fire a single round that struck the ghoul under the nose and made a tiny entrance wound. The exit wound was larger. The medulla oblongata along with the cerebellum and a large segment of the cerebral hemisphere blew out of the back of the ghoul’s skull in a gooey grey lump the size of a soccer ball.

   A knot of ghouls shuffled into the parking lot from the restaurant.

   Halverson pelted after the other passengers fleeing for the multilevel parking garage.

   Once inside the garage, the passengers gathered to catch their breaths.

   Rogers cast around the garage for cars. He made out several in the adjacent garage.

   “Over there,” he said. He pointed toward the cars.

   He hightailed it to the vehicles. The rest of the passengers followed him.

   When they arrived at the cars they tried all the doors to see if any of them were unlocked. They weren’t.

   “If we break in, the car alarms will go off and attract the ghouls,” said Tom.

   “I don’t think we have to worry about that at this point,” said Rogers. “We’re not trying to hide now. We’re trying to get out of here.”

   He stepped up to a new Chevy Camaro, cocked his arm, and rammed his elbow into the driver’s side window. The glass shattered. The car alarm emitted an ear-piercing shriek.

   “Does anybody know how to hotwire a car?” he asked.

   “You can’t hotwire that one,” said Tom.

   “Why not?”

   “It’s too new. The new cars have computer microchips in their keys. You can’t hotwire them unless you have the keys with you.”

   “If you have the key, why would you bother hotwiring the car?” asked Foster. Puzzled, he shrugged.

   “If your key wasn’t working in the ignition for whatever reason.”

   “Does that mean you know how to hotwire a car?” Rogers asked Tom.

   “If somebody has a screwdriver, I might be able to start an older car,” said Tom.

   Rogers fished out of his trouser pocket a Swiss army knife. “My pocketknife has a screwdriver on it.”

   “This I gotta see,” said Foster, wincing thanks to the shrieking car alarm. “If I don’t go deaf first.”

   Halverson peered through the eddying smog toward the restaurant. “Here come the ghouls.”

   Mobs of them were massing together near the broken chain-link fence and shambling in the direction of the car alarm.

   “What else is new? SSDD,” muttered Tom.

   “What?” asked Mildred.

   “Same shit, different day,” explained Foster.

   “That’s a very negative philosophy.”

   “It’s hard to be positive while hordes of zombies are massacring us,” said Tom.

   “Negative thinking won’t help us.”

   “Nothing can help us.” Frowning, Tom ran his fingers through his wind-tousled hair.

   “It’s always darkest before the dawn.”

   “What’s that smell?” said Tanya. She sniffed the air and pulled a face.

   “It smells like something rotting,” said Tom. “Sort of like sulfur.”

   “It’s those things out there,” said Halverson. “They’re made of putrescent flesh.”

   “Putrid is right.”

   “If they don’t kill us, their stench will,” said Rogers. 

   He ejected the clip from his MP7. He inspected the magazine, checked that he had rounds remaining, and slammed it back into the submachine gun’s butt.

   “Since we can smell them, they’re obviously closing in on us,” said Halverson.

   “Brilliant deduction,” said Lemans. “Maybe you should be our leader.”

   Halverson ignored Lemans’s dig.

   “I can’t wait to breathe some fresh air,” said Tanya.

   “First things first,” said Rogers. “We need cars.”

   “These cars are too new,” said Tom.

   Halverson watched him walk toward the other side of the garage casting around for a car he might be able to hotwire.

   Tom approached a tan Ford Taurus that looked to Halverson to be from the late nineties. Tom tried the driver’s side door. It didn’t open. He used the butt of his MP7 to club the window. The glass shattered. He opened the door. He slid into the front seat.

   No car alarm, Halverson realized.

   “Where’s that screwdriver?” Tom asked.

   Pocketknife in hand, Rogers strode up to the Taurus. He handed Tom the knife. Rogers had already extended the screwdriver tool on the trademark red Swiss army knife.

   Tom inserted the screwdriver’s edge awkwardly into the car’s ignition. The problem was the screwdriver was too big. He tried to twist it. He could not get it to turn very far. Nothing happened.

   “Do you have a smaller screwdriver on this knife?” he asked.

   “Yeah.”

   Rogers plucked the knife from Tom’s hand. Rogers inspected the knife. He pulled out one of the blades with his thumbnail. A screwdriver with a smaller head appeared. He handed the knife back to Tom.

   Tom inserted the screwdriver into the ignition. He twisted the screwdriver.

   The car started.

   He pumped his fist.

   Some of the passengers cheered as they rushed up to the car.

   “That doesn’t always work,” said Tom. “We got lucky.”

   “About time,” said Tanya.

   “Where’d you learn that trick?” Rogers asked Tom. “Selling wine?”

   Tom shook his head. “The same place I learn everything else. On the Internet.”

   Lemans charged up to the Taurus. “What are we waiting for? Let’s get out of here.”

   He shoved the people in front of him out of his way and made to get inside the car.

   Rogers grabbed the back of Lemans’s jacket collar and yanked him back from the car as Lemans was ducking to enter the vehicle.

   “Who said you’re going anywhere?” said Rogers.

   Lemans shook himself free from Rogers’s grasp. “Who said you are?”

   Halverson heard the passengers grumbling.

   “Who decides who gets to go in the car?” piped up one passenger from the back.

   “It’s obvious we can’t all fit into this car,” said Rogers. “We need more cars.”

   “Says who?” demanded Lemans.

   “Says me. We need about four people to take this car and search the other parking garages for at least three more cars.”

   “How do we know those four people won’t just take off and leave the rest of us behind?” said Lemans.

   Halverson saw a zombie sticking its head above the stairs as it trudged up the stairwell behind the passengers. 

   “Whatever we do we need to do it now,” said Halverson.

   






   

   CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

   

   “So who gets the car?” said Lemans.

   “For sure, Tom,” said Halverson. “He needs to be there to start the cars.”

   “We don’t have time to debate this,” said Rogers. “Those things are coming up the stairs.”

   Tom claimed the driver’s seat.

   “I don’t accept your authority,” Lemans told Rogers and crossed his arms.

   “Let’s keep moving toward the next garage while we hash this out,” said Rogers.

   Lemans acted swiftly. It caught everyone by surprise. He grabbed Tom’s arm and tried to haul Tom out of the car.

   “Hey,” said Tom. “What are you trying to do?” 

   Tom gripped the steering wheel, trying to keep his place inside the car.

   Halverson delivered a jab to Lemans’s kidney. Lemans groaned in pain and released his hold on Tom.

   “Bastard,” said Lemans, holding his aching back. “Backstabber!”

   Tom drove the car a little ways ahead of the passengers toward the next garage. The passengers followed him.

   Halverson twigged a young female ghoul with her brown hair piled on top of her head come shuffling toward the passengers. The creature wore glasses with grey plastic frames. Its prunelike rucked face was screwed up in misery. The creature was holding its temple like it had a migraine, partially obscuring its face.

   Halverson wanted to tell the creature it had worse than a migraine.

   Accompanying the creature was a three hundred–plus pound Chinese male ghoul with a glabrous, round head. This creature wore wraparound sunglasses and a white T-shirt. Olive green tattoos adorned the creature’s squat neck. The creature lumbered toward Halverson.

   Halverson shot the migraine ghoul first. Just looking at the creature was giving him a headache.

   The ghoul’s skull exploded. Only the ugly face, which Halverson could now see clearly since she had dropped her hand from it, remained more or less intact. It was intact and being eaten by writhing maggots. Pieces of the rest of her head strewed the cement floor. She would not have to worry about migraines any longer.

   The Chinese ghoul watched his fellow ghoul in puzzlement like he could not understand why it had crumpled to the ground.

   Halverson had a clear view of the Chinese ghoul’s temple. One shot was all Halverson needed. The ghoul was dead before it hit the ground.

   While Halverson was finishing off the ghouls, Lemans slipped into the Taurus with Tom.

   Halverson picked up on Lemans’s legs disappearing into the car.

   “I couldn’t stop him,” Rogers told Halverson.

   “To hell with him,” said Halverson.

   “How about you going with them to make sure he doesn’t try anything funny?”

   Halverson nodded.

   “And I’ll send Ray and Rosie,” said Rogers.

   “Aren’t you coming?”

   “Somebody needs to take care of the passengers.”

   Out of the corner of his eye, Halverson caught sight of Lemans’s girlfriend Valerie ducking into the backseat of the Taurus.

   “Everyone’s gonna be in that car if we don’t leave now,” said Halverson.

   Halverson, Ray, and Rosie jogged over to the car. They piled inside.

   Tom drove off.

   Through the open car window Halverson heard Rogers admonish the passengers to pick up the pace as more ghouls appeared at the stairwell.

   Tom drove to the adjacent garage. “If anyone sees any old cars, give out a yell.”

   Halverson could see several cars parked at the end of this garage. He could not tell their vintage from this distance with the smog eddying in the air and obscuring his vision.

   He told Tom.

   “Already got ’em,” said Tom.

   He drove toward them.

   Halverson spotted a rusted, beat-up VW van that looked like a relic from the seventies.

   Tom stopped the Taurus, got out, and tried his luck with the VW van. He smashed open the driver’s side window with the butt of his submachine gun, opened the door, and pulled out Rogers’s pocketknife with the screwdriver attachment. He inserted the screwdriver into the ignition. He twisted the screwdriver. The van started.

   “Who wants this one?” asked Tom, stepping out of the van.

   “I wouldn’t set foot in that thing if you paid me,” said Lemans.

   “I’ll take it,” said Ray. “It’ll fit a lot of people.”

   He climbed inside the van.

   Tom clambered back into the Taurus and drove toward a red ’98 Mustang GT. Ray drove after him.

   “That’s more like it,” said Lemans, clapping eyes on the Mustang.

   He climbed out of the Taurus with Valerie. They made toward the Mustang. He looked inside. His eyes widened as he saw the key in the ignition. He tried the door. It gave.

   “It’s been waiting for me,” he said with a beaming smile.

   Halverson didn’t like the looks of it. Why would the owner leave the key inside the ignition? he wondered. Halverson climbed out of the Taurus. He approached the Mustang.

   “No way,” said Lemans, seeing him. “This baby’s mine.” Lemans slid into the front seat. “Come on, Valerie.”

   Valerie claimed the bucket seat beside him.

   It was at that moment that Halverson twigged movement in the Mustang’s backseat.

   “Wait a second,” Halverson told Lemans.

   “I already told you, this one’s mine. Find yourself another car.”

   Halverson watched somebody sit up in the backseat. Halverson raised his MP7.

   “So now you’re gonna shoot me?” said Lemans, outraged.

   “There’s somebody in there with you.”

   “Do you think I’m gonna fall for that old trick? I run out of the car and you take my place in the driver’s seat. In a pig’s eye.”

   Halverson could not tell who was sitting in the backseat. It might have been a ghoul, but then again maybe it was a person. Dust and grime coated the Mustang’s windows, obscuring Halverson’s vision. Whoever it was back there wasn’t moving very quickly.

   “Somebody’s in there with you!” called Tom.

   Lemans shook his head. “You too, huh? I guess everybody wants this car.”

   “You’re an idiot. Why do you think the key was in the ignition?”

   “Because the driver was in a hurry to get out. Maybe one of those things was attacking him. How should I know?”

   “The driver’s still in there.”

   Lemans scoffed. “Nice try.”

   “Is it one of those things in there?” Tom asked Halverson.

   “I don’t know,” said Halverson. “I can’t make it out through the dirty window.”

   Valerie screamed.

   Halverson started. Blood sprayed the inside of the driver’s side back window. More blood sprayed the rear window. Halverson could not see inside the car to see what was happening.

   He saw Valerie scramble out of the passenger side of the car. Tears streaming down her twisted face, she ran around the back of the Mustang. She was clutching her left arm. Blood was gushing out of the end of her arm, where her left hand used to be.

   “Jesus!” gasped Tom.

   “Stanch the wound,” Halverson told Tom. He turned to Lemans. “Get out of there, Lemans!”

   Lemans didn’t need to be told twice. He bolted out of the front seat. He stumbled into the garage.

   Halverson dashed to the Mustang’s rear window. He fired a burst into the glass. The MP7’s armor-piercing rounds shattered the glass. He could now make out the ghoul sitting in the backseat chomping on Valerie’s hand like it was a drumstick.

   Disgusted at the sight, Halverson atomized the creature’s head with a three-round burst from his MP7.

   He grabbed the creature’s arm and hiked the creature through the broken rear window, out onto the trunk, then onto the cement floor of the garage.

   Halverson turned around to see Tom applying his belt as a tourniquet to stanch the bleeding in Valerie’s maimed arm.

   Halverson stared at Valerie for a moment.

   “I don’t want to die,” whimpered Valerie. “I know everyone thinks I’m a coldhearted bitch, but I’m really not.”

   Halverson nodded.

   “It’s true I met my ex-husband as a call girl,” she went on. “You have to be cold to make it in that profession. It’s not a job for the fainthearted. But that doesn’t mean I don’t have feelings like everyone else.”

   Halverson was debating whether or not to shoot her. He knew she would turn into a ghoul just as Reverend Jim had.

   “Don’t even think about it,” said Tom, as if reading Halverson’s mind.

   “She’s infected.”

   “But we don’t know for sure she’ll turn into one of those things.”

   “Remember Reverend Jim.”

   “OK, he turned, but maybe she won’t. Maybe some people have a natural immunity to this plague, whatever it is.”

   “Nobody does.”

   “That’s why I flew to Los Angeles,” said Valerie. “I was leaving my ex-husband.” She looked at Halverson, pleading with her blue eyes.

   Halverson had no desire to kill her. It wasn’t like he had a choice.

   From everything he had gleaned at the Agency about the plague, he knew there were no exceptions to the infection. A zombie bite was a hundred percent fatal. If a zombie bit you, you turned into a zombie. The only question was, how long would it take for the transformation to take place? Did you have to die before you turned into a ghoul or could you turn into one before dying? The answer to that question was unclear.

   “You can’t be absolutely certain she’ll turn into one of those things,” said Tom. “As long as she’s alive, there’s always a chance for her.”

   “I’m not one of those things,” said Valerie, terrified. “What are you talking about? Do I look like one of those things?”

   Halverson watched her. She looked like she was about to pass out from loss of blood.

   He leveled his MP7 at her.

   






   

   CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

   

   Tom bolted toward Halverson and shoved the MP7’s silenced barrel away from Valerie.

   “As long as there’s any hope at all that she might live, we have to keep her alive,” said Tom.

   “There isn’t any hope,” said Halverson.

   “How can you know that? Nobody can know that. You’re setting yourself up as judge, jury, and executioner.”

   “If she turns into one of them, she jeopardizes all of our lives.”

   “That’s my point.” The tendons in Tom’s neck stretched taut as he became worked up. “She isn’t one of them now.”

   “She will be. It’s only a matter of time.”

   “Anything is possible. She might beat this thing. She could be the one exception. We shouldn’t kill her unless she actually turns into one of those things.”

   “We can’t risk letting her live. She endangers us.”

   “If you kill her before she’s a zombie, it’s flat-out murder!”

   “Why are you talking about me like I’m not even here?” said Valerie. “Like I’m a side of meat. That’s how the men I dated used to talk about me before I got married, like I was a side of meat they were passing around.”

   “We can’t kill her just because she might turn into one of those things,” Tom told Halverson.

   “You see,” said Valerie. “You’re proving my point. You’re paying no attention to what I’m saying. You act like I don’t even exist. And you wonder why I’m so coldhearted. If I let you men get to me, I’d be a basket case in no time. So you call me an ice queen. But I’m just doing what I have to do to survive—”

   “Do you mind?” Tom butted in. “Would you stop prattling away? I’m trying to save your life.”

   Valerie took umbrage with his remark. She stared at him incredulously.

   “Granted, she might turn into one of those things,” Tom told Halverson. “For that matter, we all might turn into one of them, but that doesn’t mean we will.”

   “We don’t have time to get involved in a philosophical debate over this,” said Halverson.

   “We have all the time in the world when somebody’s life is at stake.”

   “No, we don’t. The longer we stand here yakking, the sooner those things will round the corner and swarm over us.”

   “We’re not talking about them. We’re talking about Valerie.”

   Halverson said nothing. His submachine gun hung pointed downward in his hand.

   Seeing that Halverson wasn’t raising his weapon Tom heaved a sigh of relief. “Thank you.”

   Halverson said nothing. He stood still.

   “You know what’s really eating me?” Tom went on.

   Halverson shook his head.

   “What if you don’t have to die or be bitten by a zombie to contract this disease?”

   “Then how could you get it?”asked Ray, walking up to them.

   “It could be an airborne pathogen that’s spreading this stuff. Maybe you could turn into a zombie just by breathing air that’s contaminated with this plague. We may all have the plague already or are in the process of getting it just from breathing.”

   “If that’s true,” said Ray with a wry smile, “Halverson will have to start killing all of us right now.”

   “Very funny,” said Halverson. “And I’ll start with you.”

   Ray gave Halverson a look.

   “You’re scaring me,” Tom told Halverson.

   “You’re the one who said we’ve all got this plague,” said Halverson.

   At that moment, a pear-shaped middle-aged female waddled into view pushing a pink baby carriage that had large wheels with most of their spokes broken. Halverson could only imagine where the creature had pushed that carriage. The creature wore spectacles with brown plastic frames that were sliding down its moldering, obscene face. She had a tiny, hooked nose that gave her face the appearance of an owl’s.

   Even when she had been alive she must have been shortchanged in the looks department, Halverson could see. Now that she had been transformed into a ghoul, she was hands down hideous.

   Halverson peered into the baby carriage. Even the creature’s baby was one of those things. It was standing upright in its carriage as if directing traffic. Due to decomposition, the baby had a face that was black and yellow and wrinkled like a turtle’s neck.

   Halverson felt like throwing up at the sight of the baby ghoul. Instead, he shot the creature in its tender, bald head. The baby’s head popped apart. It was somewhat like a balloon blowing up, except that brain matter burst out.

   Then Halverson gunned down the baby ghoul’s hideous mother.

   “We’ve got three cars, all told,” said Halverson. “Let’s peel off and head back to Burt.”

   “Maybe we should get one more,” said Tom. “That Mustang’ll hold only four at the most. And the two in the backseat will have to be midgets.”

   Halverson considered Valerie. Her back was propped against a square cement column. Her face hung down on her chest. She was muttering incoherently.

   “Valerie’s lost a lot of blood,” he said. “We can’t hang around here any longer.”

   “Let me try that Chrysler over there.”

   Halverson watched Tom jog toward a silver Chrysler parked in a corner slot in the garage. The Chrysler was in sore need of a paint job, especially on its roof, it was plain to see.

   “We’re leaving whether you’re coming with us or not,” said Halverson.

   Tom was preparing to break open the driver’s side window of the Chrysler with the butt of his MP7. He waved Halverson off.

   “If you can’t get that thing started, you’re gonna be left behind,” said Halverson.

   Tom waved him off. “I’ll be right behind you.”

   Halverson and the others piled into the van, the Taurus, and the Mustang GT. Ray helped Valerie into the van. Halverson got into the Taurus. Lemans commandeered the Mustang.

   They all zoomed back to Rogers.

   From the driver’s seat Halverson watched Tom in the Taurus’s side-view mirror as Tom jammed his MP7 through the Chrysler’s rolled-up window. The fractured glass rained down onto the driver’s seat and outside the driver’s side door onto the asphalt.

   As he gunned the Taurus’s engine toward Rogers, Halverson pricked up his ears when he heard gunfire erupt in Rogers’s direction.

   






   

   CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

   

   Halverson drove the Taurus at speed around the corner into the adjacent parking lot that harbored Rogers and the rest of the passengers. The Taurus’s tires screamed in protest as the car careened around the bend and into the next parking lot.

   It didn’t take long for Halverson to assess the situation. 

   Zombies were attacking Rogers and his band with a pincers movement. Twenty-odd zombies were swarming on Rogers’s right flank while fifteen or so of the creatures were shuffling toward him on his left.

   Halverson didn’t waste time trying to figure out what to do. He sped the Taurus toward the score of zombies on Rogers’s right flank. As he approached them, he floored the accelerator.

   “Are you crazy?” said Rosie. “You’re not gonna be able to stop in time.”

   “Who said anything about stopping?” said Halverson. “Buckle your seat belts.”

   Rosie’s seat belt was already buckled. Just in case, she braced her arms against the glove compartment in anticipation of their impact.

   Halverson plowed the Taurus through the ghouls full tilt. Ghouls that the Taurus crashed into flipped into the air like tenpins flying from the direct hit of a bowling ball cutting a swath through the center of racked pins.

   A corpulent female ghoul that had been walking its golden Labrador retriever landed on the Taurus’s hood. The ghoul’s chubby, grimacing face had straight, flat, greasy brunette hair framing it. The creature’s ugly face seemed to be sweating, but, on closer inspection, Halverson could see that what at first had appeared to be sweat was in actuality maggots squirming out of the pores in its rotting face.

   Halverson saw the creature’s Lab launched into the air off to the right as the Taurus’s front bumper creamed the dog in its haunches. Halverson felt nothing for the dog. It, too, was a ghoul.

   The creature sprawled on his hood was another matter. The ghoul was still alive and squirming in front of him, half of it on his hood, the other half on his windshield blocking his view. Annoyed at the ghoul, he had to get it off the windshield somehow, or he would be driving blind.

   Halverson jammed on his brakes. Still writhing, the creature rolled off the hood and tumbled onto the pavement in front of the Taurus.

   Halverson backed up the Taurus then drove forward, aiming his front left tire at the creature’s head. A couple tons of heavy steel should do the trick of crushing the creature’s brain into jelly, decided Halverson. The last he heard, bones did not hold up too well under the weight of a car.

   A ghoul started pounding on the Taurus’s rear window with its fists. Halverson doubted the ghoul could break the glass with its spastic movements that carried no force behind them. Regardless, he didn’t want to stick around to find out.

   He stuck the snout of his MP7 out his open window and let the zombie hammering on the rear window have it spang in its haggard face. An auburn-tinted blond comb-over graced the creature’s head. The comb-over lay now in disarray, which exposed the creature’s bald pate. A frightening sight in itself, noted Halverson.

   Too, the creature’s cotton-and-velvet navy blue Giorgio Armani jacket hung askew in grime-streaked tatters. The creature appeared puzzled when two bullets ripped into its forehead. Then the creature appeared dead before it hit the asphalt in a motionless heap of moldering, rancid flesh. Oddly, the ghoul’s maroon and gold paisley Hugo Boss tie remained neat and held in place by its tie clip.

   Halverson had no time to admire the ghoul’s taste in chichi clothing. Halverson had to help Rogers waste the zombies descending on him. Before Halverson could do that though, he had to fend off a zombie that was trying to tug open Halverson’s door.

   The middle-aged male creature was grimacing at him like a winded jogger as it yanked on the Taurus’s locked front door. The shirtless, tanned creature was dressed like a jogger wearing only a pair of baggy red shorts and black track shoes. Halverson wasted no time in blowing the creature away.

   The creature pirouetted on its left heel then fell dead.

   Running over more zombies Halverson drove to Rogers’s side. Halverson clambered out of the Taurus. He stood beside Rogers. Together they peppered the oncoming mob of creatures with submachine gun rounds.

   Halverson and Rogers mowed down the creatures for the better part of five minutes. The magazine in Rogers’s MP7 clicked on empty. Rogers ejected the spent clip.

   “I’m all out,” he said.

   “Take one of mine,” said Halverson.

   Rogers reached over to Halverson’s bandolier and helped himself to a spare clip.

   Most of the zombies were down by now.

   Lemans drove up in his Mustang soon after the fighting stopped.

   It figured, decided Halverson, that Lemans would arrive right after the attack was repulsed. Lemans didn’t want to get his feet wet by actually risking his life fighting zombies.

   “What kind of a leader are you?” Lemans asked Rogers from the Mustang’s driver’s seat as he halted the car near Rogers.

   Rogers didn’t answer him. “Where are the other cars?” Rogers cast around the parking garage for Tom and anyone else driving a car.

   At that moment, Halverson could make out the VW van chugging toward them from the other end of the parking lot. Where was Tom? he wondered. Had Tom gotten the Chrysler to work?

   “What do we do now, oh great leader?” Lemans asked Rogers. “You’re leading us like a chicken running around with its head cut off.”

   Rogers ignored him.

   “I’m surprised you didn’t drive off by yourself as soon as you got a car,” Halverson told Lemans.

   The van pulled up and parked near them. Ray and Valerie piled out. Valerie could barely walk. White-faced, she stumbled forward then backed up and grabbed the van’s side for support. She held her handless arm up. Blood trickled down her forearm.

   Halverson picked up on a silver Chrysler bearing toward them. He figured Tom must have succeeded in starting it.

   The Chrysler careered toward them. It skidded to a halt, burning rubber, its tires smoking. Tom poured out of the driver’s seat, a wide grin on his face.

   “What happened to her?” Rogers asked no one in particular, his eyes on Valerie.

   “One of those things bit her hand off,” said Halverson. 

   “She needs a doctor,” said Tom.

   Rogers strode purposefully toward Valerie as she leaned against the van for support. He trained his MP7 at point-blank range on her forehead. He squeezed the trigger. She slipped down the side of the van into a heap, her skull cracked. Blood and the back of her brains slid down the van behind her.

   “She needs an undertaker,” was all he said.

   Outraged, Tom ran up to Rogers. “What the hell did you do that for?”

   “She was one of them,” answered Rogers.

   “No, she wasn’t.”

   “She would’ve been if we didn’t kill her first.”

   Tom hammered his fist down through the air angrily. “We can’t go around killing everyone just because they might turn into a ghoul. Doesn’t anybody else but me see that?”

   He searched the faces of nearby passengers.

   Most of the passengers looked confused, Halverson could see. They didn’t know what to make of the fast-moving events. The passengers needed time to digest what was happening to them. But time was not on their side. They didn’t have the luxury of time to try and figure out what was going on.

   “Like I said,” said Lemans. “A chicken with its head cut off. And a dangerous chicken because he’s got a gun.”

   “You’re not helping matters any,” said Tom.

   “I need to be in charge here to help. I can save all of you if I’m in charge.”

   “You’ll have to go through me,” said Rogers.

   Lemans said nothing.

   Rogers kicked Valerie’s corpse in the chest. Halverson could not figure out why. The woman was dead. Let her rest in peace. Kicking her corpse was like adding insult to injury. Maybe Rogers was doing it out of frustration. Halverson could only speculate. Whatever Rogers’s reasons, they did not bode well for anyone.

   






   

   CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

   

   Tom sidled off toward Halverson.

   “I think Burt’s losing it,” Tom whispered to Halverson.

   That was one explanation for Rogers’s behavior, Halverson decided. But was it the true one? “I don’t know.”

   “He was the most levelheaded one of us here. Now look what he’s doing.”

   Rogers kicked Valerie’s body away from the van. Her corpse lay stretched out on the asphalt now.

   Tom had a point, agreed Halverson. Why did Rogers keep kicking Valerie? She was already dead. But then again, maybe Rogers was clearing a path for the van.

   “Don’t anybody touch these creatures,” said Rogers. “We just don’t know at this point how contagious they really are. Better safe than sorry.”

   “She wasn’t one of them,” said Tom. “And she still isn’t one of them.”

   “Because I saved her.”

   “You killed her.”

   “The only way to save the infected is to kill them.”

   “She told me she didn’t want to die.”

   “She was obviously out of her mind. No way would she want to turn into one of those things. Nobody in his right mind would want that.”

   “Rogers wants the power of life and death,” chipped in Lemans. “It turns him on.”

   “Will you shut up?” said Rogers.

   “You’ve got it all figured out. What do we do now?”

   “Get out of this place.”

   “For once we agree.”

   A twentyish blonde woman carrying a baby in one arm and a cell phone in the other walked toward them. The woman had straggly, unkempt hair. She was talking into her cell phone, it seemed to Halverson. At least it appeared she was mouthing words. He could not actually hear her say anything.

   “Is she a fellow survivor?” Rogers asked Halverson.

   “I think she’s one of them,” said Halverson. He raised his MP7 to shoot her.

   Rogers waved him off. “She’s talking on the phone. Those things can’t talk. There could be other survivors besides us, you know.”

   “She appears to be talking on the phone. Can you actually hear her saying anything?”

   Rogers strained his ears to hear the woman speak. “No, now that you mention it.”

   “And her blue eyes look white. They’ve got that white film over them like all those creatures have.”

   “Why would she pretend to be talking on the phone?”

   “She’s going through the motions of being human. It’s force of habit. She doesn’t really know what she’s doing. None of these creatures know what they’re doing.”

   A man about six foot five was shuffling a few steps behind her. He had a close-cropped brown crew cut. He wore a brown T-shirt and dark jeans. He was muttering curses to himself, it appeared to Halverson. It looked like his mouth was saying fuck. Like his female companion though, he wasn’t actually speaking.

   Halverson watched both of them stumble toward him for a couple of seconds. Then he shot the two creatures through their heads.

   “There’s more where those two came from,” said Halverson.

   He felt like all the killing of these zombies was accomplishing nothing.

   “That’s the problem,” said Tom. “There are always more.”

   Hangdog, Rogers pulled Halverson away from Tom and the other passengers. “This is for your ears only.”

   “What?” said Halverson.

   “I probably shouldn’t even tell you this, but it’s been weighing on me and I’ve got to get it off my chest.”

   “We’re all stressed out by these ghouls. We can’t let it get us down. That’s all.”

   “It’s not just that.”

   It was obvious to Halverson that Rogers was struggling to find the right words to express his feelings.

   Rogers sighed. “I feel guilty about losing so many passengers. I feel like they’re my responsibility and I let them down.”

   “What more could you have done? Lemans singlehandedly got most of them wiped out when he broke up with us and took a bunch of the other passengers with him. That wasn’t your fault.”

   “But I let him take them.”

   “Think about it. What could you have done about it to stop him?”

   “I don’t give a damn about Lemans. This is on me. The passengers are my responsibility.”

   “They’re your responsibility on a plane, not on the ground. You’re a pilot, not a leader of zombie fighters.”

   “But I took charge and therefore everyone who was on the jet is my responsibility.”

   “What’s the holdup?” screamed Lemans, out of earshot.

   “Nothing!” Halverson yelled back at him.

   “We don’t have time for you two to exchange phone numbers!”

   Halverson wanted to give Lemans the finger. Instead, Halverson shrugged him off. Halverson knew Lemans hated nothing more than being ignored.

   Rogers seemed to snap out of his funk at the sound of Lemans’s strident voice, Halverson noticed.

   “If you don’t lead us, we’re stuck with Lemans,” Halverson told Rogers. “I wouldn’t wish him on my worst enemy.”

   Rogers smiled briefly with half his mouth.

   “What’s the point of kicking yourself, when you’ve got Lemans to do that for you?” said Halverson.

   “I did my best. That’s all I could do.”

   Tom scudded up to them.

   “I didn’t want Valerie turning into one of them and taking out another one of my passengers,” Rogers explained to Tom.

   “I’m not here to talk to you about that. We need to get out of here. If the ghouls don’t kill us, this smog will.” Grimacing, Tom coughed.

   “I hear you.”

   “The question is, where do we go?” said Halverson. “For all we know, the whole city could be infested with these creatures.”

   “Anywhere but here, as far as I’m concerned,” said Tom.

   “Personally, I want to see if my brother’s OK. He’s at the UCLA medical center.”

   “My girlfriend’s in Orange County.”

   Rogers thought about it. “We’re flying in the dark. We don’t know where these creatures are centered. If we knew that, we would head in the opposite direction.”

   “We need to find other survivors so we can team up with them and fight these things,” said Halverson.

   “Let’s head north then. I figure there’s more chance of finding people up there.”

   “How do you figure that?” asked Tom. “I say we should head south to Orange County.”

   “Six of one, half a dozen of the other,” muttered Rogers.

   “What’s it gonna be?”

   “Hey, you over there!” yelled Lemans at Halverson, Rogers, and Tom from the Mustang. “Either shit or get off the pot!”

   “The hell with it,” said Rogers. “We’ll head north. If we can’t find people there, we’ll take the 10 to the ocean. The ocean may be our best bet out of here if the whole city is infected.”

   “I’m heading south,” said Tom.

   Rogers searched Tom’s face. “We need you, Tom. I’m not gonna tell you what to do. I wouldn’t care if Lemans decided to up and leave. He’d be doing us a favor. But we need you. We’d all probably be dead by now if it wasn’t for guys like you and Halverson.”

   “You guys can all head south,” said Halverson. “I’m heading north. I’ll catch up with you after I find my brother.”

   “Look,” said Rogers. “I really think we’re better off if we stick together. There’s safety in numbers when we’re up against these creatures. It’s dangerous out there and we need to protect each other’s back. We’re heading north. What about it, Tom?”

   Tom heaved a sigh. “I’ll probably regret it, but you talked me into it.”

   Rogers smiled. He patted Tom on the back. “Let’s beat it. We’ll try the 405 and head to west LA. God only knows what’s waiting for us out there.” He gazed out of the garage into the wafting smog.

   A heavyset Filipino zombie wearing an olive drab wife beater and a yellow hard hat skittered toward the passengers from the mouth of the stairwell that had disgorged the other creatures. This creature sported a Fu Manchu mustache and had countless tattoos lacing its muscle-bound arms like green filigree.

   The creature grabbed its crotch. Something resembling saliva dribbled out the corners of the creature’s gaping, downturned mouth.

   Halverson wondered if its mouth was watering at the sight of food.

   Halverson was on the verge of shooting the creature when he heard Rogers say, “I’ll take out this ugly goat.”

   Rogers double-tapped the ghoul’s head. The first bullet flipped off the ghoul’s hard hat. The second one burrowed a neat little hole into the forehead above the ghoul’s right eye. The creature’s next step was its last.

   Immediately following Rogers’s two reports was an earsplitting explosion that rocked the concrete parking structure.

   Tom’s eyes popped. “What was that?”

   “Probably one of the jets blowing up,” said Rogers. “I figured this would start happening.”

   “You mean another jet crashed trying to land?”

   “Either that or the ones in the hangars or already on the tarmac are catching fire and with their full fuel tanks are blowing up.”

   “I guess we won’t be using a jet to escape from here,” said Halverson.

   “We’d have to have a death wish what with all these fires and smoke.”

   “Where to, little cheese?” Lemans called out to Rogers from the Mustang’s driver’s seat. “We don’t know what to do without you to lead us.” Lemans chortled.

   Rogers ignored Lemans’s sarcasm. “We’re making for the 405 and heading north to get the lay of the land.”

   “I can see Lemans is all broken up about Valerie’s death,” Tom told Halverson.

   “There’s only one person that guy cares about, and it’s not a woman,” said Halverson.

   The passengers piled into the four vehicles and peeled out of the parking structure just as a knot of zombies wobbled out of the stairwell toward them.

   






   

   CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

   

   Rogers was driving the lead vehicle, the Ford Taurus. Halverson rode shotgun.

   They had difficulty making out signs thanks to the smog. The traffic lights were on the fritz, Halverson could see. Nothing seemed to be working. He made out cars parked on the roadside. He saw no people. LA looked like a ghost town. All it needed was tumbleweeds rolling through it to complete the effect.

   “It’s eerie,” said Rogers, taking in the landscape.

   Halverson saw two strip malls burning. Columns of smoke blended into the all-pervasive smog.

   At the next intersection, Halverson could see that a stake truck had T-boned an SUV. He thought he detected movement in the back of the stake truck.

   “Wait a second,” he told Rogers.

   Rogers slowed the Taurus.

   Halverson checked out the stake truck’s rear. He saw someone kneeling over something. The person rose with a piece of something in his mouth. Halverson shivered with disgust. It was part of somebody’s face, it looked like to Halverson. He figured the kneeling person was actually a ghoul that was chewing and devouring pieces of the face of the person lying in the back of the stake truck. At present, the creature was chewing on a nose.

   “Do you see somebody?” asked Rogers. He leaned toward Halverson.

   “It’s one of the things,” answered Halverson, crestfallen. “Let’s go.”

   The Taurus didn’t move. Rogers kept leaning toward Halverson trying to catch a glimpse of the creature through Halverson’s window.

   Halverson watched the ghoul snag the head of the person in the rear of the stake truck and tear it off. Blood splashed out of the victim’s mutilated throat all over the back of the truck.

   When it came to ripping human heads off necks, the ghouls seemed to possess superhuman strength, Halverson realized. The very proximity of a fresh human brain drove the creatures into a rabid frenzy. Most of the time, on the other hand, the creatures seemed to possess faint, neurotic strength because of their dearth of muscle tissue. Only their brains and nerves were reanimated.

   The creature struck the head repeatedly against a stake in the truck, trying to crack open the skull and get to the brains inside.

   “I can’t stand watching this,” said Rosie from the backseat. “Do you guys have a barf bag up front?”

   Rogers accelerated the Taurus.

   As they approached a freeway underpass, Halverson could discern something hanging from the bridge. There were three male bodies dangling by their necks at the ends of ropes that were secured to concrete balusters that skirted the roadway on the bridge.

   Their faces twisted into grimaces, the figures were writhing at the ends of their ropes.

   “How come they’re still alive?” asked Rogers. “Did they just get hanged?”

   “No. Look at their faces.”

   Rogers squinted. “They’re hard to make out in this smog.”

   “They’re zombies. They have white eyes.”

   “Why hang the damn things? What good will that do? Look at them writhe. They’re still alive, if you can call it that.”

   As they swung at the ends of their ropes, the creatures kicked with their legs and flailed haplessly with their arms.

   “As a deterrent to the other creatures,” said Halverson. “It’s a warning to the ghouls to stay away from this area.”

   “They look obscene,” said Rosie.

   “Then living people must have done it to them,” said Rogers.

   Rogers sounded like he was clutching at straws. Halverson sensed a tinge of desperation in Rogers’s voice.

   “But what kind of living people?” said Halverson. He gazed off into the distance.

   Rogers turned to face Halverson. “What do you mean?”

   “They must be vigilantes. Lynch mobs are what vigilantes are all about.”

   “You think there are paramilitary outfits around here?”

   “Some kind of private armies.”

   “That could bode ill for us.”

   “What are you talking about?” said Rosie. “We can hook up with them whoever they are and help each other out.”

   “Or they might want to take whatever we have for themselves,” said Halverson. “They’re making their own laws on the fly. They’re a separate government unto themselves.”

   “It’s not like we have much to offer.”

   “We have cars and weapons,” said Rogers.

   “That’s what people want during times of war,” said Halverson. “I suggest we beat it out of here. I doubt they take kindly to strangers here.”

   “Those hanged zombies could even be a message to us humans, as well as to the ghouls, to stay out of their territory.”

   Halverson picked up on the green sign for the northbound 405 freeway entrance ramp coming up on their right.

   Rogers saw the sign at the same time. He turned onto the ramp.

   “I’m glad I’m not as cynical as you guys,” said Rosie. “I don’t know how you get through life like that.”

   “We’re being realistic,” said Halverson.

   “We don’t want to take any more chances than we have to,” said Rogers.

   Rosie flung up her hands in exasperation. “But I thought the whole idea of us leaving the airport was so that we could team up with other living people.”

   “Not everybody out there wants to be teamed up with.”

   “When people lynch living zombies from bridges, that’s sending out a warning to leave the area, not an invitation to stay,” said Halverson.

   “If you don’t want crows in your yard, you put out a scarecrow.”

   “We’re not crows,” said Rosie. “We’re fellow humans.”

   “We could also be considered competition in the struggle for survival.”

   Rosie shook her head. “You can see anything you want to see.”

   The freeway was a mess, Halverson could see. Abandoned cars littered the lanes. He wasn’t sure Rogers could even drive on it. Halverson could not tell if there was a clear route through the maze of parked vehicles. It was like driving through an obstacle course.

   Rogers decided to try his luck. He cruised onto the freeway, searching for an opening in the jumble of metal cars and trucks parked higgledy-piggledy.

   “Where did these zombies come from?” said Rosie. “That’s what I want to know.”

   “There are different theories,” said Halverson, recalling the information he had gleaned at the CIA about the plague and its causes.

   “Like what?”

   “One is that the ghouls are the results of a Chinese experiment with nanobots gone awry.”

   “Nano-whats?”

   “No. Nanobots. They’re tiny robots. Doctors can implant them in your brain to repair the brain’s neural connections.”

   “They have the technology to do this now?” asked Rosie incredulously.

   Halverson nodded. “The thing is, the nanobots still function in your brain even after you die. They hijack your brain to command it to move your limbs, etc.”

   “You think that’s what’s raising corpses from the dead? Nanobots?”

   “Let me finish.”

   “There’s more?”

   “To preserve themselves the nanobots order their host to bite another body so they can pour into the new host’s body. Once they’re inside the new host, they shut down the host’s cortex (which is responsible for resisting the invasion of nanobots) while leaving the brain stem intact so they can control it.”

   “If it’s these nanobots, then it’s not a plague.”

   “That’s another theory, that a plague is turning people into zombies. The plague is attacking the entire body, destroying it, and taking over the brain. The brain is the only organ left ‘alive,’ so to speak. This so-called alive brain can’t think or solve problems. It can tell the body to do only one thing—eat. The brain controls the nervous system, which causes the zombie to move and eat.”

   Rosie glanced askance at him. “How do you know so much about this?”

   “I’m a journalist. I was writing an article about it.”

   “You seem to be awfully well informed,” said Rogers.

   Halverson caught Rogers cutting his eyes at Halverson suspiciously. “I have good sources.”

   “It doesn’t really matter what’s causing these things. What matters is, they’re here and we have to destroy them to stay alive.”

   Steering wheel in hand, Rogers negotiated his way deliberately through the abandoned vehicles parked on the freeway.

   Halverson started in his seat. “What’s that up ahead on top of that car’s hood?”

   






   

   CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

   

   Somebody was sitting cross-legged on the hood of a black town car in the adjacent lane up ahead of Halverson. The person had his back to Halverson. As well, thermals were rising from the cars distorting the image of the person. The thermals prompted Halverson to recall how hot it was. He wiped the sweat off his brow with the back of his arm.

   He reached for a plastic liter bottle of water that he had brought with him from the restaurant and had attached to his belt. He unscrewed the white, ridged plastic bottle cap. He swigged the water.

   “What’s he doing?” asked Rogers.

   “It’s hard to see,” answered Halverson. “He’s got his back to us. It looks like he has something in his hand. Maybe if you get closer.”

   Rogers managed to drive closer through the hodgepodge of cars parked every which way.

   “Oh no!” said Rosie. She covered her gaping mouth with her hand.

   Halverson could see that the person on the hood of the town car was trying to crack a human head against the front edge of the hood. The ghoul kept hammering the bloody head against the hood’s metal rim.

   “I guess those zombies hanging from the overpass didn’t get through to this ghoul,” said Halverson.

   “I doubt anything gets through to those things,” said Rogers. “They have no fear.”

   “They’re too stupid to fear anything,” said Rosie. 

   “Why should they fear dying?” said Halverson. “They’re already dead.”

   “They’re totally screwed up.” She pulled a face. “I don’t see how they can even exist.”

   “They defy the laws of nature,” said Rogers. “By all rights, the zombies should be dead and cease to exist like every other living thing that dies. And yet . . .” He trailed off.

   Halverson watched the ghoul pounding the human head against the hood. Rapt in its chore, the creature paid no attention to him.

   At last the creature managed to crack open the skull. The skull broke apart like an eggshell as the ghoul pulled it apart and watched the oozing grey brain matter fall onto the scorching hood. The brain sizzled and smoked on contact with the sun-baked hood.

   Rosie perused the cars surrounding the Taurus. “Where are all the people?”

   “Either they turned into ghouls or they’re hiding somewhere,” said Halverson.

   Halverson watched with disgust as the ghoul scooped the spongy, parboiled brain off the town car hood and scarfed down the grey matter like it was Hawaiian poi.

   Sickened by the sight, Rosie looked in the opposite direction. “Can’t we just get out of here?”

   “It doesn’t look that way,” said Rogers, surveying the area. “I don’t see any clear path forward on this freeway. We’d make more headway using surface roads.”

   “When the plague or whatever hit, everybody must’ve taken to the freeways to cut and run,” said Halverson.

   “The freeways turned into death traps.”

   “Let’s figure it out later,” said Rosie. “Let’s just scram now.” She paused a beat. “Could somebody at least kill that thing on the town car? It’s making me sick just thinking about it.” With her hand she shielded her eyes from the sight of the creature.

   Halverson observed with revulsion the creature working its jaws chewing the squelching brain in its mouth. Halverson raised his MP7 to charge it at the ghoul. He changed his mind. He lowered the MP7.

   “It doesn’t even know we’re here,” he said. “All it cares about is stuffing its stomach. It’s not gonna be a problem for us. We need to conserve our ammunition.”

   “Sooner or later we’re gonna have to kill every one of those things,” said Rosie.

   “It’ll have to be later, then. We can’t afford to waste ammo right now. There’s no telling how many of those things we have yet to meet up with.”

   “Then let’s split before I throw up back here.”

   Rogers had to back the Taurus off the freeway. He had come to a dead end in front of him.

   He slowly backed the car toward the nearest ramp of the car-crammed freeway.

   Rosie was peering out the Taurus’s rear window. “Oh no.”

   “What?” said Rogers.

   “What’s going on back there?”

   Halverson craned his neck around to look out the back window. He picked up on a VW van parked on a surface street. The van seemed to be rocking back and forth. It was hard for him to tell at this distance.

   “Is that our van?” he asked.

   “Sure looks like it,” said Rogers.

   “Who’s driving it?”

   “I think Ray is. Or Foster.”

   “What’s happening to it?” asked Rosie, gazing at the van. She bit her lower lip, concern etched on her face. “Seems to be rocking. They must be in trouble. Can’t you drive out of here any faster?”

   “Piece of cake. Just move all of these cars out of my way,” Rogers said in frustration.

   She faced Rogers. “I’m sorry.”

   “Forget it.”

   Steering wheel in hand, Rogers continued weaving his way through the blockade of vehicles, backing the Taurus up.

   It was hard enough driving forward through this junkyard of cars, Halverson knew.

   Rosie returned to peering out the rear window, her eyes huge. “I don’t like the looks of this.”

   Zombies seemed to pop out of nowhere and swarm all over the van. Some were hammering the van with their fists. Others were rocking it, trying to overturn it, it looked like to Halverson.

   “No wonder the van was bouncing and shuddering,” he said. “The ghouls were pushing it from the other side.”

   “Jesus!” said Rosie. “We need to help them fast. Where are Lemans and Tom? I don’t see their two cars.”

   Rogers looked disgusted. “Lemans probably peeled off on his own by now.”

   “Yeah. He’s got our back,” said Halverson acidly.

   “I thought they were both right behind us the whole time,” said Rosie. “I never thought to look.”

   “I don’t know,” said Rogers. “I was too busy trying to blaze a path on the freeway to pay attention to our rear.”

   The van seemed to be rocking and juddering more and more, Halverson could see. It was only a matter of time before it tipped.

   Rosie screamed.

   






   

   CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

   

   The van tipped over on its side toward Halverson. The zombies pawed at the overturned van like ravenous beasts. Smelling food, the zombies crawled onto the van’s side and clubbed the windows with their bare hands.

   The creatures reached through the broken windows and yanked out passengers.

   “We’ll never get there in time to help them at this rate,” said Rosie.

   “We might make better time on foot,” said Halverson.

   “I doubt it,” said Rogers, steering wheel in hand as he continued driving backward on the freeway. “The van’s the best part of a mile away, at least.”

   Rosie screamed again.

   Halverson watched in horror as several of the creatures latched onto Foster’s arms and hauled him out through one of the van’s shattered windows. Foster was kicking and firing his MP7 at the same time to no effect. Because the creatures clasped his arms, Foster was unable to train his MP7 on the things. He ended up firing harmlessly up into the air. Besides, there were just too many of the ghouls. Their swarming tactics served them in good stead.

   A female ghoul with grey hair and a wrinkled, sneering face clutched Foster’s head and wrenched it with her lust-induced strength. In consternation Halverson watched the ghoul tear Foster’s head away from his throat.

   Blood jetted in a thick stream out of the throat of Foster’s decapitated body, soaking the zombie’s face. The ghoul seemed to relish the feeling of the hot blood on her face. She lapped at the blood voraciously, flicking her tongue with short rapid strokes.

   The ghouls hauled another passenger out of one of the van’s broken windows.

   Kicking and screaming, the twentyish ponytailed blonde with a pink scrunchie in her hair fought in futility against the mob of zombies as they amputated her arms. Blood spurted everywhere, soaking the creatures as they munched on the girl’s arms.

   Sickened by the sight, Halverson clambered out of the moving Taurus.

   “Hey,” said Rogers, watching him. “What do you think you’re doing?”

   “I can’t just sit in this car watching the rest of us die at the hands of those things.”

   “You won’t get there in time on foot. What’s the point?”

   “For sure we won’t get there in time in this car.”

   Halverson stumbled onto the asphalt. He fell to his hands and knees. He got to his feet on a dime. Arms thrusting like pistons, he pelted down the freeway. Try as he might, he could not gain any significant ground on the Taurus, though he did manage to outstrip it. Even so, the creatures remained out of range of his MP7.

   Nonplussed, Halverson watched the creatures hoist Ray out of the van. Ray killed at least two of them with his MP7 as they wrestled him out. But more zombies ganged up on Ray.

   Ray’s MP7’s magazine must have clicked empty, decided Halverson, for Ray hurled the weapon at a zombie that was attacking him. The weapon crashed into the creature’s head with such force that it brained the zombie. But another zombie immediately took the dead creature’s place and clawed at Ray.

   Halverson felt impotent as he watched the massacre helplessly from this distance. Ray took out a lot of zombies, punching their heads and clubbing them with the butt of his Sig Sauer semiautomatic, all in a losing cause.

   Like sharks the zombies had been whipped into a feeding frenzy by the sight of fresh blood that was streaming all over the van. Even the gutter beside the overturned van was running with blood.

   Halverson heard Rogers yelling at him from behind. Halverson could not make out Rogers’s words. Gasping for breath, Halverson paused a moment to recuperate air in his aching lungs. He looked back at Rogers in the driver’s seat of the Taurus and tried to ascertain what Rogers was saying.

   “Forget it,” it sounded like Rogers was saying to Halverson. “There are too many of them. We’ll end up like Ray and Foster.”

   “We have to try to help them!” Halverson called back to Rogers between gulps of breath.

   “Look how many of them are over there!”

   Halverson wheeled around to take in the spectacle of the creatures massing around the van. Indeed, there seemed to be hundreds of them congregating around the downed van with more of them converging even now on the spot.

   The van and its environs looked like a slaughterhouse steeped in blood and entrails as zombies ripped apart Ray’s stomach and passed the intestines to fellow creatures.

   “We’ll be committing suicide if we go over there now,” said Rogers.

   He had now backed the Taurus up to within a few feet of Halverson, who remained standing still as he regained his breath.

   “What the hell happened?” said Halverson, unable to come to terms with the slaughter they had just witnessed.

   “What’s the point of crying over spilt milk? We have to get out of here.”

   “Oh no,” said Rosie.

   Halverson twigged that she was staring at the creatures. When he turned to look at them, he realized the cause for her concern. The creatures had spotted them. They had cleared the van of its occupants and had consumed them. Now the zombies wanted more. Their grisly faces dripping with blood, they were headed this way, Halverson could see.

   Gorged on human flesh and blood but not satiated, the zombies skittered toward Halverson and his group. The uncoordinated creatures clawed the air, all elbows and legs.

   A circus of herky-jerky sideshow freaks, they made their way inevitably and ominously toward the Taurus.

   “Maybe somebody’s still alive in the van,” said Halverson.

   “If anyone was alive in there, those things wouldn’t be heading for us,” said Rogers. “They’d be glutting themselves on whoever was in there.”

   “We can’t hang around here,” Rosie practically screeched.

   “No matter how much those things eat, they’re still hungry. They’re not like living creatures. They can never satisfy their urge to eat.”

   “How do you know?” said Halverson.

   “I’m just watching them and making an observation. Who knows anything about these zombies? This is uncharted waters for all of us. All bets are off. We’ve got to do everything on the fly now.”

   Full of dread, Halverson felt a frisson as he watched the zombies plodding toward the Taurus. He discharged a burst from his MP7 at the things, even though he knew they were still out of range.

   “You’re just wasting ammo,” said Rogers.

   “I’m sick of those damn things,” said Halverson. “You kill them and there’s more. You kill them and there’s more. There’s no end to it.”

   “We’re well and truly screwed,” said Rosie. She slumped back, exhausted from witnessing the chilling spectacle of the van’s demise and the annihilation of its passengers.

   Halverson ducked into the Taurus’s front seat.

   Rogers drove forward. He wasn’t about to return to the freeway. He would drive onto a surface street.

   Halverson knew that if they drove back onto the freeway the creatures would trap them in a cul-de-sac of serried stationary cars.

   “We need to hook up with Tom and the others,” said Rogers. “Alone we have no chance. We’ll end up like Ray and Foster.”

   “The problem is, where is Tom?” said Halverson.

   “And how are we gonna find him?” asked Rosie.

   “We could backtrack.”

   “If we backtrack, we head right into that pack of zombies that nailed the van,” said Rogers.

   “We circumvent the van.”

   Rogers drove onto a surface street. Fewer cars than had been on the freeway were strewn across it. Halverson noted that Rogers could make better time driving here. Rogers actually got the car up to thirty miles an hour.

   Rogers was easing up on the gas pedal, Halverson realized.

   “Looks like we got trouble right here in Virginia City, folks,” said Rogers.

   






   

   CHAPTER FORTY

   

   “What are you talking about?” asked Rosie.

   Halverson could see what had caught Rogers’s attention. Up ahead three military jeeps with Browning M2 .50 caliber machine guns mounted on them were parked in the middle of the road blocking it.

   “We got the damn Rat Patrol ahead of us,” said Rogers.

   Halverson remembered the old TV show about desert warfare in World War II “The Rat Patrol” that he had seen on reruns. Rogers had a point.

   Rosie heaved a loud sigh of relief. “Those can’t be zombies. They can’t drive and they don’t know how to shoot guns. That’s help up ahead.”

   “I’m not so sure,” said Halverson. He eyed the jeeps charily.

   “Me either,” said Rogers.

   “Those Ma Deuces are aimed straight at us.”

   “Ma what?” asked Rosie.

   Rogers gave Halverson a quizzical look. “For a journalist you know a shitload about guns.”

   “I do my research,” said Halverson.

   Rogers didn’t look convinced, decided Halverson. So be it.

   Each M2 .50 caliber machine gun had a man standing behind it and each man was drawing a bead on the approaching Taurus.

   “That’s not a welcoming committee,” said Halverson.

   “They’re not exactly letting us drive through,” said Rogers.

   Rogers slowed the Taurus. Halverson figured Rogers had no other choice. It was either that or plow through the row of jeeps. The machine gunners would open up on the Taurus before it got anywhere near the jeeps, Halverson knew.

   “Maybe they think we’re zombies,” said Rosie, puzzled by the reaction of the machine gunners to them.

   “I doubt it,” said Halverson.

   “Then I don’t understand. We all need allies to fight off these creatures.”

   “I don’t think they see us as allies,” said Rogers.

   “Then they’re idiots,” said Rosie. “How else can they look at it?”

   Halverson picked up on what looked like reverse SS runes printed in black within a red circle painted on the front grills of the three jeeps. He could only wonder what the insignia stood for.

   “Please halt your car and step out of your vehicle, sir,” came a voice through a loudhailer.

   Halverson could see one of the men standing in a jeep wielding a loudhailer. The man looked to be in his early forties. He had white hair with grizzled sideburns. Stocky with broad shoulders, he appeared to Halverson to be their leader. He wore a lightweight khaki safari jacket. The man standing beside him was training the M2 on the Taurus.

   Rogers pulled the Taurus to a halt next to a Chevron station. “We better do as he says.”

   “Who does he think he is?” said Rosie, at the end of her rope.

   “He’s the guy with the Ma Deuce,” said Halverson, who opened his door to get out of the Taurus.

   Rosie climbed out after him.

   Rogers slid out of the driver’s seat.

   “Throw down your weapons,” said the man with the loudhailer.

   “We mean you no harm,” said Rogers.

   “You’re in our territory.”

   “Who are you?”

   “I’m Rick Painter, commander of Zone Zero.”

   “I never heard of any Zone Zero. This is Los Angeles, as far as I’m concerned, and there’s no commander of Los Angeles.”

   “This was Los Angeles. It’s now Zone Zero under my jurisdiction.”

   “What is this? Some kind of martial law you’re imposing?” said Halverson. “That’s illegal. Read up on Posse Comitatus.”

   “Posse Comitatus refers to the federal government. I don’t represent the federal government.”

   “You’re flouting the United States government,” said Rogers.

   “What United States government?” said Painter. “There is no United States government.”

   Halverson exchanged looks with Rogers.

   “Have you been living in a cave?” Painter went on. “The government collapsed. The president’s dead or in hiding. Nobody knows what happened to him. DC is controlled by zombies. You are now setting foot in the territory of Zone Zero, our territory.”

   Halverson could not believe his ears. “How could the government collapse so quickly?”

   “The plague. Zombies are running wild in the streets of what used to be the US of A.”

   “This is insane!” blurted Rogers.

   “We need you to put down your weapons, gentlemen, to show that you mean the good citizens of Zone Zero no harm,” said Painter.

   “You’re the ones aiming machine guns at us,” said Halverson.

   “It’s our territory you’re trespassing on. We have the right to defend our territory from enemies.”

   “This is LA. We’ve got as much right to be here as you.”

   “I suggest you throw down your guns at once. You’re acting in a bellicose manner.”

   “We have the right to defend ourselves, the same as you.”

   “If you truly come as friends, you have nothing to fear from us. We will welcome you with open arms.”

   Halverson looked at Rogers and said under his breath, “I don’t trust these guys.”

   “Join the club,” whispered Rogers.

   “What are we gonna do?” Rosie asked Rogers.

   “We don’t have much choice,” said Halverson.

   “They’ll cut us to pieces if we try anything,” Rogers told Halverson out of the side of his mouth. “We better play along for now.”

   Halverson nodded.

   “We come in peace,” Rogers told Painter. “We mean you no harm. Our weapons are for the zombies.”

   Halverson reached for the MP7 slung over his shoulder in order to throw it down.

   “Do it slowly,” said Painter.

   Halverson and Rogers heeded Painter’s warning. They tossed their weapons to the asphalt. Disarmed, the two of them stood beside the Taurus. Rosie followed their example.

   “Thank you, gentlemen,” said Painter. “We’re glad to have you join our territory. We’re always in need of able-bodied men—and women—to help us in our war against the zombies.”

   “We want to wipe out the zombies as much as you do,” said Rogers. “That’s why we were armed.”

   “Come with us to our Zone Zero headquarters.”

   Halverson, Rogers, and Rosie climbed into different jeeps driven by men from Zone Zero.

   “What’s the point of all these guns?” said Rosie. “Why can’t we all just get along? We’re all fighting the same enemy.” She shook her head in befuddlement. “I don’t understand why we can’t join forces against them.”

   “That’s what we’re doing,” said Painter. “What do you think we’re doing?”

   “You have a funny way of showing that you’re on our side with those machine guns aimed at us.”

   “This is our territory and we will do anything to protect it.”

   Halverson restrained an urge to rebut again Painter’s assertion that Los Angeles was Painter’s territory.

   Halverson didn’t know what he was getting into. All he knew was he had misgivings. Painter’s “greeting,” if you could call it that, had given Halverson pause. It had triggered primordial alarm bells in the back of Halverson’s mind.

   No matter how wary he felt about accompanying Painter, Halverson wasn’t prepared for what followed.

   






   

   CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

   

   After riding the better part of five miles in one of Painter’s M2-mounted jeeps, Halverson could see what looked like a stadium for a high school up ahead through the smog. If nothing else, at least the smog was lightening up a little, decided Halverson. He could see farther.

   Not that he particularly wanted to see what lay up ahead.

   Through the veil of smog he could make out crucifixes with squirming zombies nailed to them standing in a row around the schoolyard’s perimeter. The crucifixes seemed to be concentrated in the area around the stadium, Halverson could see. He heard Rosie scream in the jeep behind him when she picked up on the gruesome, obscene spectacle of the crucifixes.

   The scene that confronted them was even worse than that of the zombies writhing from the freeway overpass at the ends of hangman’s nooses, Halverson decided. There was something appalling and truly unsettling about zombies being nailed to crosses.

   “Why?” was all Halverson said to Painter, who sat beside him in the jeep.

   “It’s a warning to those things to keep out of our territory. We’re setting an example for other zombies.”

   “Do you really think these crucifixes mean anything to zombies?”

   “With live zombies nailed to them, you bet they do.”

   “If you can call them alive.”

   “You’re splitting hairs. You know exactly what I mean.”

   Halverson hung fire. “Still, from what I’ve noticed, they don’t seem to be afraid of anything. I’ve seen them walk off the second story of a building without so much as batting an eye.”

   “Everybody’s afraid of something. Even brain-dead spaz zombies.”

   “It’s the living people who are gonna be scared away from here, not the zombies.”

   “Fine with me. Let them find their own territory.”

   Halverson searched Painter’s face. Painter looked dead serious. Definitely a guy to watch out for, decided Halverson.

   Halverson noticed that, unlike the other zombies, one of the bodies on the crucifixes was bleeding from his wrists and ankles.

   “I thought zombies don’t bleed,” said Halverson.

   “They don’t.”

   “But that one is.” He pointed at a thirtysomething tall brown-haired man hanging from a crucifix. Bare-chested, he wore only a pair of Bermuda shorts.

   “What makes you think only zombies get nailed to these crosses?”

   Taken aback, Halverson faced Painter. “You’re crucifying humans too?”

   “All enemies of the state end up at the end of a rope or nailed to a cross.”

   “What did he do?”

   “He didn’t like the way I was running things here.”

   As they drove closer to the crucified man, Halverson could hear him groaning in pain.

   “Why crucify people?” asked Halverson.

   “I’m a self-taught student of world history. Here in Zone Zero we’re trying to emulate the ancient Romans. They had the most successful nation that has ever existed on the face of the earth. They ruled most of the world for over four hundred years. No other empire has ruled that long.”

   “Torture’s OK with you? Is that what you’re saying?”

   “Let me finish. The Romans must have been doing something right. One of the things they did was crucify their enemies.”

   “They had a little more going for them than crucifixion.”

   “They maintained their authoritarian rule by terrorizing their enemies,” stated Painter with an air of finality. “The Romans were motivated by hatred of their enemies. Spreading fear and terror is how you stay in power.”

   “Haters rule, huh?”

   “Welcome to the real world.”

   “You and Hitler have a lot in common.”

   “Hitler wasn’t that far off the mark.”

   “But the Thousand Year Reich lasted more like a thousand days.”

   Painter looked Halverson straight in the eyes. “Hitler didn’t hate his enemies enough.”

   Halverson was feeling more and more uneasy by the minute with the fuehrer Painter.

   The three jeeps drove inside the stadium.

   Again, Halverson was shocked at the spectacle that greeted his eyes.

   Inside the stadium on a football field, zombies were staggering every which way, colliding into each other as they pawed the air. That wasn’t what caught Halverson’s eye, however. It was the burning tires around the zombies’ necks that snared his attention.

   Meanwhile, spectators seated in the stands cheered and hollered at the burning creatures as they shambled around in confusion, their necks and heads going up in flames. The stench of the burning tires and smoking dead flesh were enough in themselves to turn Halverson’s stomach. The roaring, ecstatic crowd caused Halverson to stop and wonder who were supposed to be the good guys.

   Everybody piled out of the three jeeps.

   Rogers and Rosie drifted over to Halverson.

   Eyes riveted on the nightmarish circus taking place before her eyes, Rosie said, “This is sick.” As if to emphasize her words, she gagged on the putrid odor of burning rubber mixed with flaming zombie flesh.

   Spectators in the audience hailed the zombies on the field with catcalls and guffaws. Some of the spectators, under the influence of alcohol, began raining empty beer bottles down on the hapless creatures.

   Painter sauntered over to Halverson. “Remember what the ancient Romans said. Panis et circenses. Bread and circuses. That’s how you keep the good citizens from revolting.”

   Raucous cheering and clapping erupted as a zombie’s entire body went up in flames on the grassy field. The burning, smoking zombie collapsed to the tune of thunderous applause.

   “At least when those things kill, they don’t take any joy in it,” said Rogers. “They just do it to eat.”

   Petrified, Rosie watched the horrors unfolding on the field and in the stands. “Is this the new world we’re headed for?” 

   “O brave new world, That has such people in’t,” muttered Halverson dryly, remembering his Shakespeare, even as his mind recoiled at the sadistic goings-on unfolding before his eyes.

   “What the hell’s happening to us?”

   More cheering and elated hoots from the crowd as another zombie became a torch that spun on its heels and collapsed dead on the grass as its brain burned to a crisp.

   Rosie shut her eyes and turned away.

   Painter strutted around, his chest puffed out. “Those things don’t stand a chance against us. Zone Zero will never be theirs.”

   Painter sported a full head of long white hair that curled around his ears, reminding Halverson of a ram’s head—or maybe of a horned devil’s head if Halverson thought about the resemblance long enough.

   “You’re not gonna say that when you find out how many of them there are out there,” said Halverson.

   “Over my dead body, they’ll take this land. Their brains’ll burn to black gunk just like the brains of those zombies in the arena.”

   Painter’s eyes gleamed as he beheld another zombie’s head go up in flames and fill the air with a reeking black pillar of smoke.

   Halverson had seen enough. He felt like telling the world to go to hell. Was this what they were fighting for? he wondered. A new field game? Torch the Zombie? He didn’t want any part of Painter’s Zone Zero—even if it really was the future.

   “How do you sleep at night?” Rosie asked Painter.

   “I sleep like a baby,” Painter answered.

   Hoots and Bronx cheers permeated the air as another zombie expired and went up in flames.

   “I need to get in contact with Washington, DC,” said Halverson.

   “Haven’t you been listening?” said Painter. “There is no Washington, DC. There is no government.” He jabbed his thumb at his chest. “I’m the government for this territory that you’re standing in.”

   “How can you know for sure that there’s no government?”

   “Why do you want to contact Washington, anyway?” Painter squinted at Halverson’s expressionless face.

   It would not be a good idea to tell Painter he worked for the CIA, Halverson knew. Painter would probably have him incarcerated or worse if he knew Halverson’s employer.

   “I just want to know what’s really going on in this country,” said Halverson.

   Painter confronted Halverson. “Are you calling me a liar?”

   “I’m not calling you anything. I just want to find out what’s happening to this country.”

   “I already told you. The government’s gone. The country’s gone. Every rat for himself. I and my followers claim Zone Zero as our land. That’s all you need to know.”

   “We don’t want any quarrel with you,” chimed in Rogers. “We just want to be on our way and find out who’s running the show in the US of A.”

   Painter turned on Rogers. “Are you calling me a liar, too?”

   Rogers shook his head. “We need to meet up with the rest of our party and we’ll leave you people alone.”

   Halverson wondered if it was a good idea to let Painter know there were more members in Rogers’s group. Halverson figured the less they told Painter, the better off they would be. Halverson still wanted to find out if his brother Dan was OK. Other than that, Halverson’s life was spinning out of control, as was everyone else’s now that the plague was ravaging the country.

   If, as Painter had said, there was no government, then there wasn’t any CIA either. In that case, Halverson had no employer. Everyone else was in the same predicament, Halverson knew. No country, no job, no nothing.

   “Where are you headed?” Painter asked Rogers.

   “We’re headed north once we link up with the rest of our members,” answered Rogers.

   “What’s up there?”

   “I have no idea, at this point.”

   “Then why go there?”

   “We’re looking for signs of civilization.”

   “What do you call this here?”

   Rogers said nothing, his face stoic.

   “Are you saying this isn’t civilization here?” demanded Painter. “I welcome you like my brother and this is what you think of us?”

   “I didn’t say anything.”

   “Your implication was clear.”

   “We just want to keep moving,” inserted Halverson. “We think that’s our best bet. To keep moving.”

   “I disagree. It’s best to hunker down and defend ourselves like we’re doing here in Zone Zero. When you rove around, you’re exposing yourselves to all sorts of ambushes. You’ll never know where they’re gonna hit you next.”

   “Whatever,” said Rosie. 

   Painter didn’t look pleased with her remark, it was plain for Halverson to see. 

   In his peripheral vision Halverson caught sight of Tom and Tanya and a few others of the remaining passengers being shepherded by Zone Zero soldiers from the dark brick school building toward him.

   “At least Tom and Tanya are OK,” said Rosie with relief.

   To his dismay Halverson also picked up on Lemans with his familiar boulder head and hunched shoulders accompanying them.

   “Look what the cat dragged in,” said Halverson, his eyes on Lemans.

   “Just what we need,” said Rogers.

   






   

   CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

   

   As Lemans passed the stadium, Halverson could see he was watching intently the torching of the zombies as they staggered around the football field with burning tires looped around their necks.

   “I was hoping maybe the zombies got him,” said Rosie.

   “Him and the others must’ve been captured by Zone Zero,” Rogers confided to Halverson, leaning toward him.

   “Better than ending up zombie food,” said Halverson.

   Blue eyes twinkling, Lemans approached Painter with a bounce to his step. Halverson noticed that Lemans ignored him and Rogers. Lemans did not even acknowledge their presence.

   It did not surprise Halverson. When it came to Lemans, nothing surprised Halverson.

   Tom and Tanya, on the other hand, approached Rogers and Halverson right off the bat and greeted them warmly.

   “How much do you charge to attend this sport?” Lemans asked Painter, indicating the zombies roaming around on fire on the gridiron.

   “Nothing,” answered Painter. “The pleasure’s all mine killing off those things.”

   “You’re going about this the wrong way. You could make a fortune off these games.”

   “I never thought about it.”

   “Of course not. That’s why I’m rich and you’re not.”

   Painter took offense at Lemans’s remark. “What are you trying to say?”

   “An entrepreneur spots a need before anyone else and invents something to fill that need.”

   “Who’s an entrepreneur?”

   “That’s you, in this case. You’re the inventor of these games.”

   “And how do you fit in?”

   “I’m a banker and an investor, and I can tell you flat out you could clean up with these games you’ve invented. All you need now is capital to get you started. That’s where I come in.” Lemans watched with wide-eyed fascination as a zombie flared up and the boisterous crowd reacted with a cacophony of cheers and clapping. “We’re talking beaucoup bucks, my friend.”

   “Leave it to Lemans to reap profits off the plague,” Halverson told Rogers.

   “The human race is dying out and this guy’s thinking profits,” said Rogers.

   “A leopard can’t change his spots,” said Rosie.

   “I see Zone Zero welcomed you guys too,” said Tom.

   “If you can call it a welcome,” said Rogers. “I would use another word for it.”

   Tom sniggered, getting Rogers’s drift. 

   Tom became serious. “Ever wonder what the point of any of this is? Basically, we’re a bunch of refugees now. We have no homes that we know of. Where are we going?”

   “We’re getting out of here,” said Halverson under his breath.

   “What’s the point? Why bother?”

   “Any old port in the storm?” said Rosie.

   “At least we have protection here from the zombies.”

   “What about protection from Painter?” said Halverson. 

   “What do you mean?”

   “We’re not exactly free here to do as we wish.”

   “We’re more like captives, if you ask me,” said Rogers, keeping his voice low so Painter could not hear him.

   Halverson agreed.

   “I just don’t know what the point is,” said Tom. “I don’t know what we’re trying to do anymore.”

   “I’m with you,” said Tanya. Her head drooped. “My dad’s dead. I have nothing to live for now.”

   “It’s like we’re going through the motions of being alive. Going through the motions and we don’t know why.”

   “It’s obvious these zombies are getting to you,” said Rogers. “We’re all tired. They’re getting to all of us. We need to rest so we can think clearly about our next move.”

   “That won’t change anything.”

   Tom’s eyes looked sunken, his face haggard, Halverson could see. Halverson could not blame him. How could anyone look good under the circumstances?

   Halverson could overhear Lemans and Painter talking nearby.

   “Something’s missing, though,” said Lemans. “There needs to be some kind of a goal to this game.”

   He watched another zombie with a burning tire around its neck flare up and die on the fifty yard line. A round of cheers from the spectators greeted the creature’s incineration.

   Rowdy spectators began jeering and hurling empty beer bottles at the zombies that were still “alive” and stumbling around on the field with burning tires collaring their necks. Spectators cheered and hooted with glee whenever a bottle pelted a zombie in the head.

   Errant bottles shattered all over the ground, strewing it with broken glass. Some of the bottles even smashed near Halverson and his group.

   “Those bottles are coming a little too close for comfort,” said Lemans. He eyed the remains of a broken bottle that littered the ground some ten feet away from him.

   “They’re just blowing off steam,” said Painter. “It’s good for them.”

   “As long as they don’t mistake us for zombies.”

   “No way. The zombies in the games all have tires around their necks.”

   “Where was I?” asked Lemans, having lost his train of thought.

   “You were talking about the zombies as sport.”

   “Oh yeah. Something’s missing from this sport. Nobody’s scoring points or anything. Just zombies burning up isn’t enough.”

   “Enough for what?” asked Painter, cocking a beetling eyebrow.

   “Enough to leave spectators begging for more.” Lemans thought for a moment. Then he slapped his thigh. “I’ve got it. We’ll add gambling to the sport.”

   “Gambling?” Painter’s brow furrowed with puzzlement.

   “We’ll bet on . . . let’s see . . . we’ll bet on which zombie dies first and which one lasts the longest. Like that.”

   “I never thought of that.”

   “Of course not. That’s where I fit in.”

   “I never thought of it as a profitable enterprise. I thought of it in terms of entertainment for the people.”

   “Everything can be profitable if you set your mind to it, especially entertainment.”

   “My dad died,” said Tanya in a funk. 

   Halverson turned to look at her. She looked spaced out. He could not figure out who she was talking to. 

   “The zombies got him,” she went on. “He was trying to save them. That’s what he liked to do. To go around preaching and saving people. What’s wrong with that? Why did he have to die because he wanted to help people?”

   “Are you OK, Tanya?” asked Tom.

   “And then that man over there”—she pointed at Halverson—“took my dad away. He shot my dad. He killed my dad.” She broke down, sobbing. “My dad wanted to help. Why did he have to be killed?”

   “Just calm down,” said Tom. “You’re stressed out. You need to take it easy.”

   “Why is this happening?”

   “I don’t know. Why does there have to be a why? It just is.”

   “It’s not right.”

   “Take it easy. Don’t think about it. There’s no point in dwelling on it. It won’t change anything.”

   “What are we supposed to do?” she asked in consternation.

   Halverson could see that Tom had no answer. Tom looked glum.

   “I want to leave something behind,” said Tom as if to himself. “I want to let people know that I was here, that I walked this planet.”

   “You need to snap out of it,” said Halverson. “You sound depressed like her, like your life’s over and you’re just waiting for it to end.”

   “There’s a lot to be depressed about.”

   “What’s the point of going on?” said Tanya. Her eyes welled with tears.

   “We can’t let these creatures beat us so easily,” said Halverson. “We need to fight back and keep going.”

   Lemans ignored Halverson and the other passengers.

   “We can make oodles of money off these zombie circuses you have here,” Lemans told Painter. “Trust me on this.”

   “Right now money isn’t what people want,” said Painter. “They want a safe place to stay. They want protection from the infected creatures.”

   “All the easier to part them from their money, if they don’t want it. A fool and his money—”

   Painter held up his hand. “If I’ve heard that expression once, I’ve heard it a hundred times.”

   “You’ve heard it so many times because it’s true.”

   “We need to be on our way,” Rogers told Lemans.

   “Why are you telling me?” said Lemans, irritated at having his conversation with Painter interrupted. “I know a good thing when I see it. I think we’ve got a sweet deal here.”

   “Does that mean you’re staying here?”

   “They can have him,” whispered Rosie.

   “Who said anything about anyone leaving?” said Painter. “You’re my guests. I wouldn’t think of letting you leave without inviting you to supper. Eat, drink, and be merry.”

   “For tomorrow we die,” added Tom.

   Tanya saw a broken glass bottle lying on the grass. She wandered over to the bottle. She bent over and picked it up. She slashed her wrist with it.

   “What!” said Tom.

   He ran over to her. Blood jetted from Tanya’s wrist. She attempted to slash her wrist again. Tom grabbed her hand in midmotion. Holding onto her wrist with one hand, he pried the bottle loose from her hand with the other. She wouldn’t let go of the jagged bloody glass.

   At last, he pinched the glass in her hand and plucked it out of her grasp, not caring whether the shard sliced her hand or not as he removed it. He tossed the fragment away. He clutched her torn wrist, trying to stanch the flow of arterial blood.

   Rosie ripped the sleeve off her blouse and offered it to Tom. Tom took it and wound it around Tanya’s wrist to stanch the bleeding. He applied pressure to the wound to finish the job.

   “Haven’t we had enough drama for today?” said Lemans, casting a censorious glance at Tanya.

   “Shut the fuck up!” said Tom. “Don’t you have any decency?”

   “Get out the violins.”

   Halverson felt like slugging Lemans. Halverson advanced on him.

   Painter must have realized Halverson’s intent, for he aimed his pistol at Halverson. “Take it easy.”

   Halverson backed off in frustration.

   Halverson watched the sleeve from Rosie’s dress turn red with Tanya’s blood that soaked into it.

   “Press the wound harder,” said Halverson. He knew that pressure stopped bleeding.

   Tom pressed the sleeve harder around Tanya’s wrist.

   That seemed to do the trick, Halverson decided.

   “She’ll need stitches,” said Tom.

   “We have a doctor,” said Painter. “He’ll take care of her.”

   Halverson picked up on it before anyone else did. They were too absorbed with Tanya’s attempt at suicide.

   One of the zombies with a burning tire around its head had somehow escaped from the football field and was lurching toward Painter. Black smoke billowed from the creature’s putrescent neck as flames consumed the rubber tire.

   The creature looked like a nun to Halverson. In any case it was dressed like one. It was wearing a black serge habit and a white coif, which included a white wimple. The burning, reeking tire around its neck, the creature shuffled toward Painter. Its hands managed to claw and slash the air seeking Painter’s flesh, despite the presence of the flaming, smoking tire that impeded its vision and its movements.

   The creature was making straight for Painter like Painter had a bull’s-eye on his back, Halverson could see.

   






   

   CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

   

   Halverson sprang at the creature. He knocked it off its feet before anyone else in the group had time to react. He wrestled the nun to the ground.

   The creature’s white coif had caught fire from the burning tire, he noticed. Not for the first time, he wished he had his gun. He could have made short work of the zombie with a gun in his hand.

   As it was now, he did not know how to kill the thing. He could bash the zombie’s head in with his fists, but that would take a long time with the smoking rubber tire around the creature’s neck hindering his punches.

   If there was any good to be had in this mess, decided Halverson, it was the fact that the zombie had difficulty biting anyone thanks to the flaming tire wrapped around its scrofulous neck. Its neck appeared to be melting like a guttering candle, Halverson noticed, but its dissolving flesh had no effect on the zombie.

   Halverson needed something to stave the creature’s head in with.

   The nun’s gaunt, withered face glared at him with its milky eyes. Despite the flames leaping from the tire collar, bluebottles swarmed around the creature’s head, drawn by the odor of putrefaction. A maggot squirmed out of one of the nostrils of the nun’s partially decomposed nose. The stench exuding from the burning rubber tire and her rotting flesh was overpowering.

   Nauseated, Halverson kept the creature pinned to the ground by lying on top of its chest. The creature writhed and tried to buck Halverson off it. Failing that, the zombie tried to bite Halverson. The burning tire around its neck got in the way of the creature’s teeth every time.

   Halverson heard two sharp reports above him. He felt the creature stop moving beneath him. With his arms he levered himself off the zombie’s chest. He immediately made out two black holes in the creature’s forehead, one on the right side, the other on the left.

   Standing a yard away from the zombie’s bullet-perforated head was Painter, a Glock semiautomatic in his right hand.

   “How’d that damn thing get out of the football field? That’s what I want to know,” said Painter.

   Halverson brushed grass and dead leaves off his trouser legs with the backs of his hands as he got to his feet. His knees hurt, he realized. He wasn’t getting any younger.

   “I could have killed it myself if you hadn’t taken away my gun,” he said.

   “No doubt.” Painter holstered his pistol indifferently.

   It looked like an Austrian-made Glock 17 to Halverson. A good gun used by many American police and law-enforcement professionals. You couldn’t go wrong using a Glock, Halverson knew.

   The zombie nun sat upright with such suddenness it gave Halverson a turn.

   Painter was Johnny on the spot, lucky for Halverson. Painter drew his Glock. He fired point-blank at the back of the nun’s head this time. Spicules of white skull shot out of the zombie’s face. Some of them, along with accompanying brain matter and the orb of a dislodged eye, splattered onto the back of Halverson’s hand.

   He could not wipe the gore off fast enough.

   The zombie’s torso bolted forward on account of the impact of the blast from Painter’s Glock then just as quickly reversed direction and slammed its back against the ground, dead for good this time, Halverson hoped.

   “I must’ve missed its tiny brain the first time,” said Painter.

   He holstered his pistol.

   Painter’s remark sounded like a joke to Halverson, but nobody laughed.

   “I wish I could figure out what’s going on,” said Rogers.

   Lemans ran his hand down his face. “Not you, too.”

   “What do you mean?”

   “Never mind.”

   “Is that some kind of snide comment?”

   “Let’s figure out what kind of gambling system we’ll use with the zombies. I suggest a pari-mutuel type system similar to that used at horse races.”

   Rogers ignored him. “I don’t feel like I’m part of anything.”

   “Here we go,” said Lemans wearily.

   “I never did, really. I feel like Major Tom in that David Bowie song. I float around in a tin can going back and forth across the country, but I don’t belong anywhere. I feel sealed off from everyone. I might as well be some alien. I have no life. I hardly ever see my wife. We have no kids.”

   Lemans yawned. “Why do you think we want to listen to your life story?”

   “We’re all at the end of our ropes with exhaustion,” said Halverson.

   “How does that song go?” said Rogers. He began singing, “Air traffic control to—”

   “I don’t know anything about a tin can, but you definitely have a tin ear,” said Lemans.

   “That settles it,” said Painter. “You’re staying here with us. None of you are in any shape to go on.”

   “I don’t know about Rogers,” Tom said sotto voce to Halverson. “Is he losing it?”

   “Like all the rest of us,” said Halverson.

   “Yeah. I know what you mean. Still . . .”

   Halverson looked up at the wooden crucifixes with zombies writhing on them surrounding the stadium. The zombies’ wrists were nailed to the ends of the crossbeams. Their ankles were crossed and nailed to the posts sunken in the earth.

   The world was going mad, Halverson decided.

   “What happened to Ray and Foster and the passengers in the van?” asked Tom. “I don’t see any of them in this compound.” He scanned the school buildings and the schoolyard. “Did they escape Painter and his crew?”

   Halverson saw no reason to beat around the bush. “Zombies got them.”

   “No. Say it ain’t so.” Tom gazed at Halverson’s earnest face. Tom’s spirits sank. He could tell from Halverson’s expression it was true.

   “The things surrounded the van and tipped it over. Ray and the others never had a chance.”

   “Were you there?”

   “We saw it from a distance. We tried to help them. By the time we got there, it was over. The van was overturned and the things were swarming all over it.”

   “Hell.”

   “We’ll be holding our first annual Zombie Games tonight,” announced Painter. “We’ll have pari-mutuel gambling available.”

   “How can you set up everything so fast?” asked Tom.

   “We have computer nerds here. I’m sure they can figure out how to set up computer terminals in no time.”

   “How? There’s no electricity.”

   “Who told you that?”

   “There wasn’t any at LAX. Do you mean to say you have power here?” Tom looked eager at the thought.

   “We have our own gasoline-powered generators. We’re totally self-sufficient here. That’s why we’re the envy of everybody else.”

   “So you’ll have lights for the stadium tonight, too.”

   “Of course. Your worries are over when you’re with us.”

   Halverson tended to doubt that. He got the distinct feeling Zone Zero wasn’t exactly a democracy. In any case, maybe it would make more sense to implement their escape from this place tonight during the darkness rather than now in broad daylight, smoggy though it was, he decided. The fact was the smog was nowhere near as dense as it had been at LAX.

   “Maybe we should just stay here,” Rosie told Halverson.

   “How can you say that?” he said. “We were brought here at gunpoint.”

   “This Painter guy rubs me the wrong way,” Tom told Halverson under his breath.

   Painter strutted up to them. “Now’s as good a time as any to tell you guys we believe the government is behind this plague.”

   “What makes you say that?” asked Tom.

   “That’s why all the bureaucrats and politicians bugged out. They knew this plague was coming. They knew there was no way to fight it. They knew their ass was grass if they didn’t go to ground.”

   “What evidence do you have?” asked Halverson. “You’re making a sweeping conclusion based solely on speculation.”

   “Like I said, they all vanished before anyone else had a chance to figure out which way was up. Our leaders knew what was coming and didn’t even bother to tell us about it.”

   “Why wouldn’t they tell us?” asked Tom. “That makes no sense.”

   “Because they didn’t want to admit culpability for the plague. Probably one of their germ warfare experiments went hideously wrong. That’s not something you can admit to the public if you’re a government bureaucrat.”

   “You’re making this up out of thin air,” said Halverson. “You have no evidence to back up a word you’re saying.”

   “It’s all supposition,” said Tom.

   Painter harrumphed. “Those who have eyes let him see. This ain’t a court of law. I don’t have to prove anything to you.”

   “You’re welcome to your opinion,” said Halverson, “even if it’s misguided.”

   Painter gave him a look. “You don’t think our government’s involved in this plague?”

   “I don’t know what to think. I don’t have anything to go on.”

   “The very fact that they all disappeared is all the evidence I need. They knew some catastrophe was coming, so they all cut and ran into bolt-holes.”

   “That doesn’t mean they’re responsible for the catastrophe.”

   “How else would they know about it before anyone else?”

   Halverson shook his head. “We’re going around in circles. We can argue this back and forth forever without coming to any conclusion.”

   “I already came to a conclusion. I don’t need to argue about anything. You’re the one who’s doing all the arguing.”

   The tension in the air between the two of them was thick enough to cut, realized Halverson. To continue to argue would serve no purpose other than to stoke animosity between them.

   “Why do you think so highly of the government, anyway?” Painter asked.

   “I just think you’re jumping to conclusions.”

   “Maybe it’s because you work for the government.” Painter arched an eyebrow at Halverson suspiciously.

   “There you go jumping to conclusions again.”

   Halverson’s palms broke into a sweat. All he needed now was for Painter to find out he worked for the Agency. If Painter tumbled to that tidbit of intel, it would mean Halverson’s death warrant.

   “He sure knows a lot about guns,” said Lemans.

   Painter continued to bore his eyes into Halverson’s. “Why is that?”

   Halverson wanted to plant his fist in Lemans’s face. “I do a lot of research in my line of work.”

   “Just what is your work?”

   “Says he’s a reporter,” butted in Lemans skeptically.

   “That right?” Painter asked Halverson.

   “Yeah,” said Halverson.

   “I didn’t know reporters were into guns.”

   “If guns are involved in a story I’m writing, I am.”

   Nerves on end, Halverson all but jumped when he heard a loud thump to his right. He whirled in the direction of the sound.

   Somehow, one of the zombies that had been crucified had managed to writhe itself free from the nails that affixed it to the cross and thud onto the ground. Halverson watched the creature struggle drunkenly to its feet.

   Nails still embedded in its wrists, it shambled and lurched toward them.

   “I don’t know how much more of this I can stomach,” said Tom. “What next?”

   Rosie screamed at the hellish vision.

   “Just when I thought things were starting to look up,” said Lemans.

   






   

   CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

   

   Painter wheeled when he heard Rosie scream. He shot the creature in the head with his 9 mm Glock.

   “I have a killer headache,” said Tom. “Can’t we sit down and rest somewhere?”

   “You can sit down at my dinner table,” said Painter. “All of you will be my guests of honor tonight.”

   “I don’t really feel like dinner right now, thank you.” 

   Halverson could not help but wonder if breaking bread with Painter was a good thing. However, it was true they did need food. Halverson wasn’t about to turn down Painter’s offer.

   Painter plugged the zombie on the ground in the head again after the creature showed signs of movement.

   “Nothing better than a big meal after killing zombies,” he said. He massaged his stomach to emphasize his words. “Let’s head for the refectory. I can smell a T-bone cooking even now.”

   “Different strokes for different folks,” said Tom. “Killing zombies doesn’t whet my appetite.”

   Painter grinned. “You’ll change your tune when you see and smell that hot T-bone on your plate in front of you.”

   Halverson watched the sun set like a ball of orange marmalade surrounded by purple wisps of smoke on the horizon.

   The spectators poured out of the stadium and milled toward the cafeteria.

   It looked like the zombie games were over for the moment, decided Halverson. Time out to eat. 

   One of Painter’s soldiers escorted Tanya to a doctor to treat her wrist.

   “Maybe this Painter isn’t such a bad guy after all,” Tom told Halverson.

   “I hope you’re right,” said Rosie.

   Halverson surveyed the smoldering dead zombies scattered around the playing field. “These zombie circuses leave a bad taste in my mouth.”

   Tom shrugged. “It’s one way to kill the things. The fact is the things have to be killed. We can’t coexist with these creatures in peace. That’s for sure.”

   “But why do we have to make a spectacle out of their deaths?”

   “To keep the people entertained, according to Painter.”

   Halverson searched Tom’s face. “You buy that?”

   “I’m tired of thinking about it. What difference does it make? It’s making my head ache.” Tom winced. He pressed his fingers to his temple and massaged it.

   They made their way to the cafeteria, melding in with the flow of people emerging eagerly from the stadium.

   “I guess they’re like Painter,” said Tom. “Watching zombies go up in flames fans their appetites.”

   “It must be an acquired taste,” said Rosie.

   Painter escorted Halverson and his group of jet passengers to his table at the front of the school cafeteria. They took their seats at the long dinner table.

   Waiters promptly served them salads.

   The rest of the Zone Zero residents had to retrieve their own food at the buffet without the aid of waiters.

   “You see you get special treatment as my guests of honor,” said Painter. He opened his arms to indicate the table he was sitting at with Halverson and his group.

   “We’ll be leaving after dinner,” said Rogers.

   Famished, he tucked into his salad.

   “Why would you want to leave?” said Painter. “You have everything you need right here—and safety from the zombies, too.”

   “I need to go to the UCLA medical center to see if my brother is OK,” said Halverson. “He was injured in a car accident.”

   “That’s unfortunate.”

   “Maybe we should stay here,” said Tom, enjoying his salad. He poured more balsamic vinaigrette dressing on it. “This food ain’t half bad.”

   “We need to leave,” said Rogers. “I want to find out what’s really happening in this country.”

   “I already told you what’s happening,” said Painter.

   “We need to leave so I can see for myself.”

   “That won’t be possible.”

   Rogers gave Painter a look. “Why not?”

   “You might talk to people you meet on the outside. We don’t want you telling anyone about Zone Zero. If too many people find out about it, they’ll all want to live here. We can’t let everyone live here. We don’t have enough room.”

   “We won’t tell anyone anything about you.”

   Painter drank from a longneck bottle of Corona beer. “But how can I trust you? We have too much at stake here for me to trust you.”

   “Don’t worry about it.”

   “If others come here, they might try to take Zone Zero away from us. We can’t risk that.”

   “We need to leave.”

   “At least stay for the zombie games tonight.” Painter eyed Rogers intently.

   Rogers met Painter’s gaze.

   Halverson could see that Rogers was trying to read Painter’s stare and how to react to it.

   “I insist,” said Painter.

   Rogers paused a beat. Then he acquiesced.

   Halverson could see that Rogers didn’t look comfortable with his decision to stay after dinner. Maybe Rogers was trying to postpone a confrontation with Painter, Halverson speculated. Halverson knew he himself had no intention of staying the night here, no matter what Rogers or the others chose to do. Halverson had to find out about his brother. Nobody was going to prevent him from doing that.

   The waiters cleared away the empty salad dishes and replaced them with plates of piping hot T-bone steaks.

   Tom sniffed the aroma of the cooked steak sitting before him. He smiled. “If you insist we eat, I guess we better eat.”

   “Good idea,” said Painter.

   Tom sliced the steak into mouth-sized pieces and gobbled them down.

   “What’s it all mean?” he asked in between bites.

   Halverson wolfed down his steak in no time. He hadn’t eaten a hot meal for a week, it seemed, even though he knew he had just had one yesterday. But yesterday seemed like an eternity away from now. The world had been turned on its head in a matter of hours. Like Tom, he still could not make sense of it, no matter how hard he tried.

   He didn’t think about it. He ate his steak.

   “You’re in for a treat,” said Painter. “We’ll be gambling for the first time tonight on the zombie circuses. The crowd should go wild for it.” He leaned back in his chair. “At night, the flaming tires show up better around the zombies’ necks. It’s a sight you’ll never forget.”

   “I could do without the zombie circuses,” muttered Rosie. She stopped eating for a moment. She held up a morsel of steak impaled on her fork tines in midair.

   Halverson eyed Rogers. Rogers had a strange glint in his eyes, Halverson decided. Halverson could not make head or tail of it.

   As for Painter, he was just as much a puzzle to Halverson as was Rogers. Painter appeared to ooze confidence, yet at the same time a streak of paranoia seemed to run through him. Painter was worried about outsiders horning in on Zone Zero. And then that remark Painter made about the government being somehow behind the plague. Did he really believe that? Halverson wondered. Or was Painter trying to instill paranoia in everyone else in order to keep them subservient to his will?

   






   

   CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

   

   After dinner, the Zone Zero residents headed for the stadium to watch the zombie circuses in the dark.

   Banks of bright lights towering above the stadium lit the football field for the night games.

   As he was walking toward the stadium among the crowd, Halverson noticed flies swarming all over the place.

   Rosie swiped at the flies over her head in disgust. “Where did all of these flies come from?”

   “The zombies,” said Painter. “The flies follow the zombies as soon as they get the zombies’ scent.”

   “There seems to be a helluva lot of them,” said Tom, grimacing.

   He spat out flies that entered his mouth as he talked. Then he gagged.

   The flies were so thick they seemed to be flying into Halverson’s ears, Halverson realized. He was all but inhaling them through his nostrils.

   “If you talk, they’ll enter your mouth,” said Tom, coughing on flies, his face red.

   “Even the burning tires don’t keep them away,” said Painter. “We haven’t figured a way to deal with the flies yet.” He swatted at a cluster of flies that circled around his head.

   “Another reason to get out of here,” said Rosie.

   She started hacking on flies that entered her mouth as she spoke.

   “I second that,” said Mildred and instantly regretted having opened her mouth.

   Soldiers were herding zombies with burning tires around their necks onto the football field.

   “The flies will thin out when we get into the stands,” said Painter. He swiped at flies circling his head. “They’re all over here because we’re so close to the zombies used in the games.”

   Except that wasn’t the cause, as Halverson soon found out.

   Screaming erupted among the eager crowd that was making for the stadium.

   Halverson watched Painter crane his neck around. Painter wanted to see what was causing the commotion.

   Out of the corner of his eye, Halverson saw Rogers make his move.

   Rogers took advantage of the disturbance to disarm Painter.

   Not only did Rogers disarm him, Rogers trained the pistol on Painter’s head and, to Halverson’s shock and astonishment, blew Painter away. It all happened so quickly, Halverson had barely any time to register what was transpiring. The ensuing events reeled off as a blur before his eyes.

   Rogers spun around and commenced shooting all of the nearby soldiers in their heads.

   “It’s as easy as killing zombies!” he screamed.

   It appeared to Halverson that Rogers was losing his mind.

   “Once you kill zombies, it’s a piece of cake to kill people!” cried Rogers. He started laughing his head off.

   He continued aiming his pistol at soldiers and blasting their heads.

   Halverson didn’t know what to do. He wanted to get out of here as much as did Rogers, but Rogers seemed to be on a maniacal killing spree. To interfere with Rogers at this point might mean Halverson’s death.

   Halverson glanced at Tom. Tom was just as confused and horrified as Halverson. Tom, it was obvious to Halverson, didn’t know how to react to Rogers’s access of violence.

   “Zombies! Zombies are here!” cried someone in the crowd.

   Halverson realized the cries were emanating from the same direction that the screams had come from.

   A soldier with an AK-47 loosed a burst into Rogers. His chest bloody, Rogers crumpled to the ground.

   Terrified, the crowd stampeded, not knowing what was happening what with all the gunfire and hysterical screams about zombies.

   It became clear to Halverson that zombies had somehow entered the compound and were assaulting the crowd that was funneling into the stadium. Stampeding spectators jostled Halverson every which way in their haste to flee the area.

   Tom, Rosie, Mildred, and Tanya gathered around Halverson.

   “What do we do now?” asked Mildred.

   “We need to get out of here before the soldiers attack us in retaliation against Painter’s death,” said Tom.

   “Not to mention the zombies attacking.”

   Halverson could now make out several zombies stumbling into the panicked crowd. Their yawning mouths dripping with freshly drawn blood, the creatures were clawing the air in front of them and snagging anybody who got in there way. Whoever was unfortunate enough to cross paths with the voracious creatures was mauled by them.

   Arterial blood spurted ten feet into the air as zombies ripped out the throats of the spectators who fell into their clutches.

   Distracted by the onslaught of the zombies, the soldiers weren’t paying attention to Halverson and his group. The soldiers were intent on clearing a path through the helter-skelter crowd toward the creatures so they could repel them.

   Halverson could hear zombies moaning with delight as they fed on flesh freshly torn from members of the crowd that had fallen into their clutches. The unearthly moans seemed to panic the crowd even more. It was a maelstrom of confusion wherever Halverson looked.

   A sea of distraught human bodies was pounding against the chain-link fence that surrounded the stadium. People were trampling each other into the ground in their desperation to escape from the zombies.

   It looked to Halverson like thousands of zombies were staggering toward the stadium from the road. Wall-to-wall zombies stretched everywhere as far as the eye could see into the darkness.

   No matter how many of the creatures the soldiers shot, twice as many seemed to supersede them.

   “We need to get the hell out of here,” said Tom, his face frantic.

   “The question is, where to?” said Halverson. “We’re surrounded by those things.”

   “We stay here, we’re dead meat.”

   Indeed, the gyrating crowd seemed to be acting as a vortex, sucking Halverson and his tiny band into its center where the zombies lurked.

   “How can we move anywhere surrounded by all of these people?” said Rosie, attempting to stave off people in the mob who were shoving past her.

   Jostled by the crowd, Mildred was having a hard time keeping on her feet.

   The torrents of people generated by the mob seemed to have a life of their own as well as a path of their own. Everybody was moving in a different direction, ginning up mass confusion and increasing the panic among the mob.

   Meanwhile, the teeming hordes of zombies steadily plowed their way through the crowd, tearing off arms and heads and consuming them with blood-smeared mouths. The individuals in the crowd that stumbled were even less fortunate. As soon as the zombies spotted a downed person, they pounced on him and tore apart his entire body in their lust to devour it.

   Halverson could make out even now three zombies crouched over a supine man pushing sixty. They were ripping his chest apart, grabbing ribs in his rib cage, breaking them off, raising them to their mouths, and bolting down the flesh and blood on them, picking them clean. Moments later, the creatures were hoicking the bloody coils of his intestines out of his shredded stomach and munching on them like they were sausages. After the creatures polished off the colon they searched for more organs to chow down.

   The zombies were coming from two directions, as near as Halverson could figure. The two armies of creatures were crushing and annihilating the crowd with the stadium as their focal point. If the crowd ran away from one swarm of zombies, they ended up running into the arms of the other.

   “We’re caught in the center of this mess,” said Tom. “We need to get to the side somehow.”

   Which was easier said than done. The crosscurrents generated by the movements of the crowd were sucking everyone toward either one horde of zombies or the other.

   “Whatever you do, stay out of the stadium,” said Halverson, fighting off the crowd. “We get stuck in there, we’re trapped.”

   “Where’s Tanya?” asked Tom. 

   He cast around for her in the milling mob.

   Halverson followed suit. He caught sight of her fifteen-odd feet away. The impetus of the panicked mob was carrying her away from Halverson and Tom like a rushing river. She was too weak to resist the onrush of the unruly mob.

   “Over there,” Halverson told Tom and pointed at Tanya.

   Tom was closer to her. He and Halverson tried to pick their way through the mass of humanity flooding past them.

   “Tanya!” Tom yelled.

   Halverson didn’t know if she could hear Tom. The screams and groans issuing from the rowdy crowd were drowning out all other noise. In any case, thanks to her loss of blood from her suicide attempt she looked out of it to Halverson. She didn’t even appear to be fighting the onrushing mob. She looked to be drifting along, going with the flow—no matter where it bore her.

   Tom clawed his way through the individuals crammed against him. He slugged a roly-poly man in the face and shoved the guy out of his way. The fat man made to retaliate. Before he had a chance, another man snatched the fat man’s arm, spun the fat man around, socked him in his mug, and kicked him into the eddying crowd.

   Tom fought the riptide of the mob and managed to reach Tanya. Woozy, she gazed at him with uncomprehending eyes. He took a firm hold of her elbow and steered her away from the vortex’s center.

   Halverson craned his neck around to search for Mildred and Rosie.

   “If I had my shotgun!” Mildred screamed some ten feet away from Halverson.

   She was pounding a man with her fists. The man was trying to glom onto her. He looked to Halverson like a fireman in his late thirties. The rangy fireman was easily over six feet tall. Grim-faced, he was wearing a navy blue uniform and had ear protectors on his head. Then Halverson noticed another thing about his face.

   The fireman’s mouth had blood streaming from it. On closer inspection, Halverson realized the fireman was missing the flesh from half of his face. His right jaw and cheekbone were exposed.

   It wasn’t a man at all, Halverson could now see. It was a zombie.

   Like everyone else in the crowd, the zombie was being propelled by the surging, hysterical mob. Borne toward Mildred, the creature grabbed her flailing arms and bit her throat between its blood-soaked jaws.

   Christ! thought Halverson. He kept looking around him. Where was Rosie? he wondered.

   At that moment, he felt a hand clawing at his back, tugging his shirt out of his blue jeans. He wheeled around, fixing to slam a fist into the offender’s face. He reined in his punch at the last minute when he saw it was Rosie clutching his shirt trying to keep up with him as he was being borne along by the mob.

   She clasped his elbow.

   With her at his side, Halverson plowed his way through the throng to Tom and Tanya.

   Halverson scanned the fleeing crowd, which wasn’t making much headway on account of its sheer size.

   “Where’s Lemans?” he said.

   “I could care less,” said Tom. “Let’s get out of here.”

   “Oh shit!” burst Halverson.

   “What?”

   “I see him.” Halverson placed his hand over Rosie’s eyes. “Don’t look,” he told her.

   






   

   CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

   

   A thin, frail girl no taller than five foot three with a pallid face thrust her way toward Halverson through the crowd and distracted him from the heinous sight of Lemans.

   She wore wire-rimmed spectacles over her angry beady blue eyes that were layered with a white film. She was scowling at Halverson. Her dress hung in tatters on her reedy frame like some maniac had taken a knife to it.

   The top right quarter section of her head was missing. Halverson could see her slimy brain exposed. Blood streamed from her emaciated, sneering lips.

   Even though Halverson had no gun, he retained a few magazine clips in his leather bandoleers. He withdrew a clip from a bandoleer. He raised the clip above his head. He drove the clip down into the exposed quarter of the female creature’s brain. The metal clip made short work of the tender brain matter, driving through it like a cold chisel.

   Still scowling, the zombie dropped to the ground, reduced to a motionless pile of rags.

   Zombies were infiltrating the crowd from all points, Halverson realized as he looked up from the ragged congeries of dead flesh spraddled on the ground.

   He returned his gaze toward Lemans. Halverson shook his head in dismay. It didn’t take a genius to see that Lemans was beyond help.

   In full view of the grids of bright lights that were illuminating the field in anticipation of the zombie games stood zombies encircling Lemans.

   Four zombies, to be exact. They were drawing and quartering Lemans. Each had a grip of one of Lemans’s limbs and was tearing it out of Lemans’s sockets. Each was wresting a limb in a different direction.

   As he was lying supine in the air, supported by the zombies grasping his limbs, Lemans let loose with a banshee scream of terror. It was a bloodcurdling cry from the maw of his belly that rent the air and sent shivers down Halverson’s spine.

   “My God!” screamed Tom, his eyes bugged out and fixed on the gory scene of Lemans’s last moments.

   As Halverson’s hand dropped before her eyes, Rosie covered her eyes with her own hands, unable to watch.

   Tanya was still too dazed from her wrist slashing to figure out what exactly was going on around her. She watched Lemans with incomprehension and befuddlement as she tried to make sense out of what was happening to him. Almost like a zombie, decided Halverson, the way she was acting. He started at the thought when he realized the implications of it. Was she turning? he wondered.

   “Wake me when something good happens,” said Tom.

   “Tell me about the rabbits, George,” muttered Halverson.

   Tom shot a puzzled glance at Halverson.

   The zombies hoicked the limbs out of Lemans’s body. Blood spouted in all directions, cascading over the infield. Bathed in Lemans’s blood, the zombies gorged themselves on Lemans’s arms and legs.

   Another zombie moved in on Lemans’s torso. The zombie was dressed in a cop’s black uniform. With its beer belly drooping over its leather belt the creature skittered toward Lemans. It grabbed its large beak and excavated snot out of one of the nostrils. Only it wasn’t snot, Halverson could see. It was a twisting maggot. The zombie flicked it away.

   The creature stamped its foot on Lemans’s chest, pinning his torso to the ground, bent over him, seized his head and wrenched it, trying to rip it from his neck.

   Halverson could not stand much more of the ghastly scene of Lemans’s demise. Awash with Lemans’s blood, the football field beneath the four zombies seemed to gleam a bright red under the banks of high-intensity stadium lights overhead.

   The panicked crowd continued to surge. They were pressing Halverson and his group against the chain-link fence that encompassed the stadium.

   At least he wasn’t inside the stadium, decided Halverson. He had that to be thankful for. The stadium was a death trap, as Lemans had tragically found out. Once inside there, you were done. The zombies would not let anyone in the stadium escape the bite of their teeth.

   Halverson saw that Tom had a hold of Tanya. Beside Halverson, Rosie was clutching his arm, digging her nails into it. Now that the four of them were bunched together, it was as good a time as any for them to make their move, decided Halverson.

   “Head for the jeeps,” Halverson told Tom over the ocean of people washing him toward the fence.

   “We’ll have a boatload of company there,” said the beleaguered Tom.

   Halverson watched him fight off two heavyset males in the unruly crowd. They were steamrolling their way past him using brute force to clear a path. Tom took a swing at one of the burly duo and missed.

   The crush of the horde of terrified people was so strong that it was bending the chain-link fence toward the stadium. Halverson realized the fence simply didn’t have the strength to withstand both the onrush of the crowd and the throngs of zombies thrust against it.

   Halverson knew that if the fence gave in, the zombies would herd everybody into the stadium. Nobody would survive the ensuing bloodbath.

   To withstand the onslaught of zombies, Halverson would have to break away from the fence.

   The panic had become so extreme people were pummeling, kneeing, and kicking each other in their desperate efforts to take a powder.

   Behind him Halverson could see geysers of blood shooting skyward from individuals being assaulted and devoured by zombies maddened by bloodlust. The mere sight of blood enraged and enlivened the zombies, eliciting moans and groans from them. The zombies’ herky-jerky movements accelerated as the zombies zeroed in on the fresh blood, it seemed to Halverson.

   The surge of people against the Cyclone fence increased in strength as the zombies whaled the mob, forcing it back on its heels toward the stadium.

   Halverson started clawing and elbowing his way through the crowd away from the fence. It was like swimming against a riptide.

   Apprehensively, he heard the fence creaking as it gave way to the crush of people.

   To avoid being mashed against the fence, frenzied individuals in the mob were trampling each other as they stomped down the fence and stampeded into the stadium, where they hoped they would find safety, only to find a dead end. There were no other exits in the stadium, Halverson knew.

   The zombies piled in after the doomed people.

   The earsplitting screams of zombie victims choked the air.

   Somebody kneed Halverson in his thigh. Halverson kicked back blindly, not knowing who had launched the attack against him. Rioting people were lashing out in every direction in their haste to bug out.

   Desperate to avoid being sucked into the death trap of the stadium, Halverson fought tooth and nail against the surge of the mob in that direction.

   Doggedly, Halverson pressed on through the jumbled horde of fleeing people interspersed with zombies. He threaded his way through the madding crowd. He saw with relief that Tom and Tanya were able to keep up with him.

   Somebody slammed a haymaker into the side of Halverson’s face. The fist had come out of nowhere. He had no idea who had launched it. His nose bloody, Halverson shook off the blow. Arms were flailing everywhere. Anybody would punch anybody to escape this frenzied onslaught of humanity, Halverson knew.

   The juggernaut of zombies kept crushing against the crowd. The pressure was relentless.

   Halverson made out a strange sight as he peered over the bobbing heads of the mob that enveloped him. One of the circus zombies that had its neck collared in a burning tire was climbing stuporously into the stadium’s bleachers.

   The klutzy creature fell into the bleachers. Soon the wooden benches around him became engulfed in flames. Whipped by the hot, arid Santa Ana winds, the growling blaze spread like a flash.

   In no time, thirty-foot tongues of flame were shooting skyward and licking the plum night sky. The already-hazy air billowed now with smoke. The already-hot air became suffocating. Flames devoured the stadium benches like kindling.

   Sweat poured out of Halverson’s face. It felt like a furnace where he was being swept along and crushed by the gyrating mob. The sight of the fire served to exacerbate the crowd’s panic.

   Saffron plumes of flame crackled and snapped as they danced ever higher. Ushered by the wind, the scorching flames wavered and leaned toward the mob, fanning fear that rippled through the steaming multitude.

   Now the mob in unison recklessly tried to reverse its course and beat it out of the stadium. But it wasn’t that easy, Halverson knew. The legions of zombies from behind the mob continued to bulldoze it into the burning stadium, no matter how hard everybody in the morass of humanity fought against them.

   Halverson started. Above the roar of the flames he heard gunfire.

   






   

   CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

   

   Halverson didn’t know who had a gun. He could not see anyone with a gun. Was the shooter firing at the zombies or firing at other members of the crowd in his panicked attempt to escape? Halverson wondered.

   Halverson managed to twist his body around in the crowd. He made out the source of the gunfire. It was a brawny man dressed in a blue-and-green Aloha shirt. He was firing a revolver at anybody in the way of his escape route. Members of the crowd were dropping dead or wounded beside the gunman, Halverson could see.

   As one, the crowd reacted to the gunman. They became enraged. Like a boa constrictor, the crowd coiled itself around the gunman and squeezed him to death. Suffocated, his ribs crushed, the man went limp in the crowd, which carried him along for a few feet before sloughing him off and leaving him as a lump of defunct flesh on the ground.

   Halverson pressed on, continuing to angle away from the chain-link fence. He needed air. Like the crushed man, he felt like the crowd was immuring him. He had the anxious feeling the crowd would end up as his tomb.

   “I can’t take much more of this,” he heard Rosie say beside him.

   He felt her grip seem to weaken its hold around his arm.

   He doubled his efforts to thread his way through the frenzied mob of humanity.

   He heard a shot sing by his ear. He ducked. He had no idea if he was the target, but the proximity of the whining bullet to his ear suggested he was. He scanned the unruly crowd. Sure enough, he saw a Zone Zero soldier about fifty feet away taking a bead on him with an AR-15 automatic rifle.

   Not that it surprised Halverson. After all, the leader of Halverson’s group had killed the soldiers’ leader Painter. Now the soldiers were retaliating.

   Halverson held his head down and took cover behind a man to Halverson’s left who was, like Halverson, being propelled forward by the streaming, frantic mob.

   After taking a dozen steps Halverson looked up again. To Halverson’s relief, he caught sight of a clawing hand clutch the hair of the soldier who had fired on him and jerk his head toward the hand’s owner. At the other end of the hand was a zombie’s gaping, bloody mouth awaiting its next bite of food. The zombie chewed off the soldier’s ear and crunched it between its sulfur yellow, carious, and broken teeth.

   Dropping his AR-15 the soldier grimaced and screamed. He clutched the torn, bleeding stub of what used to be his ear.

   Halverson kept plugging forward. The soldier’s actions confirmed what Halverson had already suspected. Not only did Halverson have to fight off the zombies, he had to keep a wary eye open for Zone Zero soldiers who had him and his group in their rifle sights.

   “Watch out for the soldiers,” he told Tom. “They’re out to get even with us for Rogers’s blowup.”

   “If we aren’t crushed first,” said Tom.

   The surge of the crowd seemed to Halverson to be letting up somewhat. In any case, the crowd seemed less dense than it had been and hence it was less difficult for him to bob and weave through it now. Maybe he was finally extricating himself from this panic-stricken mob, he decided.

   Finding a jeep was another story. None were in sight. It stood to reason, Halverson figured, that the people who had escaped the teeming masses before him had no doubt ripped off all the jeeps.

   With one final lunge, Halverson sallied out of the pouring mob. He broke more or less clear of its hysterical momentum that was taking it to who knew where. It was true, he realized, that scattered people still milled around him, but each of them was headed in a different direction seeking his own way of escape from the zombies.

   Now that Halverson wasn’t trapped in the serried crowd anymore, he could move without impediments. The question remained, where to?

   Halverson spun around as he realized with a sinking feeling that Rosie wasn’t at his side. He scanned the environs searching for her.

   He spotted her. Adrenaline shot through his system. Zombies were closing in on her the better part of twenty feet behind him.

   She must have lost her grip on his arm from exhaustion or whatever and fallen behind, decided Halverson. Now the creatures were staggering toward her, hungry for her flesh. Their yawning mouths dripped with the fresh blood of humans the creatures had already consumed.

   Halverson needed a weapon.

   “Help!” Rosie shouted.

   Halverson picked up on a discarded steel pipe that lay on the ground. It looked like it might have been used for one of the sections of pipe used as posts for the fence. The pipe was about ten feet long, he estimated.

   He snapped up the pipe and bolted toward Rosie. The pipe was unwieldy, he realized. It was too long to be swung effectively like a baseball bat at the creatures. Still, it could be used as a weapon.

   Maybe if he gripped the pipe in the middle, he decided, belting toward the zombies that were closing in on Rosie. By holding the pipe in the middle, he could swing it at two zombies at a time, he realized. He could attack a zombie in front of him and behind him simultaneously, inflicting damage on both of them.

   Halverson signaled to Tom that Rosie was in danger.

   Tom twigged the signal. He detached himself from Tanya. He sprang toward Rosie.

   Halverson waded into the zombies. There were at least half a dozen of them by his count. He swung and jabbed the steel pipe at their putrescent heads.

   Distracted by the blows, the creatures turned away from Rosie to focus their assaults on Halverson. He clubbed and battered their heads.

   Tom charged into the fracas.

   Weaponless, he could do nothing but use his feet to kick at the heads of the flesh-eating zombies.

   The zombies stumbled around like punch-drunk fighters after being kicked in their heads. The zombies weren’t dead, but they were discombobulated. Their brains addled, they lost track of what they were doing and shuffled around aimlessly like senile old people with nothing to do.

   That was all the time Tom needed. With Halverson taking on two creatures with his pipe, Tom darted into the center of the zombies, snatched Rosie’s wrist, and hustled her out of harm’s way.

   Halverson thrust the end of the steel pipe into the cavernous mouth of one of the zombies. The pipe knocked the creature’s decrepit teeth out. The creature was wearing a delivery service’s brown uniform that consisted of a button-down shirt and short pants. Toothless, the thing jerked back from Halverson’s blow then resumed sidling after Halverson.

   Halverson backed away. At least the creature would not be biting anyone anymore. Maybe it was as good as dead. How could it eat without teeth? Why was it eating anyway? Halverson wondered. It wasn’t even alive. These plague-infected creatures were clueless. Their befuddled reanimated brains were telling them to eat, so they ate.

   “I got her!” Tom hollered at Halverson.

   Pipe in hand, Halverson acknowledged him and retreated from the zombies.

   Tom shepherded Rosie toward Tanya.

   Halverson spotted a knot of zombies drifting in his direction. 

   “Let’s head for the darkness,” he told Tom.

   “Maybe they can see in the dark,” said Tom.

   “I doubt it. Not with those milky eyes of theirs.”

   “For all the good it does us. We can’t see in the dark either.”

   “But I’ve got these.” Halverson lifted the night-vision goggles that hung from his neck.

   “Didn’t Painter take those away from you?”

   “No. He only took away my guns.”

   “The goggles might give us an edge in the dark.”

   “I’m banking on it. Where we are now is too light. We’re still in the wash of those bright stadium lights.”

   Tom nodded. “The creatures can see us as well as we can see them now.”

   Halverson cut his eyes toward Tanya then back toward Tom. Halverson mouthed the words, “What’s wrong with her?” He nodded his head in Tanya’s direction.

   She stood motionless at Tom’s side as if in a trance.

   Tom gave Tanya the once-over. “She lost a lot of blood when she slashed her wrist.”

   Halverson studied her face’s reaction to Tom’s words. It looked to Halverson like she had no idea what they were saying or could care less if she did understand them.

   “She looks out of it,” said Halverson.

   He stepped up to her. He waved his hand in front of her staring eyes. She didn’t react.

   “I think her head’s still not right,” said Tom. “You know, she did try to waste herself. She probably needs a shrink.”

   “We all need shrinks,” interrupted Rosie.

   “To be honest, I don’t think she wants to go on living. I think that’s the main problem with her right now.”

   “Can you blame her?”

   Halverson checked out Rosie.

   She was standing slumped over. Her face looked flushed.

   “Are you OK?” he asked.

   “Not exactly. I don’t feel so good.”

   Halverson placed the back of his hand against her forehead. Her face was burning up. That explained her florid complexion, he decided.

   “You’re on fire,” he said with concern.

   “Maybe it was something I ate at Painter’s dinner.”

   “Maybe.” Halverson wasn’t convinced. “Did one of those things bite you?”

   






   

   CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

   

   Halverson inspected her body. He didn’t see any signs of wounds.

   She said nothing.

   Tom was standing on the other side of her. He inspected her back. As Tom ran his eyes over the back of her arm, Halverson noticed him react with a widening of his eyes to something on her upper arm just below the sleeve of her blouse.

   “What?” said Halverson.

   “Nothing,” said Tom.

   Halverson ignored Tom’s response. He stepped over to Tom’s side. He eyeballed the bite mark. He didn’t see much blood, but black-and-blue teeth marks were clearly imprinted in Rosie’s flesh. Apparently, a creature had taken a bite of her but, for whatever reason, didn’t rip a chunk of her flesh out.

   “Looks like a zombie bite,” said Halverson in a weary voice.

   “But it didn’t eat any of her.”

   “Seems not.”

   “Maybe it didn’t like the taste of her.”

   Tom’s attempt at gallows humor fell flat.

   “It doesn’t matter,” said Halverson.

   “How can you say that? It might mean she’s immune to them.”

   “No, it doesn’t. I probably distracted the creature when I attacked. The creature didn’t complete its bite and went after me instead.”

   “That means she’s not infected. You’re not infected unless a zombie takes a bite out of you.”

   His face haggard, Halverson stared at Tom. “She’s got it, Tom. All it takes is zombie saliva to enter a person’s bloodstream, and that’s all she wrote.”

   “Why do you think you know everything?” said Tom in annoyance.

   “I don’t want to turn into one of those things,” whimpered Rosie.

   She started sobbing.

   “We don’t know for sure that she’s got it,” protested Tom.

   “Why do you think she’s burning up with fever?” said Halverson.

   “How do I know? I’m not a doctor. Maybe she needs a tetanus shot for the bite, the same as for a dog bite. And you’re not a doctor either.”

   “She’s turning into one of them right now.”

   “You can’t turn into one of them until after you die. That’s how it happens.”

   “She is dying.”

   “Don’t let me turn into one of those things,” she begged Halverson.

   He had nothing to kill her with other than his bare hands. He could not face doing that. It would have been bad enough shooting her, but strangling her with his hands while he was looking into her face . . . He could not bring himself to do that. Yet if he didn’t, she would turn into a zombie. She was already infected. Her fate was sealed.

   He thought about it some more. Strangling her would not be enough, he realized. He had to destroy her brain. Only the destruction of her brain would prevent her from becoming a zombie. He needed to put a bullet through her brain or smash it with some kind of club or rock.

   “Please,” she implored him. She clutched his arm with both her hands.

   “You just need a doctor,” Tom told her. “Don’t worry. We’ll get you to one.”

   “I’d rather be dead than be one of those things,” she said, her voice breaking.

   Crestfallen, Halverson hung his head. He could not make any sense out of this madness. It was easy for him to understand why Rogers had cracked up. They would all end up like Rogers if they didn’t die first or turn into zombies themselves. It was only a matter of time. The clock was ticking away their lives.

   Halverson felt like he was suffocating. He had to make a decision. From all the evidence he had gathered at the Agency, he knew you did not have to die from a zombie bite in order for you to turn into a zombie. Once the plague pathogen was introduced into your bloodstream, you would inevitably become a zombie whether you died first or not. Those were the facts. There was no way around facts, he knew that.

   He racked his brains trying to figure out what to do. No matter what he did, Rosie was screwed. She had but two choices left to her: die or become a zombie. He knew what she wanted.

   Like it or not, he knew what he must do. He grimaced. It was sickening just thinking about it.

   He realized he still had the steel pipe in his hands.

   He thought about using it, but changed his mind when he spotted a rock garden off to his left. As he already knew, the pipe was too long to be swung as a club. He dropped the pipe.

   He cut across the grass to the rock garden, noticed a rock a foot in diameter, and picked the rock up. He headed back to Rosie.

   “Lie down,” he told Rosie softly.

   She saw the look in his eyes and obediently lay supine on the ground. Terrified though she was she knew what had to be done. Quivering, she waited, her eyes shut.

   Halverson gripped the rock in both of his hands.

   “Hold her down so she doesn’t move,” he told Tom.

   “What the fuck are you gonna do!” blurted Tom.

   “I’m doing what has to be done.”

   “Then you hold her down.”

   “If I hold her down, you’ll have to kill her.”

   “Fuck you!”

   “Hold her down for Christ’s sake so she doesn’t move when I use the rock on her!”

   Tom clutched his forehead. “How?”

   “Sit on her chest and hold her arms so she doesn’t swing at the rock and ruin my aim.”

   “I won’t,” she whimpered.

   Halverson could not be sure of that. She might reflexively try to protect her face with her hands in self-defense.

   “Where are you gonna be?” asked Tom.

   “I’ll be in front of you,” answered Halverson.

   Grudgingly, Tom sat on Rosie’s chest, grabbed her arms, and pinned them down to the ground.

   “Don’t tell my family I died like this,” she said between sobs. “I don’t think they could bear to hear it.”

   The granite rock in his hands, Halverson knelt down behind her head.

   Halverson wasn’t sure he could do this. He raised the rock above her head.

   “Don’t let her move her head,” he told Tom.

   Disgusted with himself, Tom gritted his teeth in anguish.

   “Tell them I died in the plane crash,” said Rosie, her eyes shut, her eyelids fluttering.

   Halverson sucked in his breath. Squinting, unable to look directly at her face, he slammed the rock down on it. He felt bones crack under the rock’s impact with her flesh. Blood spurted out from under the rock and splashed the ground around her head.

   But she was still alive. He could feel her moving her face beneath the rock.

   “Get it over with for Christ’s sake!” said Tom, his face a mask of agony.

   Hurriedly, Halverson raised the rock. He slammed it down again, as hard as he possibly could this time. He felt and heard her skull crushing beneath the rock. He also felt something soft caving in. More blood spouted from the sides of the rock.

   Out of the corner of his eye he thought he detected her body moving.

   He raised the rock and slammed it again into her face.

   Tom could not stand it any longer. He leapt off Rosie’s stomach, bolted away, and promptly threw up.

   Halverson realized Tanya had been standing next to them the whole time and watching the entire ordeal with an expressionless pasty face.

   He felt for Rosie’s pulse in her wrist without looking at her.

   Satisfied she was dead, unable to bring himself to look at the pulverized mush that was her face, he got to his feet and flung the rock away. His head averted from Rosie, he trudged off.

   What the hell had he done? he wondered.

   “What kind of a monster are you!” Tom screamed after him.

   






   

   CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

   

   They were running through the darkness down a deserted street.

   Steel pole in hand, Halverson was leading Tom and Tanya. Tom was supporting Tanya as he struggled to run, propelling her awkwardly along with him. She felt disinclined to run, it was easy for Halverson to see, which made Tom’s job of helping her along even more difficult.

   Halverson was wearing his night-vision goggles to see through the darkness that blanketed the neighborhood.

   “We can’t keep up with you,” said Tom as he gasped for breath.

   Halverson slowed his pace. “We need a car.”

   “She doesn’t want to run,” said Tom. “I can’t keep hauling her along. It’s wearing me out. It’s like I’m carrying her full weight.”

   “What does she want to do?”

   “I don’t think she wants to do anything. She’s spaced out.”

   “We need to get to the UCLA medical center. They’ll help her there and I can find my brother.”

   “As long as we head south to Orange County afterwards so I can find my girlfriend. She must be shitting bricks now worrying about me.”

   “Deal.”

   Tom looked satisfied with Halverson’s answer.

   Halverson saw zombies pouring into the road from a cross street. “Here they come again.”

   “What?” said Tom quizzically. “I can’t see anything in this darkness.” He squinted, trying to see what Halverson was looking at.

   “They’re up ahead and coming this way.”

   Through his night-vision goggles, Halverson made out green shapes staggering down the unlit road in his direction. The sodium vapor streetlights were out. None of the buildings that lined the road were lit. A vast stretch of seamless darkness drenched everything.

   “Can they see us?” asked Tom.

   “I can’t tell. It doesn’t look like it. I doubt they have better eyesight than ours. If anything, it’s probably worse.”

   “Then how come they’re headed this way?”

   Halverson thought about it. “Maybe they can smell us.”

   “Maybe they can sense blood like sharks.”

   Halverson turned toward Tom. “What blood? Did you get bit?”

   “No. Tanya’s wrist. There’s fresh blood in her bandage. Her wound must’ve opened up again. She seems weaker.”

   “Wonderful.”

   “If you could tell me some good news, I’d like to hear it now.”

   “No news is good news.”

   “That’s not what I had in mind.”

   “We need to turn back. We’re not gonna be able to get by those things. More of them keep streaming out from that cross street.”

   Halverson watched the green silhouettes of the creatures thronging down the street.

   Tom looked agitated. “If we turn back, we might run into those Zone Zero zombies we just fled.”

   “We can’t go forward.”

   Halverson retreated in the direction they had just come from. 

   Reluctantly, Tom followed, his arm around Tanya, helping her walk.

   “If things get worse, do you want to know about it?” asked Halverson.

   “No.”

   “OK.”

   “Tell me, for Christ’s sake.”

   “I can see a jeep heading this way.”

   “That might be good news.”

   “I doubt it. There’s a guy standing behind the machine gun mounted on it.”

   “It’s a Zone Zero jeep?”

   “Yeah.”

   “Not good.”

   Halverson ducked into a nearby alley. Tom and Tanya followed him. They hid behind a large green steel Dumpster.

   “We need that jeep,” said Halverson. He peeked around the Dumpster at the street they had just left.

   “Was the gunner wearing night-vision goggles?”

   “No.”

   “Then he must not know about the zombies up ahead.”

   “Not yet.”

   “That might work in our favor.”

   Tom and Tanya huddled behind the Dumpster. A cat-sized rat leapt out of the Dumpster and scampered past their legs. Tom’s eyes bulged out. Tanya, as usual, displayed no reaction.

   “Can rats turn into zombies?” Tom asked anxiously.

   “I don’t know if this plague can be spread to different species.”

   “Didn’t rats spread the bubonic plague in the Middle Ages?”

   “I think you’re right.”

   Tom bounced to his feet. “Let’s just get out of here. There may be more of those rats in the Dumpster.”

   “We need that jeep,” Halverson muttered.

   He was still peering out of the alley toward the main street waiting for the jeep to come into view.

   “Maybe you can flatten one of the jeep’s tires with that pole somehow,” said Tom.

   “Then the gunner will shoot us.”

   “Good point.” Tom paused in thought. “There must be some way.”

   “What if we push this Dumpster to the mouth of the alley?”

   “What good will that do?”

   “You didn’t let me finish. After we move the Dumpster, I go to the other side of the street and hide in the alley there. When we hear the jeep coming, you shove the Dumpster in the jeep’s path to block it.”

   “What are you gonna be doing?”

   “The Dumpster will act as a diversion as well as an obstacle. When the soldiers are dealing with the Dumpster, I’ll move in and knock the gunner out with this.” Halverson held up his steel pipe.

   “What’s to prevent the driver from driving away?”

   “You and me. We come at him from two fronts. He won’t know who to ward off first.”

   Tom shrugged, not impressed with Halverson’s plan. “Too many things can go wrong.”

   “If you have a better idea, let’s hear it now. We’re running out of time. The jeep will be here in a few minutes.”

   Tom shook his head.

   “I’ll help you push this Dumpster to the street,” said Halverson.

   They both put their shoulders to the Dumpster and fell to pushing.

   “This thing’s not exactly light,” said Tom.

   “It must have a bit of garbage in it.”

   “I got a brutal headache in my sinuses.”

   Halverson and Tom shoved the Dumpster to the mouth of the alley. Tom heaved a sigh of relief.

   “It’s not gonna be easy pushing this by myself,” he said.

   Without saying a word, pipe in hand, Halverson sprinted across the street into the alley there.

   Halverson didn’t have long to wait before he heard the sound of the jeep’s motor approaching. He skulked in the alley, waiting for Tom to roll the Dumpster in front of the jeep.

   The best part of ten seconds later, Tom rolled the Dumpster out into the street into the jeep’s path.

   The jeep was approaching pretty fast, Halverson saw. A good thing for him and Tom, Halverson decided.

   To avoid crashing into the Dumpster, the jeep’s driver steered to the right toward the alley’s entrance where Halverson was lurking. The jeep skidded and spun out of control to a tire-screeching stop.

   Halverson rushed out of the alley and thrust the end of the pipe into the startled gunner’s head. The gunner was off balance in the first place. The spinning, skidding jeep had knocked him back on his heels. He had lost his grip on the machine gun. He could not respond to Halverson by shooting him.

   Not only that but Halverson’s ambush had caught him off guard.

   Halverson’s blow to the gunner’s head toppled the gunner off the jeep. The gunner fell to the pavement, slammed his head into it, and lay motionless.

   Halverson heard the commotion as Tom bushwhacked the driver. Tom had grabbed one of the driver’s arms through the jeep’s open window and was trying to wrench him out of the driver’s seat.

   The bald fortyish driver had two day’s growth of black stubble on his face and a ponytail that sprouted from the back of his head. He had no intention of letting Tom inside the jeep. The driver fought back with the strength and the will of a cornered wild animal.

   Halverson leapt onto the passenger’s side of the jeep and helped Tom overpower the driver.

   Halverson looped his arm around the man’s head from behind and squeezed the man’s neck in the crook of his elbow. His neck wedged in Halverson’s arm, the man continued to resist. Even so, Halverson managed to haul the driver out of his seat by the neck. The man pulled a knife from a leather scabbard that was strapped to the inside of his calf.

   “Look out!” said Tom. “He’s got a knife.”

   Halverson had seen the knife at the same time Tom had.

   Knife in hand, the driver stabbed behind him toward Halverson’s chest.

   Halverson intercepted the driver’s hand as it lunged toward him. Halverson latched onto the driver’s wrist and banged the guy’s knuckles repeatedly against the steering wheel, attempting to force the guy to drop the weapon. Halverson knew his smashing of the guy’s knuckles against the hard plastic of the steering wheel had to hurt like mad.

   Wincing in pain and having trouble breathing courtesy of Halverson’s arm around his windpipe, the driver dropped the knife. It clattered against a thick plastic spoke in the steering wheel, ricocheted off the spoke, tumbled against Halverson’s thigh, and dropped into the passenger-side foot well.

   Halverson scooped up the knife by its helve.

   He let go of the driver’s neck with his arm, clutched the guy’s ponytail, and yanked the guy’s head back. With his other hand, Halverson drove the knife blade up through the bottom of the guy’s mouth, through his tongue and his palate, and deep into his brain all the way to the hilt.

   The dead driver ceased struggling. He fell limp, his body sprawled over the gearshift between the jeep’s two bucket seats.

   Still wearing his NVGs, Halverson peered through the jeep’s grime-streaked windshield and could make out the pack of zombies shambling and lurching down the street toward the jeep.

   “At least these guys didn’t get a shot off at us,” said Tom. “The zombies would’ve heard it and found out we’re here.”

   “They’re coming anyway,” said Halverson.

   He lugged the driver’s heavy body across the gearshift and across the passenger seat. He dumped the corpse onto the street, but not before he withdrew the knife from its blood-soaked throat. He tossed the knife into the foot well.

   “Where’s Tanya?” asked Tom, whipping his head around to seek her out behind him.

   “She’s probably still in the alley. I’ll get her. I can see better than you.”

   Halverson dashed around the front of the jeep and into the alley where they had found the Dumpster. Tom followed on Halverson’s heels.

   Halverson brought up short, so short that Tom ran into Halverson’s back.

   “What the hell?” said Tom.

   “Don’t move.”

   Halverson stretched out his arm and held Tom back behind it.

   “What’s happening?” said Tom. “I can’t see.”

   






   

   CHAPTER FIFTY

   

   Through his NVGs, Halverson could discern at least a score of green figures staggering through the alley. They were converging on Tanya.

   She put up no resistance that he could see.

   Several of the creatures grabbed her arms and started chewing on them.

   She fainted.

   “The zombies got her,” Halverson told Tom.

   “Then what are we standing here for? Let’s go help her.”

   Tom made to bolt into the alley. Halverson held him back.

   “What are you doing?” said Tom, puzzled. He tried to shove Halverson’s arm out of his way.

   “There are too many of them. They’re already on her.”

   “We’ve got to get her!”

   “Use your head! There are over twenty of them in there and maybe even more behind them.”

   “Where did they come from?”

   “Where do any of them come from? They’re all over the place. They could be surrounding the jeep while we’re talking.”

   Halverson seized Tom’s arm and ushered him out of the alley. Tom tried to fight free of Halverson’s grasp. 

   “We have to help her!” said Tom.

   “She’s buried under those things. We need to get to the jeep.”

   Tom broke free of Halverson’s grasp. 

   Halverson gazed at him for a few seconds then booked for the jeep.

   Tom peered into the alley.

   Halverson arrived at the jeep. He turned around to watch Tom.

   Motionless, Tom was trying to figure out what to do. Grudgingly, he decided to turn away from the alley. He broke into a run for the jeep.

   The teeming zombies on the street were nearing the jeep. As yet, none of them had reached it, Halverson realized with relief.

   He hopped into the driver’s seat. “I’ll drive. I can see better.”

   Tom didn’t stop to argue. He circled around the jeep and hopped into the passenger seat.

   The jeep’s engine was still running, Halverson realized. The driver had not bothered to kill it. The jeep’s headlights were off. Halverson left them off. He would not need them with his NVGs on. The headlights would only serve to attract the attention of the creatures, giving them something to zero in on.

   He turned the jeep around and sped away from the oncoming army of zombies. He burned rubber in his haste to escape. The tires fishtailed, squealed, and at length straightened out as they grabbed purchase on the pavement.

   “Eat dust,” Halverson said to the green zombies that he saw in the rearview mirror as he drove away from them.

   Except now that he peered through the windshield he could make out that there was yet another clutch of zombies massing at the opposite end of the street directly in front of him.

   Instinctively, Halverson slowed down.

   “What are you doing?” asked Tom in consternation.

   “More of them are swarming in front of us.”

   “Are you sure? I can’t see them.”

   “But I can.” Halverson tapped his NVGs with his forefinger.

   He stopped the jeep. He buckled his seat belt.

   “Buckle up,” he said.

   Tom groped for his seat belt at his sides and buckled it.

   Halverson considered the zombies in the rearview mirror then the ones in front of him. He gunned the engine. The jeep’s tires shrilled. The jeep bucked and shot forward.

   “There are less of them in front of us,” he said. “We’ll have to ram through them. Get the knife.”

   Tom scanned the jeep frantically, twisting his neck and body in his efforts. “Where is it?”

   “In your foot well.”

   Tom bent over and cast around between his legs. It wasn’t long before he spotted the knife on the carpet near his right heel. He snagged the haft. He sat up.

   “Why don’t I just man the machine gun?” he said.

   “The noise will attract the things.”

   “But they already know we’re here.”

   “We can’t be sure of that. Just because they were heading toward us doesn’t mean they know where we are.”

   “Then why are they surrounding us?”

   “They may not be doing it deliberately. Maybe they’re just roaming all over the place, no matter where we go.”

   “That’s a comforting thought.” Dejected, Tom slumped in his seat. He thought of something. “Can’t they hear this jeep?”

   “I’m not sure.” Halverson peered through his NVGs ahead at the maundering zombies. “If we start firing that machine gun, though, they’ll hear it. You can bet the farm on that. M2s make a racket.”

   Tom considered the knife in his hand. “This knife isn’t gonna be much help.”

   “I doubt we’ll need it. I’m gonna go at them so fast, they won’t have time to react to us.”

   “What if they blockade the jeep?”

   “I don’t have any problem running those things over.”

   Halverson got the jeep up to 80 mph. He still had the jeep’s headlights off. He planned on flying out of the darkness so fast, the zombies would not know what hit them.

   He aimed the jeep at the weakest link in the zombie chain creeping up the street. No matter where he drove he would have to hit some of the creatures. Their numbers stretched from one side of the road to the other.

   Without slowing down, he slammed into two of the creatures. One looked like a heavyset armored truck driver in a blue Brink’s uniform. The other wore a navy blue Homeland Security Windbreaker.

   The jeep hit the two creatures with a thud. The collision threw Halverson and Tom forward in their seats and all but brought the jeep to a halt.

   Halverson floored the accelerator. The last thing they needed was to stop here in the middle of a pack of zombies. The armored truck driver zombie was wedged under the jeep’s chassis. The creature was so fat Halverson could not get the jeep to roll over the creature’s massive stomach.

   Zombies staggered toward the jeep.

   “This isn’t a good place to park,” said Tom, frozen in fear, gripping the sides of his seat as if he was holding on for dear life.

   Halverson changed gears. He put the jeep into reverse. The chassis was still stuck on the mound of belly underneath it.

   A brunette female zombie wearing a blonde wig reached its hand into the jeep trying to grab Tom. Tom unfroze in response to the assault. He slashed at the groping arm with his knife to ward the creature off. He sliced the creature’s arm several times. It seemed to cut no ice with the ghoul. The ghoul kept trying to grab a piece of Tom so it could bite him.

   Tom hacked at the withered, rotting arm with all the strength he could muster. He managed to cut the creature’s dead arm off below the elbow. The hand and the forearm fell into the jeep beside him. Disgust on his face, he watched maggots instead of blood spill out of the veins of the severed forearm.

   He snatched up the forearm and hurled it at the zombie’s head. The forearm bounced off the zombie’s brow and caromed into the herd of zombies behind the creature.

   The jeep’s rear wheels gained enough traction on the asphalt for the jeep to pull back off of the armored truck driver’s bloated belly wedged under the chassis.

   Halverson backed the jeep into a cluster of creatures that were converging on him from behind.

   Unable to continue backing up because of the wall of zombies forming behind him, Halverson put the jeep into first gear and was careful to steer around the armored truck driver’s distended belly.

   Tom hacked with his knife at another arm that was reaching into the jeep and groping for him. Out of the corner of his eye, Halverson glimpsed four fingers fall off the zombie’s hand and roll into the foot well.

   Another zombie appeared out of nowhere to take the place of the fingerless zombie that pulled back to stare in puzzled disbelief at its mutilated hand.

   This one was a female zombie with shoulder-length curly blonde hair. She wore a baggy white sweatshirt that reached below the crotch of her faded blue jeans. Frowning, she held her head down on the chest of her sweatshirt, which was saturated with blood—that of her most recent victim, Halverson assumed.

   It looked to him like she was trying to consume her victim’s fresh blood that was staining her sweatshirt and to consume her sweatshirt in the attempt.

   If Halverson didn’t know better, he would have thought, from the looks of it, that she was devouring her own chest.

   “Can’t this crate go any faster?” Tom asked, pulling away from the creature moving in on him.

   The problem wasn’t the speed, Halverson knew. It was finding a clear route to traverse. The lurching zombies kept stumbling into his way just as he was about to floor the gas pedal. He didn’t want to end up beached on another hump of belly.

   Though the creatures had the whip hand in terms of numbers, Halverson retained one advantage. Courtesy of his NVGs, his vision was more acute than theirs. Unless the jeep was directly in front of them where they could see it, the creatures were stumbling blindly, haphazardly in the dark foraging for fresh human flesh.

   Halverson seized his chance. He picked up on an opening in the milling zombie herd. He put the pedal to the metal. He shot the gap.

   At the sound of the jeep’s stoked engine, the zombies became alerted to the jeep’s whereabouts. Clumsily, they shambled around and homed in on the high-revving engine. Unable to converge on the jeep fast enough, they plodded behind it, giving chase, stumbling and falling all over themselves.

   Halverson was speeding forward, leaving the bumbling, milky-eyed zombies in his wake. To Halverson, through his NVGs, the creatures were rendered as green figures flailing away in the darkness clutching and grasping in futility at air.

   Tom slumped back in his seat with exhaustion. “I need a drink.”

   On his way to the UCLA medical center, Halverson drove past and evaded ambling packs of zombies that cluttered the dark roads. He also had to wend his way through abandoned cars that strewed the roads. From past experience, he knew the freeways would be even more congested with desolate motor vehicles than were the surface streets. He made it a point to eschew the freeways.

   Other than the predatory zombies, Halverson spied no signs of movement. He might as well be driving through a cemetery, he realized.

   Somewhere along the way, Tom had fallen asleep, Halverson noticed. Halverson wished he could do the same. He could barely keep his eyelids open. His stomach was growling, too.

   At length he discerned the sprawling UCLA medical center looming in the distance. To his dismay, it looked as dark and barren as every other place he had seen.

   He pulled into a parking lot full of empty vehicles. He jostled Tom’s shoulder with his hand to wake him up.

   The snugness of the NVGs on Halverson’s head was wringing sweat from his face. He felt like he was suffocating. He removed the goggles. He unbuckled his seat belt. He got out of his seat.

   Everything looked different without the goggles on. He felt like he needed to get his bearings. He was in the process of taking a step onto the sidewalk when he tripped on the curb, fell face forward, and blacked out.

   






   

   CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

   

   It was dark. Halverson could not see anything.

   He realized he was lying on his back in a bed. Something seemed to be covering his face. His head ached.

   He raised his hands to his head and felt it. Something soft was covering his forehead and eyes. It felt like bandages of some sort swathed around his head. He felt lower. The bandages were covering his eyes as well.

   It was quiet, wherever he was. He heard no sounds.

   He sat up. He had to know where he was. The last thing he remembered was parking at the UCLA medical center.

   His head throbbed harder as he sat up. He unwrapped the bandages swaddled around his eyes.

   Gradually, light percolated through the bandages that thinned as he unwound them over his eyes. He finished removing them.

   He squinted in the sudden light.

   He looked around.

   He was in a hospital room, it looked like. It was daytime. The vertical blinds were drawn. He could see the sun shining through the window. The sky was hazy, but not as bad as it had been at LAX.

   He turned to his left. He saw a laptop flipped open on a desk at his bedside.

   He shifted his position on the bed so he could read the screen.

   

   

   Zombie Blog #3: “Coexistence with Zombies Impossible”

   by

   Jonathan Parker

   

   Certain talking heads on the Internet will have it that we should learn to coexist with zombies. These talking heads are misinformed. The human race can’t coexist with zombies. There isn’t enough room on this planet for the both of us. Zombies have only one goal in life—to consume. They will consume any and all living things. But what zombies crave most is living human flesh. The flesh of sentient human beings drives zombies crazy with desire.

   A zombie’s lifeless staring eyes all but pop out of its head when they light on a living person. The zombie’s spastic movements become more animated and groans emanate from its throat as the zombie anticipates its next meal. The zombie’s hands claw the air in front of it as it staggers in herky-jerky movements toward its prey. Nothing else exists for the zombie except the human in its sights. In this sense, the zombie becomes a monomaniac. As soon as it beholds human food, it will never relent until it has consumed its victim or been destroyed in the attempt.

   

   Nothing he didn’t know already, decided Halverson.

   He slid out from under the sheets on his bed. He was fully clothed, he realized. He sat at a chair in front of the laptop. He tried to access the Internet. Nothing doing.

   He could not change the picture frozen on the screen. The laptop wasn’t plugged in, he realized. It must have been battery operated with Wi-Fi capability. In any case, the laptop was useless to him as a means of communication in its current condition. He kept clicking the touch pad. No dice.

   Frustrated, he withdrew his hands from the keyboard. Out of the corner of his eye, he glimpsed a sheet of paper on the desktop to the right of the laptop. He realized it was a note.

   

   Dear Chad:

   You fell and hit your head on the curb when you got out of the jeep. (Did you go on a toot while I was sleeping?) You bruised your head and blacked out. I brought you into this hospital room. All the comforts of home, as you can see. (LOL.) I put the bandage on your head, in case you’re wondering. (If you’re reading this letter, it must be obvious to you at this point that I have no medical background.)

   I haven’t been able to find anyone in this labyrinth of a hospital as yet. (Maybe I should have brought a ball of string with me like Theseus. If I don’t return, you’ll know I’m lost.) I will keep looking. If you wake up when I’m not here, then you’ll know I’m searching for somebody in this ghost town of a hospital. Things are looking up (a toilet drainpipe)! Pleasant dreams!

   Your comrade in arms,

   Tom

   

   Halverson chortled.

   He stood up. He wasn’t going to wait for Tom to return. Halverson would do some exploring of his own. After all, he had come here to find his brother Dan, and that was what he was going to do.

   He padded to the closed door. He opened it. He gazed out into the corridor. It was, as he had suspected, deserted. He entered the hall. He still felt lightheaded, he realized. He wobbled on his feet.

   He froze in his tracks. He thought he could hear shuddering nearby. It sounded like a door was shuddering in its jamb, like somebody was trying to open the door from the other side.

   Warily, he approached the door that was vibrating. Halverson started. Suddenly somebody started banging on the other side of the door.

   He had no idea who it was. He doubted it was Tom. It wasn’t a friendly knocking on the door. It sounded more like a frustrated pounding. The knocker, whoever it was, sounded hell-bent on breaking down the door. 

   Not a good sign, decided Halverson. He felt relieved the door was locked.

   He headed in another direction. He had no desire to find out who was trying to break down that door.

   He still wasn’t steady on his feet. Tripping, he almost fell to the floor. The blow to his head must have been more than just a bruise, he decided. No matter. He still had to plow on. He didn’t exactly feel safe in this hospital.

   He brought up short. He could distinguish a figure moving at the other end of the hall. It looked like Tom. Halverson could not discern the face of the man clearly, but the clothes looked like Tom’s.

   Still . . . , decided Halverson, he wasn’t sure who it was. Halverson decided to play it safe and not draw the man’s attention until he could see the man’s face.

   The figure kept coming toward Halverson. The guy wasn’t walking quickly, Halverson could see, but he was walking steadily in Halverson’s direction.

   Halverson could distinguish the guy’s face now. It was Tom, Halverson realized.

   Halverson waved at him with a smile.

   Tom didn’t wave back, but kept making a beeline toward Halverson.

   There was something strange about Tom’s gait, Halverson realized. Tom seemed to be shuffling, plodding like an old man.

   With mounting horror, Halverson could make out Tom’s features now. They were twisted in a grimace. Tom’s hands clawed the air. He groped toward Halverson.

   Halverson turned tail and ran for his life.

   The thought occurred to him that he might be the last man on earth. There was no way he could tell that, of course. One thing was for sure. He was feeling more and more like Ishmael in Moby Dick.

   And I alone have escaped to tell thee.

   Tell who? he thought. If only there was somebody left that he could tell.
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   PRELUDE

   

   CIA black ops agent Greg Coogan couldn’t believe his eyes. If anyone outside of the Agency tumbled to this, the blowback would inflict incalculable damage on the CIA’s resurgent reputation. After all, it was the CIA, along with the SEALs, that had been instrumental in the tracking and execution of the notorious Osama bin Laden. But now this.

   In his midthirties Coogan wasn’t a novice, but, experienced or not, he didn’t know what to do. He had to tell someone, but who could he trust in the Agency? Agency employees were sure to close ranks on this one. Nobody in the Agency would want this particular intel to leak beyond Langley’s walls.

   Though at this moment, Coogan wasn’t in Langley and neither were his coworkers. They were all hunkered down in the bombproof, airtight Mount Weather Emergency Operations Center in Virginia. 

   Sitting at his desk in his cubicle, Coogan was watching a video on his laptop concerning the Erasmus medical center in Rotterdam, Holland. The video had been sent to him as an attachment to an e-mail. He had been treated at the Erasmus hospital for a bullet he had taken that had just missed his femoral artery in his thigh while he was stationed in Europe a few years back, which might explain why the e-mail was addressed to him.

   The medical center was a bleak-looking complex with towering cranes parked in its many areas that were under construction. A few pedestrians were strolling on a cement concourse outside of a white skyscraper that had large white block letters perched on top of it saying Erasmus MC.

   Within moments, a nightmare began as a knot of medical staff workers in white scrubs were disgorged from the high-rise. The staff personnel staggered drunkenly toward the unsuspecting pedestrians and descended on them and, incredibly, commenced tearing them limb from limb. 

   Coogan turned his face away from the laptop’s screen in horror. He had to tell someone of his discovery. But who? The Agency was riddled with bureaucrats who would do anything to cover their asses.

   If the intel Coogan had got his hands on leaked to the public, it could lead to a major overhaul of the Agency, and, Coogan knew, heads would assuredly roll.

   Coogan could think of only one person he could trust—a fellow worker in the National Clandestine Service, otherwise known as the black ops arm of the CIA. The fellow worker was Chad Halverson, who was about the same age as Coogan.

   They were both members of SOG (Special Operations Group), which was responsible for paramilitary operations in the NCS. Officially, Coogan and Halverson were known as paramilitary operations officers, who neither wore uniforms nor carried government ID. Unofficially, and off the books, they were in actuality CIA hit men.

   Coogan had been trying to contact Halverson by phone for hours—with no success. Coogan had no inkling where Halverson was. For some reason, Halverson wasn’t answering his phone.

   Coogan reached for his encrypted Agency satellite phone and urgently punched out Halverson’s phone number one more time. 

   No answer. 

   Coogan threw down his phone and cursed. 

   It was vital that he get in touch with Halverson.

   






   

   CHAPTER ONE

   

   Halverson found out it was much worse than anything he could have imagined.

   As near as he could tell, the entire state of California had been reduced to a wasteland, a charred smoking battlescape of twisted debris strewn with corpses among fire-gutted, desolate, smoldering remains of buildings.

   Banks of dirty yellow smog billowed across the flatlands in the Los Angeles basin, revealing plague victims everywhere around him as far as the eye could see, which wasn’t very far on account of the smog that obfuscated his vision and stung his eyes. The sallow, noxious smog wasn’t easy on his lungs either, for that matter.

   Corpses sprawled in the middle of the streets. Corpses slumped over steering wheels in crashed cars abandoned on those selfsame streets. Corpses everywhere.

   And then there were the creatures . . .

   Even now a leash of them were approaching him, emerging from the smog with their signature herky-jerky movements. Their vacant milky eyes stared in his direction as the creatures wended their way past cadavers and detritus toward him.

   The lead creature’s skin was in the process of disintegrating on its red and white blotchy face even while the creature walked. Its gimme cap that bore a hardware company’s logo above the black bill sat askew on the creature’s head. 

   One of the lenses in the ghoul’s spectacles was shattered. The ghoul didn’t care. It just kept shambling forward. Thick flakes of reddish purple skin peeled from the creature’s drawn cheeks and tumbled off to the ground to reveal bright white cheekbones. 

   The face of death bobbed and weaved Halverson’s way through the ruins of Los Angeles.

   But how? Halverson wondered. How in the world could it have happened? And more to the point, given the circumstances, was there anybody else, besides him, left alive now?

   Halverson was standing on Wilshire Boulevard, the main artery of Los Angeles. The wide thoroughfare stretched sixteen miles from the Pacific Ocean through Santa Monica through Beverly Hills to the heart of downtown LA where it ended at Grand Avenue. Without Wilshire Boulevard at its core, Halverson knew, there would be no Los Angeles.

   He was standing on Wilshire where the 405 intersected it. He was facing eastward toward downtown. The creatures were shuffling toward him from that same direction.

   Halverson figured it was time to head west. Maybe the infestation of creatures had not yet spread to the coastline. He knew for a fact they had infested LAX and the 405 heading north from the airport.

   He struck off for the west at a brisk clip. He didn’t break into a run. There was no need. Though deadly, the bumbling creatures could barely walk. He could easily outstrip them by walking.

   He was on the verge of fleeing the plague-infected creatures when he spotted a blonde that looked to be in her late twenties walking near the veterans’ cemetery on his right. She was wearing blue jeans and a pink blouse.

   Pegging her for a creature he decided it would be best to head away from her.

   She caught sight of him at the same time he laid eyes on her. She broke into a run away from him along the chain-link fence that skirted the necropolis.

   That was strange, he decided. As far as he knew, the creatures could not run. They could only shuffle and jerk along. Unless they were in the process of mutating . . . But she had run away from him, not toward him. The thought of making a meal of him obviously hadn’t crossed her mind.

   She must be human, he decided. He bolted after her.

   She glanced over her shoulder, saw him giving chase, and, terrified, accelerated her gait.

   “Wait!” he called out to her. “I’m not one of them!”

   The gate in the chain-link fence around the cemetery hung open. She fled into the graveyard.

   He charged after her.

   She stumbled over a white tombstone in the well-manicured cemetery and fell on her stomach. She let out a cry of pain as she hit the ground. 

   Seeing her prostrate he pumped his legs harder, knowing she was within his grasp.

   She scrambled to her feet, her face ashen at the sight of him nearing her. She lurched away from him. But she was off balance, he could see, and she tripped over another tombstone.

   He caught up to her, gasping for breath. 

   “I’m not one of them,” he managed to say between gasps.

   Her blue eyes wide with terror, she considered him. Like him, she was breathing heavily.

   “I can talk,” he said. “They can’t talk.”

   “What’s that got to do with anything?” she said, still apprehensive. “You could still be a rioter.”

   “Rioter?” 

   “The riots. Look around you.” She gesticulated with her arms. “The whole city’s burned down. Where have you been the last couple of days?”

   “Rioters didn’t do this.” 

   “Of course they did. Don’t you remember the LA riots? This has happened before. And now it’s happening all over again.”

   “It’s the plague. The plague-infected creatures did this.”

   Nonplussed, she stared at him. Then she screwed up her face.

   “Are you nuts?” she said at last. “You’ve been watching too many reruns of Night of the Living Dead.”

   “Look at the way those things walk,” he said. He pointed at the trio of creatures that had been tailing him earlier and now were making their way toward him and her in the cemetery. “Normal people don’t walk like that.”

   She gazed at the three creatures. Confused, she shook her head, unwilling or unable to believe this was really happening.

   “I just flew in from Washington, DC, yesterday,” he said. “When we landed, LAX was taken over by these creatures. They’re occupying the entire state, as near as I can figure. Maybe even the entire country.”

   She grabbed her head with both her hands. “This is insane!”

   He could not tell her he was a CIA agent. If he told her, she would think he had gone mad like the rest of the world had. He used his cover story instead.

   “I’m a journalist,” he said. “I’ve been covering this outbreak of plague. The government thinks it started in China and spread here.”

   “What government?”

   “Our government.”

   “We’re already slaves to China. I guess it figures we’d get their disease.”

   “I’m still researching the story.”

   “This is nuts!”

   “I flew here to find my brother. He was run over in a car accident. I couldn’t find him at the UCLA medical center. I don’t know where he is.”

   “My clothing store burned down. I own a dress store.” She started sobbing. “I used to own a dress store. It burned to the ground in the riots.”

   “I heard looting was going around. Maybe riots as well. But everything is being caused by the plague. The plague’s at the bottom of this catastrophe.”

   She brought her hand down over her forehead and eyelids. “I don’t know. I don’t know what’s going on. I can’t contact anybody on my cell phone.”

   He nodded. “Everything’s out. Nothing works. There’s no power.”

   He took out his cell phone. He tried to turn it on. 

   She eyed his phone. “That’s a fancy mobile. What kind of phone is that?”

   “It’s a satellite phone. An Iridium 9575.”

   “Even satellite phones don’t work?” she said in disbelief.

   He shrugged. “The battery’s dead.”

   She removed her cell phone from her purse. “My battery works, but it doesn’t matter. I can’t get through to anyone.”

   “I know.”

   “Maybe you could use my battery in your cell. I can’t believe the satellites are knocked out as well as the cell towers.” She tried to prize her cell apart to get to the battery.

   “Don’t bother. This phone takes a special battery. It needs a lithium-ion battery.”

   “Maybe that’s what my cell has. Don’t they all use the same battery?”

   “No. This satphone uses Low Earth Orbit Satellite technology for worldwide coverage.”

   She shook her head in bafflement. “So?”

   “So it needs a more powerful battery than yours does to transmit to a satellite. Your cell only transmits to a nearby cell tower. Yours can’t reach a satellite.”

   “How did you get such a fancy phone?”

   There was no way he could tell her the truth—that he was a black ops agent for the National Clandestine Service arm of the CIA. 

   “I told you,” he said. “I’m a journalist. I file reports from all over the world. I need to be able to contact the office at the paper no matter where I’m stationed.”

   “No need to chew my head off about it.” She looked offended. 

   “We need to get out of here. We need to find out what’s really going on.”

   “What’s really going on is my job’s gone. My company’s destroyed.” She started sobbing again. 

   “I think it’s even worse than that. The whole country may be devastated by this plague.” He shook his satphone in his hand in frustration. “If I can get a battery for this thing, I might be able to contact someone and find out what’s going on in the rest of the country.”

   “What do you want me to do about it?”

   “I’m not blaming you. I’m just telling you what’s going on.”

   “You just said you don’t know what’s going on.”

   He hung fire. He gathered his thoughts. “We need to find out what’s happening in this country. Then we can figure out what to do. Right now we need information.”

   She threw up her hands in futility. “Nothing works. No phones. No Internet. No TV. How are we supposed to find out what’s happening? I don’t even care about that. All I care about is finding my daughter. How am I supposed to get in touch with her?”

   She looked too supple to have stretch marks, decided Halverson. It was hard to believe she had a child. 

   “I know what you’re going through,” he said. “I’m trying to contact my kid brother Dan.” He paused. “I’m Chad Halverson, by the way.”

   “I’m Victoria Brady.” She offered no further details about herself. 

   She still looked like she didn’t trust him all that much, decided Halverson. 

   The three plague victims had entered the graveyard and were closing in on them, he noticed. Where there was one, there were usually more nearby. 

   He looked at Victoria. It would behoove them to beat it from this place, he knew.

   “We need to get out of here and we need weapons,” he told her.

   He wondered if she knew those creatures fed on living human flesh. If she believed they were merely rioters, maybe she didn’t know yet. In any case, she would find out none too soon.

   






   

   CHAPTER TWO

   

   “Where are you headed?” Halverson asked.

   “To the UCLA medical center,” answered Victoria. “I heard there was an emergency shelter set up there.”

   “Don’t bother.”

   “What do you mean?” She studied his face.

   “I just came from there. I was looking for my brother. It’s infested with creatures.”

   “Creatures? What are these creatures you’re talking about?”

   He nodded at the creatures approaching through the graveyard. “The plague causes them to reanimate after they die.”

   She surveyed the area around them. “What about all those dead bodies on the streets and on the sidewalks? Why haven’t they reanimated? What you’re saying makes no sense.”

   “They haven’t reanimated yet.”

   “OK. Suppose they do reanimate, like you said. So what?”

   “So they develop an appetite for living human flesh.”

   She shook her head in disbelief. “I’ll believe it when I see it.”

   “You don’t want to see it. If we dawdle around here any longer, those creatures will catch up to us and make examples of us.”

   He watched the three grimacing creatures shuffling through the cemetery toward them past isolated charred palm trees that jutted out of the grounds with burned fronds on their crowns. Already the place reeked of putrescent flesh, noticed Halverson. It was only a matter of time, he knew, before the corpses on the sidewalks and in the roads reanimated and went foraging for human victims.

   “Where should we go?” Victoria asked. “We need to find more people.”

   “I think west is our best bet. Toward the ocean.”

   “Why?”

   “If we can’t find more people there, we might be able to find a boat and head out to sea. At this point, maybe the ocean is the only safe place to be.”

   The three creatures were coming uncomfortably close, Halverson realized. Just looking at the creatures made his hair stand on end. He heard them moaning as they stumbled toward him.

   He angled away from them. Not knowing what else to do Victoria followed him.

   “She’s only seven years old,” she said. 

   “What?”

   “My daughter Shawna. She’s only seven. She was at school when the riots or whatever happened.”

   “Where were you?”

   “I was at work. Someone told me Shawna’s school had been evacuated and the students were sent to the shelter at UCLA.” She faced him. “Are you sure there’s no shelter there?”

   “Not now. Maybe before. I don’t know. All I know is that it’s overrun with creatures now.”

   She started sobbing again. “God, I hope they didn’t get Shawna.” She paused a beat. “She must be in this area somewhere.”

   “Why?”

   “The people in the UCLA shelter must have gone somewhere nearby.”

   “We can’t count on that. We don’t even know for sure if it was a shelter in the first place. Who told you it was, anyway?”

   “A friend of mine. Her daughter goes to school with Shawna.”

   “Did your friend go to the shelter?”

   “I don’t know. She told me over the phone that she was going there. I don’t know if she ever made it. That was just before my phone went dead.”

   “All I can tell you is there’s no shelter there now. We need to find a reliable source of information.” 

   Halverson peered through the sooty air at the devastation around him. Everywhere he looked were crashed cars and dead bodies. Smoking black ruins of buildings stood in stark relief against the hazy blue afternoon sky. 

   He felt ashes falling on his head.

   “What is this stuff?” asked Victoria, brushing the ashes off her hair and shoulder.

   “Ashes.”

   “It reminds me of snow flurries back in Connecticut.”

   “That where you’re originally from?”

   “Once upon a time.” She squinted at the goggles dangling on his chest from a strap around his neck. “What is that around your neck?”

   He glanced down at the goggles. “NVGs.”

   “Huh?”

   “Night-vision goggles.”

   “Where did you get them?”

   “It’s a long story.”

   “They look military. Are you in the military?”

   He wasn’t about to tell her about his CIA connection. “I got them at LAX when I landed there in an airliner.”

   “Do they sell them there or something? I never heard of such a thing.”

   “No. I told you, the airport was infested with plague victims. Nobody else was there. I took these goggles out of the Homeland Security office.”

   “I hope you know how to use them. Too bad you didn’t get a gun, too.”

   “I had one,” he muttered.

   “What?” 

   Halverson didn’t elaborate. He continued surveying the environs. “It looks like pictures of bombed-out Berlin at the end of World War II.”

   “The rioters must’ve burned the whole city down.”

   Halverson heard a rattling sound near the chain-link fence. He scoped out the source of the jangling. Two more creatures were shambling outside the perimeter of the cemetery’s fence. Each was dragging one of its hands, which looked more like claws to Halverson, along the fence, rattling it, creating an unnerving, jarring clinking. 

   “Why are they doing that?” asked Victoria, following the direction of his gaze.

   “They’re dead,” he said. “They don’t know what they’re doing.”

   “How can they be dead? They’re walking. They’re just a couple of ugly creeps.”

   “Look at their eyes.”

   Victoria took in the milky white eyes of the two figures. “Real ugly.”

   The two creatures returned her gaze with chilling glares. 

   Meanwhile, the three creatures already inside the graveyard with Halverson and Victoria continued lumbering slowly but surely after them.

   “We need to shut that gate,” said Halverson. “Those two things are heading here.”

   “Then we’ll be locked inside with these three already here,” said Victoria with disgust.

   “Better to have three than five. And there may be more of them out there wanting to come in.”

   “I don’t see any more.”

   He broke into a jog toward the ajar gate.

   Not wanting to be left behind with the three shuffling ghouls, she took off after him.

   Halverson noticed one of the creatures on the outside of the fence had but one hand. Where the other hand had once been was now a festering shredded wrist with the frayed ends of a shattered radius and ulna protruding from it.

   “Now do you believe me?” he asked Victoria. 

   “What?”

   “Look at that thing’s wrist. It’s rotten with decay.”

   She checked the figure’s wrist out. She pulled a face. On closer inspection she saw that the creature was also missing an ear. In lieu of an ear a maggot was writhing out of the black putrefying hole in the side of the creature’s head. 

   Halverson watched Victoria retch. 

   As he neared the gateway, out of the corner of his eye, he caught sight of movement in a black stretch limo that was crashed on the road the better part of twenty feet from the fence. 

   The limo’s back door opened. A groggy middle-aged man with grizzled sideburns and tousled black hair stuck his head through the opening. Wearing a rumpled navy blue suit and a russet silk tie he blinked his eyes as if coming to after being in a state of unconsciousness. 

   He stumbled out of the limo.

   The way the man was staggering Halverson pegged the guy for a creature. On the other hand, Halverson could not make out the guy’s eyes to see if they had a milky film on them on account of the chichi shades he was sporting. 

   Victoria caught up with Halverson. 

   “Hey, isn’t that what’s his name?” she said, picking up on the limo.

   Halverson suddenly recognized him. The senator’s dark glasses and overall unkempt appearance had thrown Halverson off at first blush.

   “Yeah. It looks like him,” said Halverson.

   “Oliver Becker. Isn’t that his name? The politician who had to resign because of a sex scandal.”

   “The senator from New Jersey,” said Halverson, recalling. 

   How could he forget Oliver Becker? Becker had been on the Senate Intelligence Committee and had been one of the harshest critics of Halverson’s employer the CIA. Becker had been a rising star in politics before the scandal had besmirched his image and sabotaged his career. 

   Two teenage girls on Facebook had ratted him out for e-mailing them nude pictures of him. Becker denied the charges, of course. He claimed his Facebook page had been hacked, that hackers had sent the smutty pictures to the girls. Furthermore, he claimed he had no idea where these dirty photos had come from. He speculated that paparazzi had snapped them without his permission. Nobody bought his explanation.

   Becker was tarred with the reputation of being a pervert. He had tried to weather the storm and stick it out till the end of his term. To no avail. He became the laughing stock of late night talk shows. In the end, the media and his colleagues in congress exerted so much pressure on him that he was forced to resign in disgrace.

   “What’s he doing here?” asked Victoria.

   “Probably trying to sell his story to Hollywood.”

   Catching sight of Halverson and Victoria, Becker lurched toward them.

   “He’s coming over here,” said Victoria. “Let’s help him. He can barely walk.”

   Warily, Halverson latched onto her arm and held her back. “He may be one of them. Look how he’s walking.”

   “He’s probably staggering because he got knocked out in a car accident.”

   Becker waved at the two of them. “Help me.”

   “Let’s help him,” said Victoria. She started toward Becker.

   Grudgingly, Halverson followed her. Even if Becker had not morphed into a plague victim, Halverson was not one of his fans.

   Some thirty feet behind Halverson, the three creatures traipsed after him.

   Halverson figured Becker wasn’t infected because Becker could talk. The creatures couldn’t talk. They could only moan. 

   Still woozy, Becker stumbled toward Halverson and Victoria.

   Victoria caught up to Becker and guided him through the mishmash of crashed cars on the road.

   “The world’s gone mad,” said Becker.

   






   

   CHAPTER THREE

   

   “The whole city’s burned down, we think,” said Victoria.

   “I saw people killing each other,” Becker said, consternated.

   “It’s the plague,” said Halverson.

   “Plague?” Becker looked confused.

   “An outbreak of plague decimated the city.”

   “I know it sounds insane,” said Victoria. “I had my doubts, too. But look at all these dead everywhere. They couldn’t all have died from the fire.”

   “I don’t know the exact mechanics of it,” said Halverson, “but the plague infects people, kills them, then brings them back to ‘life,’ if you can call it that.”

   Becker shook his head. “Impossible. You mean to tell me that all these dead people around us are going to come back to life.”

   “They’ll come back to life with only one thing on their minds—to eat living human flesh. Any living flesh, for that matter.”

   “How come the three of us aren’t dead then?”

   “Yeah,” said Victoria, facing Halverson.

   “I don’t know. As for myself, I was on a plane when the plague struck here. Maybe that prevented me from contracting it.”

   “But what about us? I wasn’t on any plane. I was here on the ground.”

   “Me, too,” said Becker.

   “I told you, I don’t know,” said Halverson. “Maybe some people are immune to it.” Halverson doubted that. From what he had learned at the CIA about the disease, he didn’t think anyone was immune. “Or maybe you weren’t exposed to the pathogen that transmits the plague.”

   “How is this plague transmitted?”

   “I don’t know that either. All I know for sure is, if one of those plague-infected creatures bites you, you’ll contract it. You’ll die and turn into one of them when you reanimate.”

   “This is fantastic,” said Becker, overwhelmed.

   “We’re doomed,” said Victoria.

   “Not necessarily,” said Halverson. “These creatures can be destroyed.”

   “With what?” asked Becker. He held his hands open. “I don’t have a gun on me.”

   Victoria looked at Becker. “I don’t understand why we don’t have this plague stuff.”

   “Maybe we can figure it out,” said Halverson. “Where were you when you first noticed the city was burning down?” he asked Victoria.

   “Let me see.” She paused in thought. “I was in my store’s walk-in safe.”

   “All property is theft,” chimed in Becker.

   Fists balled at her sides, Victoria confronted him. “I saved up my earnings from my dressmaking job and bought that store. Nobody stole anything.”

   Taken aback, Becker said, “Don’t get all huffy. I was quoting Proudhon.”

   “That’s another politician I won’t ever vote for—along with you.”

   Becker pooh-poohed her remark. “You’re not in my district.”

   “You don’t even have a district the last I heard.”

   “Can we get back to the subject?” said Halverson, peeved at both of them.

   “You have no authority over me,” said Becker. “That woman insulted me. Nobody gets away with that.”

   “You started it,” countered Victoria.

   “Let it die,” Halverson told both of them. 

   Becker shrugged in disgust, as if the matter was of no importance.

   “Where were we?” Victoria asked Halverson.

   “We were trying to figure out why you don’t have the plague.”

   “Oh yeah.”

   Halverson tried to recall the gist of their conversation before Becker had interrupted them.

   “When you were in the safe, was its door shut behind you?” asked Halverson, picking up the thread of his earlier line of questioning.

   “Yep. I always close it behind me. I can open the safe’s door from the inside.”

   “Then what?”

   “When I walked out of the safe, I saw rioters running amok through the streets attacking each other and the city was ablaze.”

   Halverson thought about it. “Your safe is probably hermetically sealed. That prevented you from breathing the outside air at the time of the contamination.”

   “That’s only true if it’s an airborne pathogen that causes the disease,” said Becker.

   “Agreed,” said Halverson.

   “Then why didn’t I get the disease when I walked out of the safe and breathed the air outside?” said Victoria.

   “Maybe the pathogen wasn’t in the air anymore. I don’t know. We’re only speculating.”

   “If the disease is in the air, how come we don’t get it when we breathe the same air those creatures do?” asked Becker. He pointed at the two creatures shambling toward them along the outside of the chain-link fence dragging their fingers along the steel links raising a racket. “Why are they making that god-awful sound with their hands?”

   Victoria couldn’t resist. “They’re voters from your old district.”

   “Ha. Ha. Ha,” said Becker, not laughing.

   “Can you two knock it off?” said Halverson.

   “So how come we don’t have the disease when we breathe the same air as those infected things do?” asked Becker.

   “That’s easy,” answered Halverson. “Those things don’t breathe. The only organ that works inside them is their brain and it’s telling them to do one thing—eat living human flesh. We can’t contract the disease from their breathing.”

   “That begs the question—why didn’t I contract the disease when it first struck?”

   “Where were you when the outbreak started?”

   “I don’t remember any outbreak. I was riding in my stretch limo and we crashed and that’s all I remember. When I came to, I saw you two.”

   “Were your limo’s windows rolled up?”

   Becker looked upward, recalling. “Yeah. They must have been. I had the A/C on.”

   “Then maybe that’s why you didn’t breathe the plague pathogen when it infected everybody else. That limo must have an airtight seal.”

   Becker ran his hand through his hair in bewilderment. “This is totally insane.”

   “We need to get back into the cemetery. Those creatures are closing in on us.” Halverson indicated the two ghouls running their hands along the fence rattling it.

   “There are three more of those things in the cemetery,” said Victoria.

   “I think we’re safer in the cemetery though,” said Halverson. “We can shut the gate and keep any more creatures from getting in. All these dead bodies around us could reanimate any time now.”

   Becker surveyed the corpses littering the sidewalks and streets. Even the crashed cars had corpses slumped inside them. Pools of drying blood mottled the asphalt under the motor vehicles. Many windshields were splashed with blood on their interiors.

   Victoria looked over her shoulder at the three creatures already inside the cemetery as they closed the gap between them and her. 

   “We may be safer hitting the road,” she said. 

   “The thing is, these corpses could all reanimate at the same time while we’re on the road,” said Halverson. “Then we’d be screwed.”

   “Let’s get inside the cemetery until we can figure out our next move,” said Becker.

   “What if we commandeer a car and drive away?” suggested Victoria.

   “How can we drive anywhere?” said Halverson. “The roads are all blocked with abandoned vehicles.” 

   “Maybe we could drive the abandoned cars out of the way.”

   “Think what you’re saying,” said Becker. “How could we possibly drive all of the cars out of the way? That makes no sense.”

   Victoria threw up her hands in frustration. Looking flustered, her face red, she paced around the sidewalk that skirted the cemetery. 

   “Excuse me for breathing,” she said.

   Becker made for the cemetery. “I don’t know about the rest of you, but I have no desire to stand here and be eaten for lunch by one of those things, whatever they are.”

   Halverson started when he heard a commotion on the road. It sounded like a car door was opening.

   “If those things moved any slower, they could wear shells on their backs,” said Becker.

   Halverson ignored him and tried to home in on the direction of the clangor in the street.

   

   






   

   CHAPTER FOUR

   

   Halverson caught sight of a chestnut-haired thirtysomething woman clambering out of a crumpled sedan less than twenty feet from him. The question was, Halverson knew, was she reanimating as a creature? Or had she somehow survived the plague like Becker?

   She slid out of the car seat and stepped awkwardly over the rocker panel. 

   Halverson focused on her eyes. He wished he was closer to her. From this distance he wasn’t sure of the color of her irises. They didn’t appear to have that milky whiteness that filmed the eyes of the infected. Her eyes appeared to be brown. 

   She waved at him. She sidled through the serried cars parked around her, heading in his direction. 

   He stood still and waited for her. He still couldn’t tell if she was infected. She seemed to be lightheaded and was having trouble maintaining her balance as she walked. 

   “Who are you?” he asked.

   “Who are you?” she retorted.

   She could talk, noticed Halverson. She must be OK. He strode over to her and helped her pick her way through the mangled cars. 

   “Were your windows rolled up?” he asked.

   She stared at him with puzzlement. “I think so. What’s that got to do with anything?” She surveyed the roads chockablock with smashed cars parked in them. “My God, what’s going on?”

   “Your rolled-up windows may have saved you from the plague.”

   “Plague?” she repeated with horror. 

   “My name’s Chad Halverson. That’s Victoria and Becker over there.” Halverson gestured toward the two.

   “I’m Reba Vitali. I’m a cashier at a supermarket.” She glanced at her wristwatch. “Oh no! I’ll be late for work. My supervisor’s gonna dock me. He’s a real prick when it comes to tardiness. If I don’t clock in on time—”

   “Your supervisor’s probably dead from the plague along with most everybody else,” Halverson cut in.

   Victoria came over to Halverson and helped him usher Reba out of the road.

   Halverson remarked the things approaching along the fence then scanned the road. “We need weapons.” 

   He would give his eyeteeth for an H&K MP7 now. He would blow those creatures to smithereens on a dime. 

   He heard another clang. He saw the door to a Brinks armored truck open. An armed guard stepped down from the driver’s side of the cab. Dressed in a butternut uniform, he had close-cropped black hair and looked to be pushing thirty to Halverson.

   Halverson could tell from the agile way the guard scrambled down from his cab that the guy had not been infected.

   “Over here,” Halverson called out to him.

   The guard jogged over. 

   “What the hell’s going on?” he said, wide-eyed at the massive destruction on the streets. “Was there a riot?”

   “What happened to you?” asked Halverson.

   “I was in my truck when everybody started crashing into everybody else—for no reason at all that I could see.”

   “Were you knocked unconscious in the crash?”

   “No. I locked myself in my cab. I thought riots were breaking out. I knew I’d be safe in my truck. That thing’s airtight and bulletproof. It seemed like the safest place to be.”

   “It wasn’t a riot. The plague wiped everybody out.”

   “Jesus.”

   Halverson eyed the semiautomatic in the guard’s leather holster hanging from his waist.

   “Do you have another gun?” asked Halverson.

   Reflexively, the guard reached for his gun. He squinted at Halverson suspiciously. “Why?” 

   “You see those creatures walking along the fence?”

   The guard checked out the two decaying creatures trudging toward them. “They’re all messed up. What’s with them?”

   “They’re infected with plague. All they want to do is eat living human flesh.”

   The guard rolled his eyes and shook his head, trying to come to grips with Halverson’s explanation. “You’re coming at me from ‘The Twilight Zone.’ What’s this all about?”

   “If those things bite us, we’ll become infected with plague and end up like them. They’re the walking dead.”

   “No way.”

   “They need to be killed.”

   “How can you kill them if they’re already dead?”

   “Look, we need weapons. Do you have any more in your truck?”

   The guard withdrew a stick of peppermint gum from his breast pocket. He unwrapped the gum, flicked it into his open mouth, and commenced chewing.

   “If this is a heist, it’s the weirdest one I ever heard of. You must be OK. I got another Glock 17 pistol and a tactical shotgun in my cab.”

   “Great.”

   Halverson sprang into the car-crammed street and snaked his way toward the armored truck. He found the pistol encased in a leather holster attached to the side of the door. The pistol was, as the guard had said, a Glock 17. Halverson withdrew it and wedged it inside his waistband. 

   The shotgun he slid out from its sleeve that was affixed to the inside of the door. He inspected the shotgun. He noted with approval that it was a pump-action Mossberg 500 Tactical Persuader. 

   He spotted a row of spare magazine clips for the Glock lining the opposite door. He climbed into the cab. He retrieved the clips and shoved them into his trouser pockets. He scooped up nearby cartridges for the shotgun as well. He thrust some of them into his pockets. The rest he carried in his hand.

   He returned to the others near the fence.

   “Is this a 12 gauge?” he asked the guard.

   “Yeah. You must know something about guns?”

   “A little.” Halverson couldn’t tell him any more than that. 

   Halverson happened to know a lot about guns, since he worked for the black ops division of the CIA, the National Clandestine Service. But he couldn’t let anyone know about his profession. A secret agent with a blown cover was useless. 

   Then again, everyone at the CIA might have become infected with plague and was now one of the walking dead, in which case it was pointless for him to worry about revealing his profession. He may have been out of work like everybody else. The question was, he knew, how far had the plague spread?

   “It’s a 12 gauge 18.5-inch 6-shot matte black pump with a Parkerized barrel,” the guard elaborated.

   “They don’t call it a Persuader for nothing,” said Halverson, admiring it. He held it up for the others to look at. “Who wants it?”

   Reba shrugged. “I’ll take it. Do you mind telling me what for?”

   She accepted the Mossberg from him. He gave her the handful of cartridges for the shotgun. 

   “We need weapons for self-defense,” he explained. 

   “Self-defense from what?”

   “From those creatures. They want to kill us. Haven’t you been listening to me?” He stared at the creatures for a moment. He turned to Reba. “Could I have that shotgun for a minute.”

   “Sure.” She handed the Mossberg to him.

   As if to illustrate his point, he confronted one of the things walking toward them. He turned the shotgun around in his hands, grabbed it by the barrel, and set to clubbing the creature’s head, bashing its brains in with the shotgun’s sturdy synthetic stock.

   Victoria screamed at the sight.

   “Are you crazy?” Reba asked Halverson with a grimace.

   Its head caved in, the creature collapsed to its knees then toppled over on its rotting, haggard face. The stench from the creature’s putrefying flesh was unbearable. Halverson gagged and retreated. Flies swarmed around the creature’s smashed head.

   “Those creatures smell horrible,” he said, wincing.

   “Why don’t you just do this?” asked the guard. 

   He withdrew his semiautomatic and shot the other creature in the chest. The creature backed up two steps then kept shambling forward. 

   Puzzled, the guard unloaded three more shots into the creature’s chest. One round hit the creature squarely in the heart. Still the creature did not go down. It kept approaching. 

   “Don’t use your gun,” said Halverson.

   “Why not?” 

   The guard aimed again for upper body mass. He fired. He knew he hit the thing in its heart. No matter. The thing just kept coming. The guard could not believe his eyes.

   Halverson snagged the guard’s gun hand and pushed it down. “Don’t shoot anymore. If there are more of those things anywhere nearby, they’ll hear the gunshots and come here. Loud noises attract them.”

   “The thing should be dead. I hit it twice in the heart.”

   Shotgun in hand, Halverson bolted toward the creature. He pummeled the creature’s head with the shotgun’s rugged stock three times. The creature dropped. It sprawled motionless on the grass verge outside the fence. 

   “You have to kill their brain,” said Halverson. “It’s the only part of them that’s reanimated. All their other organs are dead.” 

   “Can we move away from here?” said Reba. She pinched her nose. “Those things stink worse than garbage.”

   “Let’s get into the cemetery. We’ll close the gate just in case there are more of those where they came from.”

   Halverson and the others retreated into the graveyard. 

   As soon as they did so, the three ghouls already inside it shuffled toward them.

   Still holding the shotgun Halverson waded into the creatures.

   After he dispatched the lead creature, Halverson had to retreat to avoid the clutches of the two remaining creatures that lunged after him. 

   “I’d help you out, but I don’t have a club,” said the guard.

   “Just distract one of those things while I go after the other one,” said Halverson.

   The guard beset one of the creatures, kicking it in the back of its knee. The creature reacted by turning around and trudging after him. Not wanting to use his gun and invite more creatures with its report, he darted away from the gangling thing.

   Halverson took the opportunity to bludgeon the other creature’s head. Halverson had to bash the cranium four times before it cracked and he was able to make contact with brain tissue. With that, the creature crumpled on the grass near a white marble tombstone. 

   “You’re worse than they are,” said Reba, eying Halverson apprehensively.

   Jacked up on adrenaline, he said, “You wouldn’t say that if you’d seen these things in action like I have.”

   Seeing that the guard was out of reach, the remaining creature reversed course and homed in on Halverson, who was nearer to it.

   






   

   CHAPTER FIVE

   

   The creature looked like hell, Halverson noticed. One of its milky eyes was dislodged from the socket and hanging down the creature’s cheek on a stalk. Sickened by the sight, Halverson wondered how the creature could see anything in the first place with those white-filmed eyes, let alone with just one eye. 

   The creature’s wardrobe was in no better shape than the creature. Its black leather bomber jacket had both of its sleeves torn off. What remained of the jacket and its lining hung in tatters on the ghoul’s button-down shirt, which was also torn and ragged. 

   Beltless, the creature’s grease-mottled beige trousers hung low on its hips and appeared to be on the verge of sliding down over its pelvis. 

   Halverson could not stand the sight of the thing any longer. Furiously, he charged the ghoul with his shotgun raised over his right shoulder and swung the stock down on the creature’s skull. The power of his anger-fueled swing was such that Halverson was able to dispatch the creature with a single blow that crashed through the creature’s skull and reduced the reanimated brain to jelly. 

   The creature dropped dead on the spot.

   “You’re scaring me,” Reba told Halverson.

   “If we don’t kill them, they’ll kill us,” he said. “Believe me.” He handed her the shotgun. “You’re gonna need this.”

   “How do you know so much about these creatures?”

   “I’ve dealt with thousands of them before.”

   “Are there that many of them around here?” asked Becker. 

   He flicked his eyes around the graveyard, casting around for more ghouls.

   “LAX was infested with thousands of them,” said Halverson. “There are at least hundreds of them over that rise at the UCLA medical center, too.” He gestured toward the university, whose sprawling medical center stood concealed behind the nearby hill across the street from the graveyard. “We can’t go there.” 

   Halverson ventured over to the open gate and drew it shut. He flipped down the gate’s latch, securing it to the fence’s steel doorjamb. 

   “What are we gonna do?” asked Reba. “Just stay in this graveyard forever?”

   “No. We need to find somewhere safe.”

   “This seems safe enough for now,” said Becker, “but I sure don’t want to end up here too long. It’s not exactly the Beverly Hills Hotel.”

   “The creatures could be swarming over that hotel this very minute. We can’t assume anywhere’s safe.”

   “How do you know so much about these creatures?” asked the guard.

   Halverson faced the guard. “What’s your name, by the way?”

   “Felix Ocala.”

   “OK, Felix. That’s Reba, Victoria, and Oliver Becker. I’m Chad.”

   Becker harrumphed. “Now that we’ve bonded, how do you know so much about these plague victims?”

   Halverson could not tell him he worked for the CIA. For sure Halverson would not tell Becker, the onetime Senate Intelligence Committee member. It was nobody’s business anyway, decided Halverson. To be honest, Halverson didn’t even know if his real employer, the CIA, even existed anymore. 

   “I’m a journalist,” he said. “I was researching the outbreak of the plague for an article I’m writing. People think the disease started in China.”

   “People? What people?”

   Halverson had no intention of revealing his sources to Becker. “The people I’ve contacted about the disease.”

   Becker snickered at Halverson’s disingenuousness. “Whatever.”

   “I don’t care whether this stuff started in China or Podunk,” said Reba. “What are we supposed to do? How do we deal with it?”

   “Let’s just get out of California,” said Felix. “The rest of the country is probably OK.”

   “It’s not OK,” said Halverson. “I heard on the news the entire country is infected.”

   “Jesus Christ! Then it’s hopeless.”

   “I think we should head for the ocean. We could hijack a boat and head out to sea away from the infected land.”

   Becker shook his head. “First off, I don’t believe anything you say. Why should we believe your cock-and-bull nonsense? This doomsday scenario you’re painting is ludicrous. What we need to do is find out what’s really happening.”

   “I agree with you on that. But we also need to make sure we’re safe and have access to food and water.”

   “I refuse to believe it’s as bad as you say it is.”

   Halverson was getting fed up with Becker’s arguing. “What’s your explanation for what happened?”

   “I don’t know yet. I can only speculate. Maybe some kind of terrorist attack.”

   “Even if it was a terrorist attack, the fact remains this entire area is ravaged by plague.”

   “I don’t accept that.”

   “Then what about those creatures you saw attacking us. You think they’re just your average Joe Six-Packs? They’re flesh-eating ghouls.” 

   “I didn’t see them eat anybody’s flesh. All I saw was you bashing their brains in. You could be some homicidal maniac for all we know.”

   Halverson caught Reba searching his face.

   “Those creatures look like us,” said Halverson, “but they’re not us. They’re not human. They’re not even alive.”

   “If they’re not alive, how could you kill them?” demanded Becker.

   “We’re going around in circles with this,” said Halverson in exasperation. “If you want to let those creatures eat your flesh, be my guest. If they come near me, they’re gonna regret it.”

   “I wish we knew where you’re getting your information from,” said Reba.

   “Look at those things. Do you seriously think they’re just like us?”

   Reba padded over to one of the dead ghouls. She bent over it to get a better look at its decaying flesh.

   “Don’t get too close to it,” said Halverson. “Whatever you do, don’t touch it. For all we know, its disease can be spread by physical contact.”

   Reba pulled away from the thing. “Granted, it’s ugly. But you can’t go around killing people just because they’re ugly.”

   “Look at its face.”

   “How can I look at its face? You bashed its brains in. Its head is a mess.”

   “OK. What’s your explanation for what’s happening?”

   “This person here on the ground probably did have some kind of disease. His skin’s all discolored and it looks like it’s rotting. Maybe he had leprosy. Leprosy makes people look grotesque.”

   “That makes more sense than zombies walking around,” said Becker.

   “What about all these crashed cars and dead bodies all over the streets and sidewalks?” said Halverson. “Are you saying these people were all lepers?”

   “That’s something else entirely. That has nothing to do with these unfortunate sick people that you murdered.”

   Halverson ran his hand down over his face in frustration. “They were attacking us.”

   “None of them laid a hand on me.”

   Fed up with arguing about it, Halverson said, “The next time they attack you, I’ll let them.”

   “I say we should hold you for the authorities to deal with.”

   “What authorities? Don’t you realize yet what’s happened here? This whole city has been wiped out by plague. That includes the authorities.”

   “I’ll believe it when I see it.”

   “All you gotta do is open your eyes.”

   “Can we please talk about something else?” said Victoria. 

   “We need to figure out our next move,” said Becker.

   Halverson twigged movement on the sidewalk beyond the chain-link fence. A corpse was rising jerkily from the cement.

   






   

   CHAPTER SIX

   

   “Now what do you say?” said Halverson, watching the cadaver rise to its feet.

   Becker turned to behold the figure stumbling along the fence. “That poor man needs our help. Why are you just standing there?”

   “That guy was dead on the sidewalk a few seconds ago.”

   “How do you know? Maybe he was just unconscious.”

   “Look at the way he’s staggering around.”

   “You’d be staggering too if you were regaining consciousness.”

   “Let’s not jump to conclusions,” said Victoria. “There’s a reasonable explanation for all of this.”

   Halverson watched another corpse reanimate inside a T-boned Camaro in the street. Its face ashen, its eyes veiled by white film, the figure tripped onto the asphalt while climbing out of the car. With difficulty the figure got to its feet again and lurched out of the road toward the graveyard.

   “A lot of these people in their cars must still be alive,” said Reba.

   “I doubt it,” said Halverson.

   Hundreds of corpses strewn on the streets and sidewalks commenced to reanimate. The figures stumbled around as if they had never learned to walk.

   “I could have sworn those people were dead,” said Victoria in astonishment.

   “They were,” said Halverson.

   “But look at them.”

   “Haven’t any of you been listening to me? They’re reanimating.”

   “That’s insane,” said Reba. “They’re regaining consciousness. That’s all.” 

   “It gets worse. They’re heading toward us because they want our flesh.”

   Indeed, the creatures were lining up around the chain-link fence and pawing it, trying to get past it. Moaning, they jangled the fence as they clawed it.

   “Hear them moaning?” said Becker. “They’re in pain. They need help.”

   Halverson shook his head no. “They’re moaning because they’re hungry.” He paused in thought. “I don’t know how long that fence is gonna hold them back.”

   Halverson surveyed the cemetery. The chain-link fence spanned the entire perimeter of the graveyard which looked to be about a quarter of a mile in length and a little less than that at its width. 

   He didn’t spot any gaps in the fence or large holes in the chain links that would permit the creatures to enter the cemetery. Though rusted and bent in spots, the fence appeared to be all in one piece for its entire length. It would keep the creatures out of the cemetery for the time being, he decided. 

   The fence wouldn’t hold forever, though, he knew. Eventually the weight of those things alone, if there were enough of them, would collapse it. 

   “Those people won’t get past the fence,” said Becker. “They’re too weak. Look, they can barely move.”

   “If you really think those ‘people’ are just like us, why don’t you open the gate and invite them into this cemetery?”

   As Halverson knew he would, Becker balked at Halverson’s proposal.

   “That’s what I thought,” said Halverson.

   “I don’t deny that there’s something wrong with those people. They obviously have some disease---and it could be contagious.”

   Halverson picked up on the sudden movement of some of the creatures away from the fence. He could not understand why they would be retreating from the fence when they knew living human flesh was inside the cemetery.

   “Help!” he heard a woman cry.

   It sounded like her voice was emanating from the road somewhere, possibly from the interior of a car. As yet, he could not make out the woman. Then he saw her.

   One of the creatures had a hold of her arm and was hauling her through the broken window of her tan SUV that was sandwiched between two other vehicles in the road thirty-odd feet from the fence’s gate. 

   Incensed by the proximity of a human, other ghouls stumbled in a frenzy of bloodlust toward her. Several of them clambered over car hoods to reach the hapless woman.

   Clad in a loose white dress, the woman was middle-aged with auburn hair. She struggled to free her arm from the creature’s grasp. 

   Another creature snagged her arm and yanked on it. Together, the two creatures hoicked the woman’s arm out of its socket. 

   She screamed in agony as blood gushed out of her shredded shoulder. 

   The ghouls lapped up the fresh hot blood that showered their flyblown faces and writhed in ecstasy.

   Victoria screamed as she watched.

   Reba collapsed to her knees and threw up.

   “What the hell’s going on?” said Felix, grimacing. 

   A score of creatures surrounded the woman. They lunged and clawed at her. They ripped her dress off then ripped her bloody flesh off and stuffed it into their rotting mouths.

   The woman was beyond help, Halverson realized. 

   “I must be going crazy,” said Victoria. She held her forehead, her eyes glassy. “This can’t be happening.”

   “It’s worse than that,” said Halverson. “It really is happening and those creatures are gonna come after us when they’re through devouring that woman.”

   Halverson watched in dread as more corpses became reanimated in the streets. The creatures crawled out of smashed cars and rose from the pavement and sidewalks. 

   “I don’t like our chances,” said Felix. “More of those things are headed our way.”

   “Look at all of them,” said Reba in awe. “It’s hopeless.”

   “The fence will hold them out for now,” said Halverson.

   “Then what?”

   “We can do it,” said Becker. “We’ll think of something.”

   “I wonder how long we’ve got to live,” said Felix, a dismal expression on his face.

   For the first time Halverson noticed Felix had a scar about an inch long over his right eyebrow.

   “A bank robber wannabe pistol-whipped me,” said Felix, as if reading Halverson’s thoughts. “He had a short life.” A faint smile lifted the right corner of Felix’s mouth.

   “We’re all gonna have short lives,” said Reba.

   “How do we know we won’t turn into one of those things?” asked Victoria. 

   Reba looked shocked at the idea.

   Everyone in their group looked shaken at the prospect, Halverson saw. 

   “We can’t be sure of anything,” said Halverson at last.

   “There are too many of those things,” said Felix.

   Hundreds of the creatures were indeed swarming around the cemetery fence, lining up along the fence’s entire perimeter, rattling the chain links with their decomposing hands.

   “Now I know how Custer felt,” said Becker.

   “I know there are a lot of them,” said Halverson, “but we still have advantages over them. We can move faster and we can think.”

   “A lot of good that will do us if those things get through the fence,” said Felix.

   A bank of grey smoke wafted over the cemetery. 

   Victoria coughed as the smoke burned her throat. “The city’s still on fire somewhere.”

   “That’s one good thing about this graveyard,” said Halverson. “There aren’t any buildings here to burn down. Only grass and tombstones and a tree or two,” he added, taking stock of the cemetery. 

   “Hey, isn’t that a motor cart over there?” said Felix. “That might come in handy.”

   He loped toward the white cart that was parked along the side of one of the few narrow roads that intersected the cemetery. He scrambled into the driver’s seat. 

   Halverson figured the key must have been in the ignition because Felix started the cart right up. Felix executed a three-point turn in the street and drove toward Halverson and the others.

   A smile on his face, Felix parked next to them. “We’ve got a little luck, anyway.”

   “What good is that golf cart gonna do us?” said Reba.

   “I’m sure we can use it for something.”

   “Yeah. I’m tired of carrying this shotgun around.” Reba laid the shotgun between the motor cart’s two seats. 

   “You’re gonna need that,” said Halverson, watching her. 

   “I know where to find it.”

   “Lucky, the key was in the ignition,” Halverson told Felix.

   “Whoever left it must have been in a hurry,” said Felix.

   “I still don’t see how it helps us much,” said Reba. “It only holds two people.”

   “Maybe we can find a couple more of them around here,” said Felix.

   “Then what?”

   “We can crash through those creatures or something and get out of here,” suggested Victoria.

   “I doubt it,” said Becker, who had been listening while leaning against a stone mausoleum. He angled toward them. “That cart’s too flimsy. And it doesn’t have any windows to keep the creatures out. They’d knock it over in no time and grab us.”

   “It’s better than nothing,” insisted Felix. “Maybe now we have half a chance.”

   “We could use it to repel borders,” said Halverson. “If we see the fence giving way somewhere, we can get to it quickly in that cart and try to shore the fence up.”

   “With what?” said Becker.

   “We’ll find something,” said Victoria. 

   “Famous last words.”

   “I’m not gonna just roll over and die,” said Halverson.

   “We’ll think of something,” said Victoria. “I hope.

   






   

   CHAPTER SEVEN

   

   “Lucky those things are stupid,” Halverson heard Felix say.

   Felix was still sitting in the driver’s seat of the motor cart. Halverson was trying to figure out their next move.

   “What do you mean?” asked Reba.

   “I mean,” said Felix, “if they had any brains at all, they would mass themselves in one spot and knock down the fence with their combined weight.”

   “Spreading themselves out the way they’re doing works in our favor,” agreed Becker.

   “They have reanimated dead brains,” said Halverson. “Their brains can tell them to do only one thing—eat.”

   With his arm Halverson wiped away the sweat that was beading on his forehead. In the excitement he had forgotten how hot it was. Santa Ana winds were keeping the weather hot and arid. 

   “So what are we gonna do?” said Reba. “Just stay here in this graveyard for the rest of our lives? What about food and drink?”

   “I could use some water right about now,” said Becker.

   Halverson scouted the gently sloping hills of the cemetery. A shack in the northwest quadrant caught his eye. 

   “What about that shed?” he said. “There might be supplies in there for the gravediggers.”

   “I’ll take a look,” said Felix. 

   He drove off in the motor cart toward the shack.

   “If we stay here, we’re just postponing the inevitable,” said Victoria. “It’s hopeless if we stay here.”

   “If we leave here, those creatures will get us,” said Becker. 

   Halverson watched the sun setting, throwing shadows of gravestones and isolated palm trees across the cemetery. Even as the sun descended, the heat remained high. 

   “Can those things see in the dark?” asked Victoria.

   “No better than we can,” answered Halverson. 

   “Are you sure of that?” asked Becker.

   Halverson nodded. “I’ve dealt with them before.”

   “Maybe we can sneak out of here after it gets dark,” said Victoria. 

   “The problem is, we won’t be able to see either,” said Becker. 

   Halverson clutched the night-vision goggles that lolled from their leather strap around his neck. “We have an edge with these.”

   “Are those what I think they are?” asked Becker.

   “NVGs.”

   Becker eyed Halverson suspiciously. “Where would a reporter get night-vision goggles?”

   Halverson told Becker about the Homeland Security office at LAX where he had obtained the goggles after his Boeing 737 had landed and he and the other passengers had to fight off throngs of infected creatures that had infested the airport. 

   Halverson wasn’t sure Becker believed him. Becker still looked suspicious. Not that it mattered to Halverson. 

   “Those goggles don’t alter the fact that those ghouls will still be surrounding the fence at nightfall,” said Becker.

   “Maybe they’ll go to sleep,” said Victoria.

   “They don’t sleep,” said Halverson. “They have the edge on us there.”

   “OK, so they’ll still be there. But they won’t be able to see as well in the dark.”

   Felix returned from the shack in the motor cart with a smile on his face. He parked and starting handing out sodas to everyone. 

   “They’re not cold, because the power’s out,” he said. “But you can’t have everything.”

   “Did you get anything to eat?” asked Victoria, accepting a can of orange soda from him.

   “I got bags of pretzels, potato chips, and snack foods.”

   He rummaged around in the footwell of the cart, scrounging up several cellophane bags of snacks. He held them out for anyone who wanted them.

   “You make it sound like we’re having a party,” said Reba. “I just want to get the fuck out of here. I don’t want to stay the night in a graveyard of all places.”

   “Why are you chewing my head off?” demanded Felix. “What did I do?”

   Reba threw up her hands. She folded her arms across her chest and stalked off. 

   “What’s with her?” Felix asked Halverson.

   Halverson said nothing. He accepted a can of warm Coke from Felix, inserted his forefinger through the pop-top, and opened the can. He swigged the soda. 

   “You can’t blame her,” answered Becker. 

   Felix shrugged. “I guess not. But why does she blame me?”

   “We’re all stressed out,” said Victoria. “We’re getting on each other’s nerves.”

   The gleaming orange disc of sun sank on the horizon beneath swatches of pink clouds that hovered above the orb, skewered by its golden rays.

   “Why don’t we toast marshmallows, too?” said Becker, his face solemn, as he grabbed a bag of pretzels from Felix.

   “Why’s everybody blaming me?” said Felix.

   “Nobody’s blaming you,” said Halverson. 

   Like Reba, Halverson walked away from the group. He didn’t want to become emotionally involved with these people. His recollections of his previous companions, none of whom had survived the onslaught of the plague-infected ghouls, were still fresh in his mind. 

   On the other hand, he doubted he could go it alone. They needed each other. As a group, they might be able to survive. On their own, probably not. He recalled what Ben Franklin had said: We must all hang together, or assuredly we shall all hang separately. It seemed to apply here. 

   Still, he didn’t want to get too close to these people. In any case, he could never allow himself to get too close to anyone on account of his profession as a secret agent for the CIA. Add the emotional aspect of having these people die on him to the brew and he knew he had to remain aloof to maintain his sanity. There but not there, if you will. 

   Then again, he wondered, did the CIA even exist anymore?

   He approached Victoria, who was watching the sun set. She seemed to be lost in a pleasurable trance.

   She reacted to his arrival with a brief turning of her head toward him.

   “I used to like watching the sun set,” she said. “Now it looks like it might be the last one I ever see.”

   “We can’t give up,” he said. “As long as we’re alive, we have a chance.”

   He watched the sun set with her. The gradual sinking of the sun seemed to soothe them somehow. The moment didn’t last long. The jangling of the fence by the creatures became louder, as if they were becoming incited by the onset of twilight. 

   “If only those things would stop rattling that fence,” said Victoria, annoyed that the creatures had broken the enchanting spell of tranquility cast by the setting sun.

   Halverson had to restrain his desire to start blasting the creatures with his Glock. There was no point in wasting ammunition on them, he knew. There were just too many of them. When the time came, he would have to make every shot count.

   Suddenly heat lightning flashed in the sky above the sunset. Halverson, who had been gazing in that direction, started. 

   “What was that?” asked Victoria.

   “Now the aliens from outer space are invading,” said Felix, watching the skies.

   “It was just heat lightning,” said Halverson.

   “I’m not so sure. With that battalion of zombies out there, how can we be sure of anything anymore?”

   “It sure feels like the world’s ending, all right,” said Reba.

   “Maybe this plague stuff can infect the atmosphere somehow like it does people,” said Victoria, watching the heat lightning flare up again over the horizon.

   “That’s a stretch,” said Halverson. 

   He was convinced it was merely heat lighting flashing in the sky. Whatever it was, it was making everybody edgy.

   “This seems to be getting more hopeless by the minute,” said Reba.

   She looked away from the sky and peered at the sneering, gaunt faces of the skunky creatures as they clawed at the fence with their putrescent fingers.

   “I hate those things,” she said. “There seem to be more and more of them. Where are they all coming from?”

   “Fuck those things,” said Felix.

   “I wish I had my bodyguard here with me,” said Becker. “He’d know how to handle this kind of a situation. He saw action in the Iraq War.”

   “I wish he was here, too,” snapped Reba. 

   It was obvious to Halverson Becker didn’t like Reba’s tone. 

   “What do you mean by that?” demanded Becker.

   “I mean, I wish he was here instead of you,” she said.

   “Do you have any idea who you’re talking to?”

   “I know exactly who you are. That’s the problem.”

   “Those creatures are the enemy,” interrupted Halverson. “Let’s not help them by killing ourselves before they get to us.”

   “Why not?” said Reba sulkily. “Maybe if we killed ourselves, we wouldn’t turn into them.”

   “Come on, Reba,” said Felix. “Let’s see if we can scrounge up another motor cart.” 

   Eying her he patted the empty seat beside him in his motor cart.

   She didn’t look too eager to take him up on his suggestion. At last, reluctantly, she decided to acquiesce. She climbed into the passenger seat.

   Felix drove off down the narrow cemetery road in the direction of the shack.

   “If she never comes back, that’ll be fine with me,” said Becker. He brushed imaginary dust off his Armani cashmere jacket.

   “Those things are gathering out there like they can sense something,” said Victoria, her brow creased with worry.

   “Any creatures nearby will be heading here when they hear the commotion the things are making rattling the fence,” said Halverson.

   “Are these creatures signaling the others to come here?”

   “I don’t think they have the intelligence to do that.”

   “What do you know?” said Becker. “You don’t know any more than the rest of us.”

   “I’ve dealt with them before, like I said.”

   Becker waved dismissively at Halverson.

   “I know this,” said Halverson. “The longer we stay here, the worse our chances are to survive, because the creatures know we’re here.”

   Victoria’s eyes popped out of her head. “What’s that?”

   “What?”

   Then Halverson felt it too. The ground seemed to be vibrating.

   






   

   CHAPTER EIGHT

   

   “That’s all we need,” said Becker. “An earthquake.”

   Uncertain of what to do, he started dancing around in a panic as the ground rumbled beneath him.

   Halverson scanned the cemetery through the twilight trying to figure out what was happening. 

   Becker scrambled to a marble tombstone some six feet high and grabbed hold of it. 

   Thirty seconds later the ground stopped shaking.

   “What was that?” asked Victoria.

   “Felt like an earthquake,” said Halverson. “The creatures didn’t pay any attention to it.”

   “They’re too stupid to know what an earthquake is,” said Becker, letting go of the gravestone. 

   “Did the fence get damaged?”

   Becker pivoted on his heel, scoping out the entire length of the fence. “I don’t see those things breaking through anywhere. It’s hard to see in the smoke and the dark though.”

   Surprised, Halverson watched two motor carts drive up on the cemetery road and park near him.

   “We found two more carts at the other end of the cemetery,” said Felix in the driver’s seat of the first cart. “And we found keys in the shack.”

   “Did you feel the ground shaking a couple minutes ago?” asked Halverson.

   “Yeah. Must’ve been a quake.”

   “Did you notice if it damaged the fence where you were?”

   “Looked OK.”

   “We need to inspect the whole fence.”

   “I don’t see how an earthquake can knock down a Cyclone fence,” said Reba in the driver’s seat of the cart behind Felix’s. 

   “It almost knocked me over,” said Becker. 

   “It may’ve pulled the fence apart somewhere,” said Halverson.

   The ground started vibrating again.

   Felix looked around apprehensively. “At least we’re out in the open so we don’t have to worry about anything falling on us.”

   The earth cracked open near Becker’s feet. He sprang away from the rift.

   A decomposing hand reached out of the rent earth.

   “Oh shit,” said Felix. “Are those things tunneling under the fence?”

   A corpse in unrecognizable shredded clothing pulled itself out of the earth. Barely any flesh was left on its body. What little flesh was left was in an advanced state of decay. The corpse’s white-filmed eyes gave the illusion of bulging out of its bony face thanks to the paucity of skin covering the skull. The cadaver’s stench was overpowering.

   “The earthquake is splitting open the coffins underneath us and freeing the cadavers,” said Halverson. 

   “Just what we need,” said Reba at her wit’s end. 

   The corpse tried to grab Halverson’s leg with its bony hand. Halverson kicked the hand away in disgust. He snagged his Glock from his waistband and fired a round into the corpse’s skull. The back of its head and spongy grey matter plowed into the open earth behind it. 

   The corpse slumped back into the ground.

   “We don’t have any choice now,” said Halverson. “We need to get out of here. The quake could free more of these stiffs.”

   “Let’s get the third cart and split,” said Felix.

   “Those things are still surrounding the fence,” said Becker, “or have you forgotten that?”

   “We need to create a diversion that’ll attract the creatures while we escape through the gate,” said Halverson.

   “The question is, how long is that fence gonna hold?” said Felix.

   “I’ll go to the section of fence opposite the gate and create a disturbance.”

   “What’s the point?” said Becker.

   “Hopefully, it’ll draw those creatures away from the other parts of the fence, including the gate. Then we can escape through the gate in the carts.”

   “And go where? The roads are jammed with cars, if you haven’t noticed. You need to think this out before you go off half-cocked.”

   “These carts are small enough that we can drive them on the sidewalks.” 

   “The sidewalks are littered with corpses.”

   “They were littered with corpses. Most of the corpses are creatures now lined up at the fence.”

   Becker didn’t give in. “There are still some corpses lying out there.”

   “We’ll drive around the bodies or over them. Whatever it takes. The roads are impassable.”

   Becker shrugged. “This plan is crazy.”

   “If you’ve got a better idea, let’s hear it,” said Halverson in a pet.

   The clanging of the fence sounded louder than ever as the creatures kept pawing it in their frustration to get inside the graveyard. The creatures started making moaning sounds that rumbled in Halverson’s chest. 

   “What the hell are they doing now?” said Becker. “Can they talk?”

   He locked his widening eyes on the creatures anxiously. 

   “No,” said Halverson. “They make that sound when they’re hungry and they’re near food.”

   “Christ. Get me out of this place.”

   “Let’s go get the other cart,” Halverson told Reba.

   He climbed into her cart and sat next to her.

   Becker glanced at the automatic snug in Halverson’s waistband. “Why do you get the gun?”

   “Because I went and got it.”

   Becker didn’t seem to like Halverson’s answer. Halverson wasn’t going to lose any sleep over it. Neither one of them said anything.

   Victoria climbed into Felix’s cart.

   “What about me?” said Becker.

   “That’s why we’re going to the shack,” said Halverson. “We’ll bring a cart back for you.”

   “Just don’t leave without me.”

   “Don’t worry about it. While we’re gone, start a diversion at that section of the fence.” Halverson pointed at the fence opposite the gate. The raised freeway bordered that end of the fence.

   Halverson could make out several creatures crawling out of cars abandoned on the freeway. A middle-aged creature with a partially bald shiny head shuffled to the edge of the freeway twenty-odd feet above the cemetery grounds. The creature wore the rumpled black robe of a judge. 

   Without hesitation the creature walked off the freeway and plummeted to the surface street below. 

   Reba let out a yelp when she saw the creature slam into the asphalt. 

   The creature awkwardly pulled itself up off the ground and tried to get to its feet. As it stood up, its robe got tangled under its feet and the creature fell onto the asphalt. Undeterred, the creature hobbled on its misshapen, broken legs toward the mob of creatures already lining the cemetery fence. 

   “Those things don’t care about dying,” said Reba.

   “They’re already dead,” said Halverson. “All they care about is eating.”

   Halverson watched as another creature, this one in its early thirties, climbed out of its SUV on the freeway and followed in the judge’s footsteps. Lured by the prospect of fresh flesh in the cemetery, this creature that wore bloodstained green surgical scrubs walked off the freeway and slammed into the asphalt on the road below. 

   The creature picked itself up and lurched toward the cemetery fence to add its weight to the throng of ghouls bunched there. 

   “What kind of a diversion do you want me to make?” asked Becker.

   “Just make some noise over there,” answered Halverson. “It should attract the creatures from other parts of the fence.”

   “If too many of them gather in one spot, they’ll crush the fence.”

   “We just want you to start a minor diversion over there, just to get the ball rolling. We’re not making our escape yet.”

   “You better not.”

   “Just go over there and draw their attention now. We’ll be right back.”

   “I’d feel better with some sort of weapon to defend myself.”

   Halverson flicked his eyes around the graveyard’s grounds. He picked up on a group of rocks that circled a lone red rose that somebody had left in a terracotta pot on the grave of a deceased relative.

   “There are some rocks there,” he said.

   Becker glanced askance at the rocks. “I was thinking more along the lines of a gun.”

   “We’ll be back in five minutes. Just start a minor diversion over there.”

   “All right. I’ll go over there.”

   Halverson nodded.

   As the two motor carts trundled toward the shed, Becker stood and watched them leave, his face expressionless.

   






   

   CHAPTER NINE

   

   “Douse your lights,” Halverson told Reba. 

   “I won’t be able to see where I’m driving,” she said.

   “You’ll be able to see enough.”

   She turned away from the road to look at him in puzzlement. “What’s the point?”

   “The creatures are attracted to light. We don’t want to get them any more excited than they already are.”

   She returned to looking at the road ahead. “They can’t get past the fence,” she grumbled. “What’s the difference?”

   Reba pulled up next to Felix’s cart parked at the white shed. Felix still had his cart’s headlights turned on.

   “Kill your lights,” said Halverson.

   Felix switched them off. “What’s the problem?”

   “Those things are attracted to light and sound. We don’t want them watching us here.”

   “I busted into this shed to get the keys to the carts earlier.”

   “Did you see anything we could use for weapons?”

   “I saw shovels and garden tools.”

   Felix headed into the shed. 

   Halverson noticed the third cart parked near it.

   Felix let out a holler from within the shed.

   Halverson, Reba, and Victoria hustled after Felix.

   “There’s a pitchfork in here and spades,” said Felix, wielding a flashlight he had found on a workbench. 

   He played the flashlight’s beam along the walls of the shed. 

   Halverson could discern two pitchforks, three spades, and four shovels hanging up on one wall. “Not exactly an arsenal, but they’ll do.”

   Reba snapped up the pitchforks. “How many of these things should we take?”

   “Let’s take everything.”

   Halverson latched onto the three spades. Felix and Victoria each grabbed two shovels.

   “Where’s the key to the other cart?” asked Victoria.

   “Over here,” said Felix. 

   He gathered it off the desk near the door. He handed her the key ring. 

   Victoria took it to the third cart. She leaned her two shovels against the passenger seat, slid into the driver’s seat, inserted the key into the ignition, and started up the cart.

   “No headlights,” said Halverson.

   Halverson and the others piled into the two other carts. 

   “What are we waiting for?” said Victoria. 

   They drove back to the middle of the cemetery where they had been standing.

   “What’s Becker doing?” Reba asked Halverson, who was sitting beside her in the cart bringing up the rear of their convoy.

   Halverson was surprised to see that Becker was standing where they had left him.

   “Nothing,” Halverson answered.

   Reba pulled up beside Becker.

   “I thought you were going to create a distraction at the fence,” Halverson told him from the cart.

   “No,” said Becker.

   “Typical politician,” scoffed Reba. “Says one thing and does another.”

   “What do you mean ‘no’?” asked Halverson.

   “I couldn’t see any point in it,” answered Becker. “It would have made more sense if I had gone with the rest of you to the shed.”

   “We didn’t have enough room for everybody to go.”

   “Somebody else should have been left behind to create a diversion. I should have gone to the shed.”

   “But you said you would take care of the diversion.”

   “Just another lying politician,” Reba said under her breath.

   “It made no sense,” said Becker. 

   “What’s the point of arguing about it?” said Victoria from her cart. “Let’s do what we’re gonna do.”

   “Which is what?” 

   “Let’s get out of here and away from those stinking creatures,” said Felix.

   “Where are we gonna go?” asked Reba.

   “Anywhere but here. There’s hundreds of those things all around us. And more keep coming.”

   “But the roads are all blocked with cars,” said Victoria.

   “Then we drive on the sidewalks. We went over this before.” 

   “If we only go on the sidewalks, we’ll end up going around and around this cemetery.”

   “So we go on the sidewalk and then go on the road,” said Felix, hammering his steering wheel with his fist in frustration.

   “What’s your problem?” said Reba.

   “The problem is, we can’t stay here.” Felix gave the steering wheel one final strike. “I hate zombies!”

   He drove toward the fence in a snit. 

   “Where are you going?” said Reba.

   Felix drove as fast as he could toward the fence. He flicked on his cart’s headlights and aimed the beams directly into the ruined, sneering, grotesque faces of the creatures. More zombies massed toward the light as it washed the fence. Moaning louder they grappled among each other to get closer to the light.

   “I hate you fucking zombies!” Felix yelled at their sneering, putrefying faces.

   The creatures moaned louder and became more agitated. They clawed at each other trying to get to him, bending the fence inward with their weight.

   “Do those things have feelings?” Felix said to himself, his eyes bulging with fear.

   Terrified that the creatures would crush the fence, he turned the cart around and hightailed it. 

   He returned to the others.

   “Can those things understand what we’re saying?” he asked them in alarm.

   “I doubt it,” said Halverson. “They’re too stupid. Their brains just tell them to eat.”

   “They seemed awful riled up when I yelled at them.”

   “It was your loud screaming that got them going. Loud noises excite them.”

   “There’s so many of them out there now that the fence is bending under their weight.”

   “We have to make our move.”

   Reba screamed.

   Halverson looked at her.

   He wished he hadn’t.

   






   

   CHAPTER TEN

   

   Reba’s eyes were riveted on a section of the fence near the freeway, Halverson realized. He followed her gaze to a sickening sight.

   Somehow, one of the ghouls had gotten its stomach hung up on a steel barb in a broken link on the fence. Trying to free itself the creature was backing away from the fence, unspooling its suppurating intestines out of a gaping hole in its stomach as it shambled backward. In their frenzy to reach the fence, the creatures near the mutilated creature were swiping the length of intestines out of their way so they could get closer to the cemetery.

   Reba turned away and retched.

   The creature with the uncoiling entrails was wearing a long, heavy black leather jacket, which looked in better shape than the thing that wore it, Halverson noticed. The ghoul had stoned-out deep-set eyes and a short black beard. Trudging backward, watching its viscera uncoil, the ghoul had no idea why it could not free itself from the fence. 

   The brunette ghoul beside gut-buster had an erstwhile pretty face with a still-intact hairdo done up on it. However, the lower half of her bee-stung lips was missing. In fact, the entire lower part of her jaw was missing. In its place were decomposing tissue and yellow snags in its discolored gums.

   Below the brunette’s face the sight was even more hideous, if that was possible, Halverson saw. Part of a car’s engine was protruding from the brunette’s ruptured stomach lining. The creature was plodding with its back hunched thanks to the weight of the engine lodged in its belly. Even as the creature walked, oil leaked out of the engine onto the ground.

   Apparently, Halverson decided, the woman had been killed in a car accident before her transformation into a ghoul. 

   “I can’t stand looking at those things,” said Reba. “We have to get out of here.”

   “This is impossible,” said Felix. “We’re fucked. We’re hemmed in by those things from a freak show.”

   Halverson wished he had a battery for his satphone. Maybe then he could contact his boss, Deputy Director Mellors, at the National Clandestine Service at the CIA and find out what was going on in the rest of the country—if there was a rest of the country. For all Halverson knew, Mellors might already be dead from plague, and the entire Agency staff wiped out as well.

   Halverson didn’t get along well with the Yale-educated forty-six-year-old Andrew Mellors who loved to flaunt his law degree in Halverson’s face and put him down. Halverson was convinced the only one Mellors hated more than him was the director of the CIA Ernest Slocum himself. No matter. The fact was, Halverson actually found himself longing to hear Mellors’s supercilious voice—anything to let Halverson know that the rest of the country still existed.

   Right now Halverson couldn’t feel more cut off from life as he used to know it. 

   In the end he wondered if having a battery for his satphone would make one iota of difference. What good was a satphone that worked if there was nobody left alive on earth to call? What if these plague-infected grimacing creatures with thousand-yard stares were all that was left of humanity? 

   The idea sent a frisson down his spine. He never felt more alone.

   “Is anybody listening?” said Victoria in a sonorous voice. “We need to get moving.”

   Her voice shook Halverson out of his black thoughts. 

   “Right you are, young lady,” said Becker. “We’ll be permanent residents of this graveyard if we stay here much longer.”

   “Very funny,” said Felix, not amused.

   “We still need to create a diversion, so those things won’t bushwhack us when we leave through the gate,” said Halverson.

   “A diversion will just delay the inevitable,” said Becker. “They’ll bushwhack as soon as we drive down the sidewalk.”

   “How can they bushwhack us if they can’t see us?” 

   “What are you talking about? Why won’t they be able to see us?”

   “We’ll drive with our headlights off in the dark.”

   “Then how can we see where we’re going? You need to think before you open your mouth.”

   Becker’s snide attitude was grating on Halverson’s nerves. 

   “I’ve got these,” said Halverson. He clutched his night-vision goggles that dangled from his neck and jiggled them. “Remember?”

   “Well, goodie for you. What about the rest of us? We don’t have special goggles.”

   “All of you follow me. I’ll drive first. The rest of you stay close behind me.”

   “It’s still dusk,” said Victoria, stepping over to Halverson. “We need to wait a little longer till it’s night.”

   “I don’t know if I can stand another minute in this place,” said Reba. She wiped a thin stream of vomit off her foxlike chin. “I hate the smell of puke. It smells almost as bad as those creatures.”

   “Me, too,” said Becker, screwing up his face. “Just stay away from us so we don’t have to smell it.” 

   “I thought you were a politician,” said Felix. “Can’t you think of a more diplomatic way of saying that? Why in the world would anybody vote for you?”

   “It would take a person with a certain amount of intelligence to vote for me. You don’t fall into that category.”

   A black look in his eyes, his arms straight out at his sides like two-by-fours, his fingers curled, Felix advanced on Becker. 

   Halverson strode between them. “Let’s figure out what kind of diversion we’re gonna make.”

   “That guy needs to answer for what he said to me,” said Felix. 

   “He’s blowing hot air, is all. That used to be his job in another life a million years ago.”

   “He needs to watch his mouth.”

   “You need to watch yours,” said Becker. 

   He was on the verge of jabbing his forefinger at Felix, but Halverson continued to stand between them. Becker lowered his hand.

   Felix took another step toward Becker. Halverson didn’t budge.

   “When you kids stop playing around, we can figure out what kind of a diversion to make,” said Victoria.

   “Who’s playing?” said Felix.

   Becker shook his head in disgust and walked away from Felix and Halverson.

   “Damn perv,” said Felix sotto voce.

   “What?” said Becker, whipping his head around to face Felix.

   “Nothing,” said Halverson. 

   “What’d he say?” demanded Becker.

   “Nothing. He was talking to me.”

   Becker didn’t look satisfied with Halverson’s answer, but he didn’t press the point.

   “Is playtime for Bonzo finally over?” said Victoria.

   “Don’t you start,” said Felix.

   “Let’s all concentrate on our escape plan or we’re all gonna end up like those things outside the fence,” said Halverson.

   “A fate worse than death,” said Becker.

   Having cleaned herself off, Reba sidled over to them. “Where are we going once we get out of here?”

   Pulling a face Becker sniffed at her. He took a step backward and sniffed a few more times. He didn’t move any farther away. He seemed satisfied that she didn’t smell anymore.

   Reba shook her head, fed up with him. 

   “Let’s head for the coast,” said Halverson. “If worse comes to worst, we can grab a boat and take to the ocean.”

   “I say we should head east to downtown,” said Becker.

   “Why?” asked Reba.

   “Because city hall’s down there. We need to get in touch with the authorities. The local government is in charge of emergencies like this.”

   “If there’s any local government left,” said Halverson. “Or any federal government either, for that matter.”

   “We have to assume there is or we have no chance at all to survive,” said Becker.

   Halverson peered across Wilshire Boulevard at a high-rise that was smoldering in ruins. Clouds of swirling smoke drifted upward from the charred black skeleton of the building that was difficult to see now in the dusk. Blustery wind dissipated the smoke.

   “There’s the federal building right there,” he said. “What’s left of it. What do you think is left of city hall?”

   “I don’t think anything till I see it with my own eyes.”

   “I don’t know about anyone else,” said Reba, “but I don’t trust the government. Even if there is some kind of government left downtown, how can they help us?”

   “They probably have emergency shelters set up.”

   “But we don’t know that, do we?”

   Felix pulled the pop-top of a red aluminum can of Coke and took a long pull of the soda. 

   Finished swallowing he said, “I don’t trust the government either. Are we putting this to a vote?”

   Reba raised her hand. “I vote for the coast.”

   Everybody agreed, except Becker.

   “Is this how it is?” he demanded. “Every time we do anything, we have to vote on it?”

   “You can head downtown if you want. Nobody’s stopping you.”

   Visibly put out, Becker remained silent.

   “Now that we’ve got our destination figured out, we have to create a diversion for the creatures,” said Halverson.

   Felix knocked back the rest of his soda. He crumpled the aluminum can and tossed it to the grass near a tombstone.

   “You need to recycle that can,” said Reba.

   Felix burst into laughter. He couldn’t help himself. “What are you gonna do? Bust me for littering? The whole city’s just a pile of rubbish now.”

   Reba ignored him. 

   “What kind of a diversion?” she asked Halverson.

   “The creatures are attracted to loud noises and bright lights,” he answered.

   “What do you have in mind?”

   Halverson cast around the cemetery grounds. “We could light a fire, but I don’t see anything we could use for kindling. Just tombstones all over the place.”

   “The few palms here are already scorched,” added Felix.

   “Then we’re screwed,” said Reba.

   “Not necessarily,” said Halverson. “We do have one thing that burns here.”

   “What’s that?”

   “Human flesh.”

   






   

   CHAPTER ELEVEN

   

   “Wait a minute,” said Felix. “What are you suggesting?” He shifted nervously on his feet.

   “We need matches,” said Halverson.

   “You didn’t answer my question.”

   “I’ve got a lighter,” said Reba.

   “Then all we need is an accelerant,” said Halverson. “Flesh won’t burn too well without an accelerant.”

   “You’ve giving me the creeps talking like that.”

   “You’re not the only one,” said Felix.

   “I know what he wants to do,” Victoria piped up. “He wants to burn those creatures at the fence.”

   Halverson nodded. “Those things will flare up like torches. What we need is kerosene or gasoline.”

   “I think I saw some cans of gasoline in the shed,” said Felix. “Probably for the carts if they run out.”

   “Perfect. I’ll check it out.”

   Halverson clambered into a cart, fired the ignition, and started the vehicle. Instead of flicking on the headlights, he strapped the night-vision goggles on his head. The cemetery took on an eerie green aspect as he viewed it through the goggles. 

   He drove to the shed.

   He parked in front of it and slid out of the cart. He entered the shed. As Felix had told him, there were four red metal gallon cans of gasoline in the shack.

   Halverson gathered the four cans and distributed them in the storage well in the back of the cart. Within a span of five minutes he was back with the others.

   He stopped his motor cart and doffed his NVGs from his head.

   He wasn’t prepared for the sudden mood swing of his fellow survivors.

   A pall seemed to have fallen over everyone. 

   “What’s the point?” said Felix. “If the whole country’s wrecked, why go on? What are we trying to prove?”

   “If this is all we have to look forward to, what are we escaping to?” echoed Reba. “If you can call it ‘escaping.’”

   “More of the same. Like I said, why bother?”

   “We have to keep going,” said Halverson. “If we stay here, for sure those things out there will crash through the fence and kill us.”

   “If the whole world’s like this, we’re just postponing the inevitable by going somewhere else,” said Felix.

   “We have to keep going. Maybe the plague didn’t infect everybody.”

   “Maybe we’ll find more survivors out there,” chipped in Victoria.

   “What if we don’t?” said a disgruntled Felix.

   “Then we keep on looking somewhere else,” said Halverson. “We can’t just stand here and wait to die.”

   “Why not? It’s just as good as dying trying to escape here.”

   “What’s eating you?” asked Victoria.

   “I’m just trying to look at this mess realistically.”

   “More like pessimistically, it sounds to me.”

   “We’ll have a better chance of meeting other survivors if we head downtown,” put in Becker.

   “Not you again,” said Reba. “I thought we decided against that.”

   “It’s your funeral.”

   “You’re bumming me out worse than Felix is.”

   Felix started yelling at the top of his lungs. “Is there anybody else out there!”

   The throbbing mass of undulating, sneering ghouls surrounding the fence moaned louder in response.

   “Not you dweebs!” cried Felix.

   A ghoul in its eighties, it looked like to Halverson, swung a heavy wooden cane in its hand clumsily. The ghoul didn’t seem to have a clue what to do with the walking stick. The creature clutched it in its hand as a habit from when it had been a man. 

   Clad in grimy, bloodstained, torn blue jeans, the creature stood well over six feet tall and had stiff grey hair that looked like it belonged on a wire brush. Scowling, the creature glowered with its sickly pale blue eyes at Felix.

   “Looks like you made a new friend,” Reba told Felix.

   “Everybody can’t be a zombie,” said Victoria. “There must be other people out there, decent people.”

   Felix began making a weird sound, his head bowed on his chest. He clutched his head in both hands.

   Puzzled, Halverson tried to figure out what Felix was doing.

   In moments it dawned on Halverson that while the guy was grasping his bowed head he was erupting into laughter. 

   “This is so horrible, it’s funny!” howled Felix, letting go of his head, tilting it upward, and staring into the indigo sky.

   Then, Halverson realized, Reba was laughing, too.

   Everybody seemed amused, with the possible exception of Becker.

   The hilarity annoyed the zombies no end. They shook the fence, clanging it, bending it to and fro. Impossible to describe, their moans became well and truly eldritch, racking everybody’s nerves and dissipating whatever ambience of levity there had been moments earlier.

   Her face a mask of pain, Reba clasped her ears, trying to shut out the maddening clamor. 

   It looked to Halverson like she was coming unglued. They had to get out of here, he knew, before they all went nuts. If only those things would stop making that wretched, dirgelike wail! Kill all zombies! he thought. 

   “Come on,” he said. “Let’s douse those things with gasoline. Use your lights this time. We want to attract them.”

   He hopped into the motor cart, flicked on his headlights, and drove to the segment of the fence opposite the gate.

   Shaking off her funk Reba drove after him. Felix and Victoria brought up the rear in the third cart. Becker hung back, his hands in his pockets.

   “Where’s Becker?” Felix asked Victoria.

   She looked over her shoulder out the back of the cart at Becker. “He’s staying back there, it looks like.”

   “Doesn’t want to get his hands dirty like the rest of us, does he? After all, he might break into a sweat.”

   “I’m not surprised.”

   “Me either. I’ve always pegged politicians for freeloading bums.”

   “I wish those things would stop making that noise,” Reba said, wincing.

   “I’ll make ’em stop,” said Felix.

   He halted the cart in front of the fence. He grabbed his shotgun from the console in the middle of the cart and sprang to the asphalt. 

   He trained the Mossberg on one of the lead ghouls spread-eagled against the fence. He squeezed the trigger and fired. The blast tore a gaping hole in the ghoul’s stomach. Entrails spilled out of the creature’s bulging, shredded stomach. The creature was overweight to begin with and seemed to have an endless intestine that uncoiled onto the grass verge in a malodorous heap of putrescent, necrotic tissue. 

   But the creature kept pressing its mutilated body against the fence, exhibiting no signs of letup. The creature had a bald head and an unkempt three-inch-long black beard infested with twigs and blades of grass, looking like a bird’s nest.

   In the beams of the headlights an earthworm could be seen writhing through the creature’s tangled beard, completing the bird’s-nest effect.

   “What are you doing?” Halverson yelled at Felix.

   “I’m shooting those monsters,” said Felix.

   “You’re wasting ammo. It’s pointless to shoot at those things now.”

   “I can’t stand that noise they’re making,” said Felix, brandishing his shotgun.

   “Shooting them will just rile them up more.”

   “Then let’s start torching them.”

   Halverson strode over to Felix. “I’ve been thinking about that. We need to change our plan.”

   “You mean we’re not going to burn them?” snapped Felix.

   “I mean, we need to create the diversion somewhere else.”

   “Why?” asked Felix, settling down.

   “Once we drive out of the entrance, we’ll be heading toward the freeway over here as we go to the ocean. We don’t want to run into these things after we break out on the other side of the cemetery.”

   “I see your point.”

   “We’ll draw those things down toward the shed at the north end of the cemetery.”

   “What’s up?” asked Victoria from her vehicle.

   “Change of venue,” answered Halverson. 

   He and Felix returned to their respective carts. 

   Halverson led the way to the fence’s northern perimeter. 

   Attracted to the shining headlights, some of the creatures gradually began shuffling north. 

   Halverson knew it would take more than lit headlights to attract all of the creatures. He figured a bonfire should do the trick. 

   Meanwhile, the starving creatures continued their blood-chilling ululation. 

   Halverson caught sight of Becker watching in puzzlement from the middle of the graveyard as Halverson and the others changed course.

   






   

   CHAPTER TWELVE

   

   Halverson parked his cart in front of the chain-link fence beyond the shack and kept his headlights leveled at the fence.

   Felix and Victoria followed suit. 

   The three vehicles now stood side by side with their headlights illuminating the fence.

   Fitfully, creatures gathered in the wash cast by the lights. 

   Not all of the creatures, however, Halverson could see, were homing in on the headlights. The fence was still surrounded by ranks of the creatures, which looked to be at least three deep around its entire perimeter, though it was difficult for him to see in the twilight. The creatures didn’t seem to be in any hurry to converge on the headlights.

   “We need to burn ’em,” he said.

   Felix cheered. “Let’s do it!”

   Halverson heard scuffling behind him. He whirled around. 

   He could make out a lone figure pegging toward them down the cemetery road. 

   Felix belted to his cart and retrieved his shotgun. “Christ, they’re in the cemetery.”

   “Maybe it crawled out of a grave like that other one,” said Victoria.

   Felix leveled his shotgun at the dark figure.

   “Don’t leave without me!” cried Becker, hustling toward them, waving his hands.

   Felix lowered the shotgun.

   Gasping for breath, Becker charged up to them. He halted, leaned forward, and clutched his knees, trying to regain his breath. 

   “We weren’t leaving,” said Felix. 

   Still gasping, Becker straightened up. “You mean I ran all the way here for nothing?”

   “I thought you were running over to help us,” said Felix.

   “My talents don’t run in that area.”

   “What talents?” Halverson heard Reba mutter.

   He knew Becker was out of earshot.

   “Then why’d you come over here?” asked Felix.

   “The question is, why did you all come over here?” said Becker.

   “We changed the venue of the diversion,” said Halverson.

   “Why does a journalist decide everything we do?” Becker asked everyone.

   “His plan sounds like a good idea to me,” said Felix. “What else can we do?”

   That wasn’t the answer Becker was looking for, Halverson could see. 

   “Don’t answer a question with a question,” said Becker.

   Halverson figured Becker was trying to sow the seeds of dissension among the group. Nobody was nibbling at his bait, Halverson was relieved to see. Not yet, anyway. Things could change rapidly, he knew, especially with the situation deteriorating among increasingly desperate individuals. 

   “You can help us burn these creatures,” said Halverson.

   Becker didn’t look interested in the prospect. “Let’s get moving.”

   “Who are you talking to?” asked Reba.

   Becker said nothing.

   Nobody moved.

   “Let’s douse the ghouls with gas,” said Halverson.

   He snagged one of the red metal cans of gasoline from his cart and strutted to the fence, which glinted in the headlights’ beams. The grimacing, drawn faces of the creatures pressed closer to the fence as he approached. Their rancid stench was overpowering. 

   Agitated by the proximity of living human flesh, the creatures pressed harder against the fence, bending it inward toward the graveyard.

   A bare-chested, lean, twentysomething male double amputee amongst the creatures was biting a rusty chain link with its corroded, chipped teeth, attempting to tear a hole in the fence, it looked like to Halverson. 

   The creature had inch-long stumps instead of arms connected to its shoulders. Halverson wondered if the thing had turned while it was in a hospital bed, as it had no means of bringing food to its mouth.

   It didn’t matter whether you were healthy or handicapped, Halverson realized. The plague didn’t play favorites. It took everyone exposed to it and turned them into ghouls.

   Halverson unscrewed the gas can’s cap. Glomming on to the can with both hands, Halverson swung the gas can toward the fence without releasing it. Gasoline spilled out of the can’s opening and splashed onto the creatures nearest the fence. 

   The pungent, throat-constricting odor of the gasoline suffused the air, mixing with the sweetened-sewage stench of the walking dead. 

   Halverson kept swinging the gas can until he had emptied its contents onto the creatures.

   “I need a gas mask,” said Felix and coughed as he followed Halverson’s example and doused the creatures with gasoline from another can.

   Halverson spilled his last can of gas on a tawny, shirtless male Hispanic ghoul that was short and stocky with long, lank grey hair that hung in snarls from its bullethead. Swatches of grey hair festooned its chest. The ghoul didn’t seem to realize, or didn’t care, that it had but one eye and a string of mucus was streaming out of its nose onto its chest. Instead of an eye, a triangular shard of a windshield’s green-tinted safety glass protruded from the creature’s left socket. 

   The proximity of living human flesh was stirring up more agitation among the ghouls than was the gasoline, Halverson noticed. Being immersed in gasoline cut no ice with them. They continued to trudge and lurch into the fence seeking to get past it to their prey.

   A goofy-looking ghoul wearing horn-rimmed glasses and a blue button-down shirt with its shirttails hanging out of its black baggy trousers was so hungry it seemed to be eating its own hand. Disliking the taste of its own wasted morbid flesh, it spat its hand out of its fungoid mouth and foraged elsewhere. Its mind was made up that it wanted to get inside the cemetery, Halverson could see.

   “Where’s your lighter?” he asked Reba.

   “Aren’t you glad I’m a smoker?” she said.

   She stepped up to him. She flicked open the lighter, spun the flint wheel, and ignited a flame. She was about to toss the lighter over the fence at the gas-sodden creatures when he stopped her.

   “What’s wrong?” she said.

   “We better hold onto the lighter. It might come in handy later.”

   She nodded.

   Halverson cast around the ground for a fallen branch from a tree. He picked up a stray sprig that had dropped from the only eucalyptus tree in the cemetery. He removed a handkerchief from his rear trouser pocket, wrapped and fastened the handkerchief around one end of the twig, and ran the wadded handkerchief along the inner lip of an empty gasoline can. He figured there was enough residual gas left on the lip to permeate the handkerchief’s cotton and render the handkerchief flammable.

   He held the makeshift torch toward Reba, who was still holding the flaming lighter. She applied the flame to the gasoline-impregnated handkerchief. 

   The balled handkerchief ignited as Halverson held the eucalyptus sprig. He strode toward the fence and hurled the flaming clump of handkerchief over the chain-link fence into the rows of zombies. 

   The gasoline-drenched creatures burst into flames.

   “Bingo!” cried Felix with glee, reflections of the flames gleaming in his eyes. 

   “Burn, baby, burn!” yelled Reba.

   The creature nearest to Halverson went up in flames. It was a blonde female zombie. Its blazing hair turned black and stuck out in spikes from its burning head. The decomposing, parchment-colored flesh on its sneering face melted under the intensity of the fire’s heat and resolved into a black slurry, which rilled down its skull.

   The stench of the creature’s burning hair added to the cloying reek of death that issued from the ghouls.

   Ten-foot-high cackling flames leapt from the burning creatures into the sky. The flames shot ever higher as the fire engulfed more zombies. Their bodies on fire, the creatures continued to plod heedlessly into the fence. Their flaming flesh liquefied and streamed off their skeletons to the ground. In minutes, nothing remained of these burning creatures except skeletons that continued traipsing forward until the very brains of the creatures were consumed in the flames and the skeletons crumpled.

   Halverson picked up on masses of the creatures shambling toward the bonfire as the zombies’ dead flesh burned and the flames leapt higher into the night air. 

   He realized with alarm that thanks to the increasing number of creatures attracted to the bonfire the fence was bending farther inward. It would be only a matter of minutes before the fence collapsed under the weight of the throngs of the creatures pressed against it and they would trample it down on their way into the cemetery. 

   “We need to leave through the gate now,” he said.

   He and the others piled into the motor carts.

   “I hope those things aren’t waiting for us there,” said Victoria, who took the seat next to his.

   The three motor carts drove toward the gate at the east end of the graveyard. Halverson found out to his dismay that his cart could barely get up to a measly 35 mph even when he floored the accelerator. The other carts ran no faster, he saw. 

   There was nothing for it. He kept driving. 

   It turned out to be worse at the gate than he had expected.

   






   

   CHAPTER THIRTEEN

   

   A knot of zombies was still standing outside of the gate. Heads down, they shuffled about aimlessly.

   “Damn,” said Halverson, driving up to the gate and clapping eyes on them.

   “The barbarians are at the gates,” said Becker, pulling up behind Halverson.

   Seeing that the beams from his headlights were stimulating the creatures, Halverson doused his lights. He waved to the other carts behind him.

   “Kill your lights,” he told them.

   The other drivers followed his example. 

   There was only one problem now. They couldn’t see.

   “How can we see where we’re going?” asked Felix in one of the carts.

   “Stay close and follow me,” answered Halverson.

   Reba watched with mounting consternation the clutch of zombies milling outside the gate.

   “What do we do?” she asked. “If we go out there, we’ll head straight into their arms.”

   “We have no choice,” said Becker. “We can’t stay here.”

   “Do any of you play chess?” asked Halverson.

   “This is a great time to play chess,” said Reba.

   Halverson ignored her sarcasm. “This is what the Germans call being in zugzwang in chess.”

   “The clock’s ticking,” said Felix, glancing at his wristwatch.

   Then he gazed anxiously at the bonfire blazing out of control at the north side of the cemetery. The chain-link fence was burning red-hot at the edge of the fire, searing the flyblown decrepit flesh of any zombie that pressed against it. The zombies’ flesh smoked as it burned, polluting the air with a stink worse than that of burning hair.

   “Can we just figure out what we’re gonna do?” said Reba.

   At the end of her rope, she yanked a clump of hair out of her head. She screwed up her face at the pain in her scalp.

   “Things are bad enough, Reba, without you torturing yourself,” Victoria said, biting her lower lip.

   “Why are we playing chess at a time like this?”

   Her eyes popping out of her head, Reba inspected the bunch of hair in her hand then tossed the hair out of the cart.

   “To be in zugzwang is when no matter what move you make, it benefits your opponent,” said Halverson.

   “We’re between a rock and a hard place, you mean,” said Felix. “Tell us something we don’t know.”

   “Beautiful,” said Becker.

   “So what the hell do we do?” said Reba, getting ready to tear out another clump of her hair.

   Halverson contemplated the gate. Standing immediately outside it was a short thirtyish blonde female with wide hips, which made the creature look even shorter. The creature measured, at the most, five feet tall, if that. It wore a grey blouse that had one of its long sleeves ripped off at the shoulder.

   At the lower extremity of the creature’s putrefying exposed arm was a hand with three fingers missing. From what was left of the fingers, it looked to Halverson like the missing digits had been torn off the hand. For all Halverson knew, maybe the creature had tried to cannibalize itself and found out the hard way that necrotic, diseased flesh had no place in its diet. 

   The ghoul had dyed blonde hair the better part of a foot long with two inches of brown hair visible at its roots. Despite the nightfall, the creature was wearing sunglasses with narrow black lenses ovoid in their lengths. It seemed to be sneering at Halverson with morbid, wizened lips.

   On account of the ghoul’s shades, Halverson could not discern its eyes. He could not tell if the orbs were layered with white film like those of the rest of the creatures. The decrepit, sere, peeling condition of the skin on the creature’s arm suggested the thing was infected like the creatures roaming beside it. 

   “Hello,” he said to it.

   “Why are you trying to talk to those things?” asked Reba. “Are you losing it?”

   “I can’t see her eyes to make sure she’s infected.”

   “So why talk to it?”

   “Those things can’t talk. If she can’t talk, she’s infected.”

   “She’s not talking.”

   The creature was shuffling toward the fence, moaning.

   “Just wanted to make sure,” said Halverson. “We’ll probably have to kill it if it doesn’t move away from the gate.”

   Reba lifted the Mossberg Persuader from the center console in the cart. “I guess we’re gonna be needing this.”

   “Eventually.”

   Halverson suddenly felt the ground shaking again. He braced himself in his cart by grabbing the steering wheel.

   “Aftershock,” said Felix.

   It wasn’t as strong as the earthquake, Halverson noted. And it didn’t last as long. Ten seconds at the most.

   “I’m getting sick of this zugzwank or whatever it is we’re in,” said Reba. 

   Indeed, her face appeared green, Halverson realized. She must have been queasy from the aftershock.

   Out of the corner of his eye, he caught sight of a dark silhouette skulking across the graveyard toward them.

   He spun around to scope out the bonfire. “Did the fence break?”

   Becker checked it out, too. “Doesn’t look like it. It’s hard to tell from here in the dark.”

   The dark figure in the graveyard was lurking steadily, but with difficulty, toward them, wending its way around tombstones.

   “Then how did we get company?” asked Halverson.

   Becker and the others followed the direction of Halverson’s gaze.

   “Where’d that come from?” asked Becker. “Did it breach the fence somehow?”

   “Maybe there’s a hole in the fence we don’t know about,” said Reba.

   “Christ, it could’ve crawled out of a grave like that other thing we killed,” said Felix.

   Reba lifted the Mossberg Persuader from her cart. “I’ll send that thing back where it came from.”

   “No,” said Halverson. “We don’t want to make any noise yet. It’ll draw all the creatures from the bonfire here.” Halverson snagged a pitchfork from his cart. “I’ll take care of it.”

   Disappointed, Reba lowered her shotgun.

   Pitchfork in hand, Halverson clambered out of his cart. He angled toward the figure to confront it, his weapon poised.

   As Halverson came closer to the creature, he could make it out more clearly—though after doing so he wished he hadn’t been able to. At least half of its flesh had disintegrated from its body, leaving the skeleton with its internal decomposing organs visible to the naked eye. 

   Halverson gagged. The fuggy odor of the decomposing corpse hit him like a wall of heat from an open furnace.

   The creature’s teeth seemed to be chattering in its gaping maw. On closer inspection, Halverson observed that the teeth were in reality writhing maggots.

   He tried to figure out how to dispatch the creature with the pitchfork. Stalling for time he jabbed the pitchfork’s tines into the creature’s half-exposed rib cage. The tines sank smoothly into the decaying organs. The thrust stymied the creature’s advance as Halverson staved the thing off and decided on a method of extermination. 

   The creature squirmed and thrashed its decomposing arms while the pitchfork impaled it.

   “What are you waiting for?” called Becker.

   Idiot, Halverson thought, but didn’t turn around to face him.

   Halverson figured the only way to kill the thing was by jamming the pitchfork through its eyes and into its reanimated brain. He wasn’t sure the pitchfork’s tines would penetrate the creature’s skull. He would soon find out.

   He shoved the pitchfork farther into the creature’s chest then hoicked the tool back, dislodging it from the creature. The creature stumbled backward a few steps courtesy of Halverson’s shove. Halverson took the opportunity to advance on the creature and thrust the pitchfork into the thing’s poor excuse for a head, determined to direct one of the tines into the thing’s eyes. 

   He felt the tines make contact with the skull. He heard it crack. He felt it give under the impetus of the pitchfork. A small sphere popped out of the creature’s head like a cork from the neck of a champagne bottle. The sphere must have been the creature’s decaying eye, decided Halverson.

   In any case, the pitchfork proved a much better weapon than Halverson had expected. The tines penetrated the skull with relative ease, given enough thrust behind them. 

   The creature dropped to the ground. The pitchfork still embedded in the creature’s skull dragged Halverson toward the cadaver in its descent to the ground. Resisting the pull of the tool’s haft, Halverson wrested the pitchfork out of the skull. He retreated from the stiff. 

   He heard a booming noise. He started, instantly alert. 

   He squinted in the direction of the clamor. 

   The fence near the bonfire was collapsing. A horde of creatures was trampling it to the ground as they stormed into the graveyard.

   






   

   CHAPTER FOURTEEN

   

   Halverson felt his mind fogging up. Faced with overwhelming odds his mind seemed to be seizing up. He knew he had to do something, though. Staying here meant certain death. 

   Once the creatures started spilling into the graveyard, they would be impossible to stop, he knew. There appeared to be thousands of them stumbling and falling all over each other in their dogged attempts to enter the graveyard.

   Throngs of hungry, flaming zombies trampled the chain-link fence into the ground and lumbered into the cemetery, bent on consumption.

   The creatures in the foremost ranks were still ablaze. The ones in the subsequent ranks remained unscathed by the bonfire. It made no difference whether the creatures were burning or not, Halverson saw. They all just kept pouring through the breach in the fence willy-nilly. 

   The severity of his and his companions’ plight finally got through to Halverson’s misting mind. 

   He kicked himself into action. 

   He pelted for his vehicle. He clambered into the driver’s seat of the motor cart.

   “I’ve been thinking,” said Felix from his cart.

   “We don’t have time,” said Halverson.

   “You’ll be interested in hearing what I have to say.”

   “We can talk about it later.”

   “That’ll be too late.”

   “Those creatures are coming our way.” Halverson didn’t know what Felix was getting at, but he figured it could wait.

   “There’s six million bucks in that armored truck I was driving.”

   “Six million?” said Reba beside Felix. Her eyes grew bigger.

   “There’s no way we can get that truck out of the traffic jam it’s stuck in,” said Halverson.

   “And you have the keys?” Becker asked Felix with interest.

   “I do,” answered Felix.

   “We don’t have to move the truck. All we need to do is open the truck and grab the bags of money.”

   “These carts can’t hold much,” said Halverson.

   “We’ll take whatever we can.” 

   “There’s one thing you’re forgetting,” said Victoria. 

   “What’s that?” asked Becker.

   “It’s not our money.”

   “If we don’t take it, somebody else will,” said Felix. “We have as much right to it as anybody else.”

   “What good’s money gonna do us if everybody’s dead?” pointed out Halverson.

   “If everybody’s dead, then the owners of that money are dead,” said Becker. “Finders keepers, is what I always say. It’s ours.”

   “You miss the point. We don’t need money anymore if everybody’s dead. We can take whatever we want without paying for it.”

   “We don’t know for sure that everybody’s dead. Fifty miles from here, it could be just a normal day for everybody else.”

   “I doubt it.”

   “It’s always good to have money, no matter what.”

   “What about those creatures that are coming after us?” said Victoria. “Do you think they’re just gonna let us sashay over to that truck and empty it while they politely watch?”

   “We’ll take as much out of the truck as we can before the creatures reach us,” said Becker.

   Worked up, Felix said, “I’ve spent my whole career guarding somebody else’s money. It’s about time I got some of my own.”

   “Yeah,” said Reba. “Opportunity knocks. Let’s go for it.”

   “People would kill to get their hands on this kind of money.”

   Halverson needed money as much as the next man. But this didn’t seem to be the time or the place, not with all these creatures swarming around them. “Is it worth dying for?”

   “Who said anything about dying?” said Becker. “We take what we can get then scram before the things overrun us.”

   Halverson shrugged. “It’s your neck.”

   “Does that mean you’re not coming with us?”

   “I don’t think it’s worth the risk.”

   “Then count you out?”

   Halverson thought it over. “We need to stick together. I’m with you for now. As soon as I see too many creatures coming toward us, though, I’m splitting.”

   “Fair enough. We’ll all be splitting.”

   The commotion caused by the fence’s collapse seemed to agitate the creatures roaming outside the gate. They gazed with their thousand-yard stares at the flaming zombies that were stampeding into the north end of the cemetery.

   “Time to go,” said Halverson, sliding into his motor cart’s driver’s seat beside Victoria. 

   He laid the pitchfork on the center console alongside a spade and a shovel.

   “I’m going first,” he told the others.

   “Why you?” said Becker.

   “Because I’ve got the NVGs.”

   “Why do you get them?”

   Halverson didn’t feel like arguing with Becker. Instead, Halverson waved dismissively at him. 

   Becker waved in disgust back at him. 

   Becker had a spade and two shovels in his cart, Halverson saw. 

   In the third cart, Felix was driving and Reba was riding shotgun. They had a spade, a shovel, and a pitchfork in their vehicle, along with Felix’s Glock and Reba’s Mossberg shotgun.

   “I’m going second,” said Becker.

   “Remember,” said Halverson. “No lights. And no guns unless it’s an emergency.”

   He donned the night-vision goggles on his head.

   “What’s causing this to happen?” asked Victoria at her wit’s end, checking out the creatures swarming over the crushed fence and heading their way.

   The steady tramping shuffling of their dead feet multiplied by their countless numbers sent a chill down her spine.

   “Plague,” answered Halverson.

   “But why is this plague happening now?”

   “Good question. I need you to open the gate for us.”

   She glued her eyes on what she could see of his through his night-vision goggles. “Three of those things are standing in front of it.”

   “Just do it quickly. Those things stumble around like drunks. I’ll drive up to you and you hop in.”

   “We need to get the show on the road,” said Becker in the second cart.

   The legions of creatures encroaching on the cemetery were spreading irresistibly toward Halverson and his group.

   Victoria leapt out of Halverson’s cart and dashed to the gate. She unfastened the metal latch on the gate. Alerted by the clang of the latch rising against the metal gatepost, the three nearby creatures spotted her and gawked at her. They flailed their diseased, withered arms and stumbled toward her. 

   Victoria swung the gate open.

   She sprinted back to the cart as Halverson drove up to meet her. She climbed into her seat. 

   “Grab a weapon,” said Halverson.

   “What do you want me to do?” she asked, glancing at the tools gathered on the console.

   “Just get something to push the things away when they get near us.”

   Victoria snagged a shovel. She manhandled it awkwardly in the tiny cart. She all but clubbed Halverson in the head as she maneuvered the shovel in her hands. Halverson ducked in the nick of time.

   “Sorry,” she said. “There’s not much room in here.”

   He revved the motor cart’s engine. He drove out the gate, ramming into the knees of one of the creatures. The cart didn’t have a windshield. It didn’t have much weight either, not enough to shove the creature out of the way. Instead, the creature’s torso ended up crashing over the hood of the cart toward Halverson.

   Through his night-vision goggles Halverson beheld an unearthly green image of the creature as it tumbled toward him. 

   The creature levered itself up from the hood with its arms. Its mouth gaping, the creature grimaced at Halverson. 

   Halverson snapped up a spade at his right and thrust it at the creature’s chest. The spade’s blade hit home.

   Holding onto the steering wheel with his left hand, Halverson shoved the creature off the cart’s hood with the spade embedded in its ruined chest. The creature toppled to the side of the cart and hit the road on its side, transfixed on the spade. 

   Once on the asphalt, the creature kept moving, kicking its legs and rotating like an uncoordinated break-dancer. 

   Halverson could care less. As long as the thing was out of his way. Staying on the sidewalk he drove past the wretched creature, the other two carts in tow. 

   An eerie electric green and black landscape unfolded before Halverson as he peered through the goggles casting around for Felix’s armored truck.

   He discerned isolated zombies scattered in the distance. They couldn’t see him and they seemed oblivious to the motor carts approaching them. Several of the creatures were mooching through the maze of wrecked vehicles parked on the road. Still others roamed on the sidewalk that skirted the fence. 

   Where the hell was the armored truck? wondered Halverson. It should be nearby.

   “Where’s the truck?” asked Becker behind him, as if reading Halverson’s mind.

   Halverson clapped eyes on it. “There it is.”

   “Let’s go, then.”

   “There’s a problem.”

   “What?”

   “There’s not enough room on the road for us to use these carts to reach the truck.”

   “So what?” said Felix, overhearing Halverson and Becker. “We park on the sidewalk, walk over to the truck, unload it, and bring the moneybags over here.” 

   “Except for one other thing,” said Halverson.

   “Now what?” said Becker.

   “I count five of those things wandering around the truck.”

   






   

   CHAPTER FIFTEEN

   

   “Let’s just forget it,” said Victoria beside Halverson.

   Halverson slowed his vehicle to a halt.

   “No,” said Felix. “We can still do it. We’ll take our weapons with us.”

   “Hold down your voice,” whispered Halverson. “Those things will hear us and come over here.”

   Felix halted his vehicle and dismounted from it. He hauled a pitchfork from the cart.

   “I’m going,” he said. “Are any of you coming?”

   “I’m coming,” said Reba. 

   She withdrew a spade, knocking it loudly against the cart.

   Halverson shushed her. He surveyed the area to see if any of the creatures had heard the banging.

   He didn’t see any of the creatures responding to the sound. 

   “It would be easier if we could use our guns,” said Felix.

   “No way,” said Halverson. “Those things hear a gunshot, they’ll be here in droves.”

   A shovel in his hand, Becker angled toward Felix and Reba.

   Halverson snatched up a pitchfork from his cart and joined the trio.

   “I’ll stay here in case one of those creatures gets too close to the vehicles,” said Victoria.

   “Where’s the truck?” Felix asked, unable to distinguish its shape in the darkness.

   Halverson took point. He guided them silently through the hodgepodge of dented vehicles. 

   He balked when he encountered the first creature. It was shambling approximately two yards away from him. He didn’t think it could see him in the gloom. He doubted the creature’s clouded eyes could see very well in the dark—or in the light, for that matter.

   Felix bumped into Halverson from behind. 

   Halverson wheeled around and held his forefinger to his lips to silence the others. Once he had their attention, he pointed at the ghoul. He didn’t know if they could see the thing without night-vision goggles. 

   He raised his pitchfork and stole toward the creature. The thirtysomething creature was wearing the dark blue livery of a paramedic. Grimacing, the creature shuffled into a car’s mangled back bumper and banged its knees against the metal. Other than changing its course, the ghoul didn’t flinch or display any reaction on its putrid face to its knee’s impact with the metal.

   Halverson advanced on the creature, lunged forward, and thrust his pitchfork into its temple. The steel tines hit their mark, pierced the skull, and penetrated the brain. Halverson jiggled the tines back and forth and up and down several times to make sure the brain was obliterated.

   The creature collapsed against the car and slid down its fender.

   Halverson yanked the pitchfork out of the creature’s skull. Dollops of brain matter splattered the pitchfork’s tines. 

   One down, four to go, thought Halverson.

   He noticed Felix was edging forward holding his hands out in front of him like a blind man groping trying to find his way in the pitch-black night. 

   “You’re almost at the truck,” Halverson whispered.

   Felix nodded. Soon he felt the side of the truck with his hands as he continued to grip a pitchfork in one of them.

   A huge female ghoul that must have stood six foot four at the very least and had broad shoulders was trudging toward Felix’s back. Halverson could not tell if the creature could see Felix or not. One thing Halverson was sure of: Felix didn’t see the creature.

   The ghoul had blonde hair piled on top of its head in a beehive. Clad in blue Capri pants and a white blouse, the creature was threading its way sluggishly through the junkyard of cars toward Felix.

   Halverson stole toward the creature. The pitchfork in his hands, Halverson closed the gap between him and the ghoul.

   Its grimacing, sneering face in the advanced stages of putrefaction, the creature presented a hideous aspect. At six four and over three hundred pounds the creature could have subbed as a linebacker for the Pittsburgh Steelers. On closer inspection, Halverson could see that half the creature’s mouth was eaten away by plague revealing suppurating, shredded blue gums and broken, rotting teeth.

   Fixed in a grimace worthy of a jackal, the creature’s visage elicited an involuntary gasp of horror from Halverson. He had never seen anything so appalling in his life.

   He knew the monster must be destroyed before it reached Felix, who remained unaware of its presence as he felt his way toward the back door of the armored truck.

   Halverson brought the pitchfork to bear on the creature’s head. He thrust the pitchfork forward. 

   At the last moment, the creature stumbled backward on account of its poor coordination. The stumble threw off Halverson’s aim.

   As a result, the pitchfork penetrated the back of the creature’s head lower than he had intended for it, into the neck and jawline, and angled upward but missed the brain. He felt the creature struggling at the end of the pitchfork. The wooden helve shook in his hands as the creature tried to free itself from the steel prongs embedded in the back of its neck and jaw.

   Halverson fought to retain his grasp of the pitchfork’s handle. Impaled on the pitchfork, the creature could not turn around to face him. 

   Halverson knew he had no other choice but to withdraw the trembling pitchfork from the creature’s neck and try once again to transfix its brain. Halverson braced himself. He rent the pitchfork from the creature’s neck. The prongs squelched as they slid out of the putrid flesh and cartilage.

   The creature stumbled around to breast Halverson. The lower half of its decomposing face now had three gaping holes in it where the prongs had run it through. 

   Halverson could not stand the sight of the thing any longer. Sweating, he reared back then thrust the pitchfork into the creature’s head at eye level. The creature reeled back, its face impaled on the tines. 

   He had just missed the eyes, Halverson realized. However, he saw that he had contrived to ram one prong between the eyes and in this fashion had destroyed the brain. He jabbed the pitchfork back and forth inside the creature’s head to make sure the brain was pulverized.

   As the creature collapsed, Halverson withdrew the pitchfork’s prongs from its head. He had to jigger the handle to free the prongs. They had gotten stuck in the skull, thanks to the angle of the tilting cadaver exerting pressure on them.

   Only three more of those things in the immediate vicinity to worry about, decided Halverson. But had any of the swarming mob from the cemetery reached Victoria and the carts on the sidewalk yet? He knew he and the others had no time to dillydally. 

   Felix reached the back of the truck. He unlocked the door. He swung the door open, climbed into the truck, and rummaged through the gold-striped blue nylon moneybags piled on the floor. 

   Reba approached the tailgate. 

   Felix lifted a moneybag and handed it to her. She clutched it by its neck.

   “Is it heavy?” she asked before picking it up.

   “No,” he answered. “It’s just paper money.”

   She hauled the moneybag out of the truck. 

   Becker joined them. “Where’s my share?”

   “We haven’t divided it up yet,” said Felix. “We’re just carrying it to our carts now.” He found another moneybag and handed it to Becker.

   Halverson wedged his way between two parked cars to reach the armored truck. He spotted one of the ghouls maundering two car lengths away. It bothered Halverson that he had lost track of the two remaining ghouls that he had previously sighted. Where had they gotten to? he wondered. 

   “How many bags do we take?” asked Reba. 

   “Only one,” answered Halverson. “You need to keep your weapon in one hand.”

   “Not very efficient,” said Becker. “We’ll be unloading for a while at that rate.”

   “There’s a dolly in here,” said Felix. He wheeled it toward the tailgate.

   “There’s no room for it between all these crashed vehicles,” said Halverson, scanning the vicinity. “We can barely fit between them ourselves.”

   “There must be a better way.”

   “There is,” said Becker. “Three of us could take two bags at a time and one of us could guard the others.”

   “That means leaving behind all our weapons, except for our guard’s.”

   “Who’s gonna steal them?”

   “The problem is, we may have to leave in a hurry and abandon them here.”

   “Then we’ll get more somewhere else.”

   “I’ve still got my gun,” said Felix.

   “Who gets to guard us?” asked Reba.

   “It’ll have to be me,” said Halverson. “I can see those things approaching before anyone else can.”

   “Surprise, surprise,” said Becker dryly.

    “Makes sense,” said Felix.

   “But why does he get to wear the goggles?” asked Becker.

   “Because they’re his.”

   “Not the way I hear it. He ripped them off at LAX.”

   “Let’s not argue about it,” said Reba. “We need to do this and get out of here as fast as possible. That mob from the bonfire is heading this way.”

   “Let’s keep our voices down,” said Halverson sotto voce. “One of those things is about twenty feet away to my right.”

   “Where are the other two? Weren’t there two more?”

   “That’s what’s bugging me. I can’t locate them.”

   Felix handed Reba and Becker another moneybag. 

   “I think I can carry two of these bags in each hand,” said Felix, lifting a moneybag and glancing at it. 

   He slid four moneybags to the tailgate, climbed out of the back of the truck, grabbed two bags by their necks with his left hand, and dragged them out over the tailgate. With his right hand he grabbed the other two bags and dragged them out.

   Halverson located another creature. It was rooting through an ancient station wagon not far away from its grisly companion. That left one unaccounted for, decided Halverson.

   “We’re all set,” said Felix.

   “Who leads?” asked Reba. “It’s too dark to see a clear path anywhere.”

   “That leaves me,” said Halverson.

   “So what else is new?” said Becker. 

   Halverson ignored Becker’s dig and made his way to the front of the group. “Let’s go.”

   “There’s one problem with that.”

   “Which is?” 

   “What if we get attacked here in the back? With you up front, you won’t be able to see back here to warn us.”

   “I’ll be looking everywhere, checking out all directions.”

   “Just make sure you keep checking behind you. You lose us, you lose the money too.”

   






   

   CHAPTER SIXTEEN

   

   Halverson wended his way through the labyrinth of abandoned cars toward the three motor carts on the sidewalk. He could make out through his green-tinted surroundings Victoria sitting in the lead cart. He could also make out a horde of zombies trudging steadily closer to her. He didn’t know if she could see them through the darkness. The bonfire burning behind them may have highlighted them for her. 

   He doubted they could see her as they marched drunkenly through the cemetery.

   He checked his right flank and made out the two creatures he had already pinpointed earlier. The fact that he still hadn’t located their buddy continued to niggle at him. 

   He knew the creature had to be here somewhere close by. Those things just couldn’t move fast enough for it to have vacated the area. 

   He did a 360 and came up empty. Where the hell had it gone? he wondered.

   He watched the throngs of creatures lumbering through the cemetery tripping over tombstones and trampling over each other in their eagerness to forage. It didn’t look like they had spotted Victoria. At this point they didn’t seem to have any goal other than to explore the entire cemetery. 

   “We’re almost at the carts,” he said over his shoulder in a low voice to the others.

   The vanguard of the creatures would reach the open gate in the chain-link fence soon, Halverson realized, and then they would spill through it onto the sidewalk and street. He wanted the motor carts to be on the move before that happened. 

   Halverson stepped onto the sidewalk, followed by the others. “We need to pack up and get moving.”

   Becker, Reba, and Felix loaded their moneybags into the backs of their carts. 

   “The things aren’t here yet,” said Felix, dumping the last of his four moneybags into his cart. “There’s still more money in the truck. I’m going back.”

   “There isn’t time,” said Halverson. 

   “You don’t have to come with me. I know the way.”

   “Those things will be here before you get back.”

   “We only got a couple million bucks so far. There’s millions more in the truck.”

   “And at least three more of those creatures prowling around the truck.”

   “They can’t catch me. The way those things move, they couldn’t even catch my grandma. Is anyone else coming with me?”

   “I think we should leave now,” said Reba. She glanced apprehensively toward the graveyard.

   “It’ll only take me a couple minutes. I could use help carrying the other moneybags.”

   “We need to go,” said Halverson. “There’s no telling what we’re gonna run into up ahead.”

   “We left our weapons behind at the truck, too. Remember.”

   “We don’t have time to get them. We still have some weapons left in the carts.”

   There was no reasoning with him, Halverson realized.

   Felix bolted off the sidewalk into the hugger-mugger of car wreckage on the street.

   “We’ll wait for you,” Becker called after him.

   Halverson gave Becker a look. “The minute one of those things comes through the gate, we’re out of here.”

   “Speak for yourself.” 

   “Let’s leave now,” said Victoria from the first cart. “This place gives me the creeps.”

   “We can’t leave Felix,” said Becker. 

   “I told him not to go,” said Halverson. 

   “There’s more money in the truck.”

   “The money’s not gonna do us any good if everybody in the world is dead.”

   “We don’t know that.”

   “Six million bucks ain’t hay,” said Reba. 

   Halverson suddenly realized that none of the moneybags were in his cart. Becker had two in his cart and Reba and Felix had six in theirs. Becker, too, took note of the inequity and decided to redistribute the wealth. He snared two moneybags from Felix’s cart and stuffed them into his.

   “What are you doing?” demanded Reba, her arms akimbo.

   “I have more room in my cart, since I don’t have a passenger.”

   “Felix isn’t gonna like this.”

   “Felix isn’t here.”

   “It’s his money in the first place.”

   “It’s not his money. He was just guarding it. It’s as much ours as it is his.”

   “What’s taking him so long?” said Victoria, screwing up her face with worry.

   “Anyone got a cigarette I can bum?” asked Reba. 

   Nobody answered.

   In the silence a shot rang out. Halverson and the others started.

   “Where’d that come from?” asked Becker.

   “It sounded like it came from the truck,” said Reba.

   “It must’ve been Felix,” said Halverson. “Christ, I told him not to fire his gun.”

   Indeed, Halverson could see now that the mobs of creatures in the graveyard were holding up their decomposing heads and also trying to figure out where the noise had come from.

   Four more gunshots popped in rapid succession.

   Alarmed, Halverson peered in the direction of the reports. In the green landscape he thought he could distinguish two figures grappling with each other amongst the abandoned cars. Another gunshot cracked. Halverson saw one of the figures drop behind a car. The other figure remained standing. Hopefully, it was Felix, but it was difficult for Halverson to see through the gloom, even with the aid of the NVGs.

   “What’s going on?” said Reba, reacting to the gunshots. 

   Halverson glanced at the open gate. His worst fears were realized. The creatures had zeroed in on the gunfire and the first knot of them were stumbling through the gate onto the sidewalk.

   “We need to beat it,” he said.

   “We need to wait for Felix,” said Becker. “He’s got the money.”

   Halverson watched a particularly gruesome middle-aged male zombie wearing a USC maroon sweatshirt shamble out of the graveyard through the gateway and onto the sidewalk in quest of the explosions it had heard. One of the lenses in its wire-rim spectacles was cracked and the creature’s eye behind it was half-shut as if something was irritating it.

   Tufts of white hair curled out of the sides of its head like pinewood shavings, while the bald crown of its head shined like it had been simonized.

   A prominent bulbous nose bisected its grimacing face. The creature plucked its festering nose and half of it slid off in its hand to reveal maggots devouring its upper gums. The creature tossed the bolus of moldering nose to the ground.

   Halverson wanted to throw up.

   “Those things know where we are now,” he said. “They’re making a beeline toward us.”

   “We can’t just leave Felix behind,” said Reba. “Why don’t we honk our horns so he knows we want to leave?”

   “If you honk a horn, the things will find us even faster.”

   “You’re forgetting he’s got more money with him,” said Becker. “Surely we can wait a few more minutes.”

   The half-nosed zombie was impossible to ignore any longer, decided Halverson. The thing was closing in on Reba’s back.

   Pitchfork in hand, Halverson charged the creature as it reached for Reba, who was gazing into the darkness toward the armored truck. Halverson jabbed the prongs into the creature’s head, transfixing its decrepit excuse for a nose. 

   The creature lost a step but kept coming. 

   Halverson realized he must have missed the brain.

   He yanked the pitchfork’s prongs out of the creature’s head then thrust them back at its eyes, smashing through the lenses in its crazed spectacles. One of the prongs pierced the festering eye. Halverson jammed the prongs to the hilt into the brain. 

   Not knowing the creature was behind her, Reba let out a scream of shock and surprise as the ghoul crumpled to the sidewalk.

   As she screamed, Felix came barging onto the sidewalk, a moneybag in his hand.

   “Where’s the rest of it?” demanded Becker. “You said there was more than one bag.”

   “I had to leave them.”

   “Why?” 

   “One of those things ambushed me at the truck,” said Felix, hurling the moneybag into the back of his cart. “Where are the rest of the bags?” he snapped, noticing that two of the moneybags were missing from his cart.

   “I put them in my cart. There’s more room in my cart.”

   Felix glared at Becker. “That’s my money.”

   “It belongs to all of us. We’re all in this together. We all helped you.”

   Felix didn’t look convinced of Becker’s sincerity. “As long as you don’t have any plans of your own.”

   “What’s that supposed to mean?”

   “We don’t have time to argue about this,” Halverson chimed in. “What took you so long?” he asked Felix. “I told you not to use your gun.”

   “I didn’t have any choice. One of those things ambushed me when I was leaving with the moneybags. I had to drop the bags and fight the thing off.”

   “Why did you shoot it? You could have used your spade.”

   “The fucking dirty thing bit me. It wouldn’t let go of me. I had to shoot it. I kept shooting it and shooting it and it wouldn’t let go till I blew its brains out.”

   “Why would it bite you?” asked Reba, dumbfounded. 

   “Haven’t any of you been paying attention?” said Halverson, growing impatient. “Those things eat people. That’s all they do.” He faced Felix. “You said it bit you?”

   “Yeah.” Felix rubbed his arm in its bloody sleeve. “Now I’ll need a tetanus shot. Its teeth were filthy.”

   “Want your mommy to kiss it for you?” said Becker in a falsetto voice, checking out Felix’s wound.

   “I want you to kiss my ass.”

   Another creature staggered toward Halverson. He kicked it away and sprang toward his cart, pitchfork in hand. 

   “There’s no time to waste,” he said.

   He knew what the others didn’t know—that Felix would morph into a zombie. Now that Felix had been bitten by one of them, it was only a matter of time before he turned. Halverson had no idea how long that would take. 

   From what Halverson had observed, most infected people didn’t turn until after they had died. However, he wasn’t a hundred percent certain you had to die before becoming a ghoul. Once the plague pathogen entered your bloodstream, it was fatal without exception. 

   There was no way Halverson was going to tell Felix he was doomed. Halverson couldn’t take that risk. There was no telling what Felix might do if he found out he was a walking dead man. Halverson would just have to keep his eyes peeled for any strange behavior on Felix’s part. 

   When the time came where Halverson saw Felix was turning, he would have to kill Felix. No other options existed. The only cure for the reanimation phase of the disease was death itself, which entailed atomizing the plague victim’s brain.

   Halverson hopped into the driver’s seat of his cart and fired the ignition. He peeled off.

   Becker was right behind him, and Felix and Reba behind Becker.

   A horde of marauding zombies burst through the gateway, collapsing part of the adjacent fence with the impetus of their numbers and dragging it along with them as they pursued Halverson and his band with the bumbling, uncertain steps of tykes taking their first steps. Except these disease-racked creatures with a taste for living human flesh weren’t cute little rug rats . . .

   






   

   CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

   

   “Look at all those things,” said Felix as he steered his motor cart and took in the multitudes of creatures swarming through the cemetery on his right. He coughed. 

   “Lucky that fence is still standing,” said Reba beside him.

   “But for how long?”

   “We’ll be out of here by the time it falls.”

   Felix saw one of the creatures lunge toward him from the motor vehicles abandoned on the road. His left hand on the steering wheel, he grabbed the remaining shovel in his motor cart and thrust its metal blade at the creature to stave it off. 

   The creature tripped and fell to the wayside.

   “There are too many of these things,” said Felix. “We have no chance.”

   “You didn’t help matters any,” said Becker, driving in front of Felix. “You took way too long to get back to us.”

   “Yeah? If it wasn’t for me, we wouldn’t have a plugged nickel. Now we got a couple million, at least.”

   “We’d have even more if you hadn’t left moneybags behind when you fled.”

   “Watch your mouth or you won’t get a cut of the take, you lazy moocher.”

   “Why don’t we call a spade a spade, while we’re at it? You failed. You went to get the rest of the money and you blew it, you loser.”

   Apoplectic, Felix arched upright in his seat, clenching his fists around the steering wheel, his knuckles turning white. “I’m cutting you out, fuckhead! You’re getting squat! You hear me!” 

   “Why do you think you’ve spent your entire life schlepping other people’s money around and not your own?” Becker answered his own question. “Because you’re a bottom feeder.”

   “And you’re a world-class pervert!” blurted Felix.

   “Are you challenging me?”

   “Are you trying to be the alpha male here?”

   “I must be doing something right. I’m at the top of the food chain.”

   “The creatures will be at the top, if we don’t get a move on it,” chimed in Halverson.

   Becker waved his hand dismissively at him.

   “Where do they all come from?” said Reba in awe, surveying the living dead traipsing through the cemetery.

   Halverson could hear the creatures rattling the chain-link fence on his right as they washed against it. Several of the wasted ghouls with emaciated arms that were little more than bones were able to stick their arms through the links in the fence and grope toward him as he drove past them. 

   However, the fence was just out of reach of the sidewalk and the creatures’ arms flailed without effect. 

   Halverson circumnavigated the corner of the fence and, continuing on the sidewalk, drove in the direction of the freeway ramp. Piles of the creatures pressed against every inch of the fence, it seemed to him. There must have been thousands of those diseased carcasses trudging through the graveyard. 

   “We’re never gonna get out of this,” he heard Felix say behind him.

   Halverson didn’t want to think about it. 

   If he allowed himself to think about it, he would cave in and give up to the crushing numbers of the zombies. He had to stay focused on his goal of escaping the graveyard and heading for the ocean. Those things couldn’t be infesting the ocean as well as the land, could they? It didn’t bear thinking about.

   He kept driving down the sidewalk, keeping an eye out for creatures straggling through the crashed cars on the road to his left. As long as the graveyard’s Cyclone fence managed to hold fast on his right, they were still in business. 

   He heard Felix coughing behind him. It was the onset of the plague, Halverson figured. He wondered how long it would take before Felix turned. Maybe if they could find a hospital or drugstore, they could treat the wound with antibiotics to fight and at least delay the incubation of the disease. 

   One thing at a time, Halverson told himself. First they had to find a hidey-hole. Then maybe they could scrounge up medication for Felix.

   The flimsy motor carts trundled along the sidewalk. 

   Halverson caught sight of two creatures stumbling out from between crashed cars on the road toward the sidewalk up ahead of him.

   The male creature towered over its scrawny companion. The male ghoul wore a dirt-streaked angora sweater and a bloodstained grey New York Yankees ball cap. The sweater appeared powder blue, but it was difficult for Halverson to be sure on account of the distortion of colors caused by his night-vision goggles which tinted everything green.

   The creature was shambling forward with its mouth hanging open like it was a juicehead, its white-filmed eyes staring blankly ahead. The socket around its left eye was in such an advanced state of decomposition that Halverson fancied he could see a portion of the creature’s brain exposed. 

   Halverson felt sick. The creature was ugly enough without the interior of its rotting head being revealed. 

   To top off the creature’s grotesqueness, Halverson could now see that a section of its moribund entrails was protruding below its sweater and flopping along as the thing walked.

   Halverson could not stand looking at the creature any longer. He peered at its companion. Unfortunately, the female ghoul was, if possible, even less of a beauty than the male. 

   The short, fragile female was wearing a black beret and a tattered black pantsuit. Its hideous visage fixed in a scowl, the creature was wearing black sunglasses despite the darkness. The creature’s powdery white complexion seemed to be moldering and sloughing off its face even as the monster scuffed forward.

   Out of nowhere, a third ghoul joined them from behind. They were now lined in a row as they shuffled and jerked forward.

   This third creature was a slight male wearing sunglasses with pink-tinted lenses. One of the creature’s ears was missing, displaced by mortifying flesh. In danger of falling off because one of their bows had no support, the sunglasses were slipping down the side of the ghoul’s oozing skull where the ear should have been. 

   The creature was sporting a flower-printed silk button-down shirt. The shirt hung on the creature’s rawboned, withered frame as it would on a scarecrow.

   The creatures incarcerated in the graveyard on Halverson’s right were crammed against the chain-link fence and rattling it restively as he drove by them.

   Halverson ignored their racket. 

   His immediate concern was the three creatures on his left who were closing ground on him. No matter how much he wanted to use his Glock on them, he knew he could not without exacerbating the zombies in the cemetery. If they became agitated enough, they might be able to trample over the fence penning them in. With all those zombies converging on them, Halverson knew he and his group would have no chance.

   The three creatures on his left moving in on him were another story. They had to be dealt with, he knew. They were now approaching him in tandem.

   He snagged the shovel that lay on the console to his right. As he gripped the steering wheel in his left hand, he took aim at Juicehead with his right.

   Driving near Juicehead, Halverson jabbed the steel blade of the shovel into Juicehead’s gawking mouth. 

   The shovel in its mouth, Juicehead stumbled backward into its companions Black Beret and Pinky. 

   Propelled by the motion of the motor cart, the shovel continued shoving all three of the creatures until they toppled like tenpins. Victoria clapped her hands and cheered.

   “Strike!” she cried.

   He wrested the shovel from Juicehead’s mouth as the creature fell. He knew the three weren’t dead, but they would burn a lot of time trying to stand up what with their lack of coordination. By then, Halverson and the other carts would be safely past them.

   But there was more trouble up ahead.

   






   

   CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

   

   Two creatures had a woman pinned on the sidewalk. They were crouching over the massive hole in her stomach, plucking out internal organs, and gobbling them down. One had a hold of a kidney, it looked like to Halverson, and was raising it to its yawning mouth. The other creature was chewing on a bloody lung. 

   He glanced at Victoria when he heard her gasp. White-faced, she looked like she was going to be sick.

   Rapt in their meal, the creatures didn’t even look up as Halverson drove toward them. They were blocking the sidewalk. He could not pass them. 

   He stopped the cart, grabbed the pitchfork this time, hurtled out of his seat, and charged the two feasting creatures. The first one was a male with a melon-shaped head. Pitchfork in hand, Halverson lunged at the creature’s head as it scarfed down the kidney. Halverson thrust the pitchfork’s prongs through one of the creature’s eyes, killing it.

   Halverson jerked the prongs out of the creature’s brain and stormed toward the remaining creature, a female, who was tearing out chunks of the lung with its jagged, festering teeth as it held the lung with two hands. The creature was a short, overweight teenager wearing a tattered red sweater. Its straight, thick black hair bracketed its sneering face like a window’s drawn curtain. 

   Aroused by disgust for the monster, Halverson plunged the pitchfork too abruptly at the thing and pierced its throat instead of his intended target, its head. 

   The creature flinched from the blow. Other than that, the ghoul didn’t care. Skewered by the pitchfork’s prongs in its throat, the ghoul continued to chow down the lung that was oozing blood all over its mouth.

   Halverson hoicked the prongs out of the creature’s throat and rammed them with such adrenaline-charged force into the creature’s head that he split the skull in half at eye level and raised the pitchfork in the air with the top half of the creature’s head impaled on the prongs. 

   Halverson had to climb out of his motor cart to clean the mass of carnage and gore off the sidewalk so he could resume driving. 

   Becker pulled up behind Halverson’s cart. “What’s the problem?”

   “We need to get these corpses off the sidewalk.”

   “Why? We don’t have time for this. Three of those things are coming at us from behind. Let’s go around this mess.”

   Was Becker really as dense as he sounded? wondered Halverson. “Can’t you see there’s no room?”

   “I can’t see much of anything in this darkness.”

   The guy had a point, Halverson realized. He had forgotten he was the only one wearing NVGs.

   “Help me clear the sidewalk,” said Halverson.

   Felix and Reba drove up. 

   “What happened?” asked Felix.

   “The sidewalk’s blocked. Help me get it cleared.”

   “Why isn’t Becker helping?” asked Felix, clambering out of his motor cart, Reba at his side.

   “Why do you even bother to ask?” said Reba.

   “I’ll keep watch for those things behind us,” said Becker. 

   Reba rolled her eyes.

   Her face ashen, Victoria nevertheless climbed out of her cart to help them remove the carcasses. She couldn’t go through with it. The grisly sight of the three cadavers was too much for her. She dashed off the sidewalk and puked in the street.

   “I don’t blame her,” said Reba, crinkling her nose and half closing her eyes as she helped Halverson and Felix haul the bodies off the sidewalk. “That stink—”

   “I know,” said Felix.

   “Let’s just get this over with and get out of here,” said Halverson.

   These two zombies had once been people like everyone else, he realized. He told himself he should try to remember that. But then again, if he did remember, it would make it all that much harder to kill them—and they had to be destroyed. There was no question of that. The things were infected with plague. They could not be allowed to walk the earth.

   “Those three things behind us are getting closer,” warned Becker from his cart.

   “What would we do without him?” deadpanned Reba to Felix.

   Halverson and the others finished heaving the zombie carcasses off the sidewalk. Then they had to clear away the human cadaver that had been mutilated and cannibalized by the zombies. 

   It was a stomach-churning sight, Halverson knew. Still, they had to remove her from the sidewalk. Her chest had been savagely torn apart by the creatures that had then feasted on her innards. The sidewalk was splattered with gobbets of gore, bone splinters, and blood.

   Halverson saw Reba shut her eyes as she gripped a remaining stump of arm on the woman and helped him and Felix drag the body off the sidewalk and into the road.

   The way was clear.

   Felix and Reba darted back to their carts. 

   Halverson caught sight of the pallid Victoria bowed over in the road, her hands on her knees, trying to collect herself. He gathered her and hustled her back to their cart. 

   She managed to climb into her seat without his help.

   He fired the ignition. He put the cart into gear. He accelerated.

   He could not believe what he saw coming at him through the darkness on the sidewalk ahead.

   






   

   CHAPTER NINETEEN

   

   Wearing khaki Bermuda shorts and an Abercrombie and Fitch T-shirt, a teenager was Rollerblading down the sidewalk toward Halverson. The youth was flailing his hands at his sides as if trying to maintain his balance.

   Halverson could not figure out if the teen was human or had turned. The characteristic stumbling of the creatures wasn’t visible in the teen, as he wasn’t walking. Too, Halverson could not clearly discern the teenager’s eyes. He could not tell if they were clouded with white film. 

   Halverson didn’t know what to do. He didn’t want to run into the teen if he was a living human being. Halverson had to make up his mind quickly.

   His mouth gaping, the teen was having trouble steering the Rollerblades, Halverson noticed. The teen was rolling forward like a runaway train, it looked like to Halverson. To Halverson it suggested the teen was a creature.

   Halverson needed to make sure, though, before he attempted to whack the teen.

   “Hello,” Halverson called out.

   “Who are you talking to?” asked Victoria, facing him.

   She returned to peering at the sidewalk up ahead, trying to discern somebody in the blackness as the wind rushed into her face through the open windshield.

   “Somebody’s coming toward us,” Halverson told her.

   The teen didn’t answer Halverson’s salutation and continued to thrash with his arms as he skated on the sidewalk directly toward Halverson’s cart. The teen wasn’t actually skating, he was merely coasting along without moving his feet, Halverson realized. Halverson tried to get his head around what was happening.

   It was apparent that the teen had no muscular coordination, since he could not move his feet and could only windmill his arms fruitlessly.

   Halverson couldn’t take any chances. He decided the teen was one of the walking dead and aimed his motor cart at the onrushing skater. Unable to steer out of the way, the out-of-control teen slammed into the front hood of the motor cart.

   Victoria jumped in her seat and screamed at the unexpected impact.

   The torso of the teen jackknifed down onto the cart’s hood. The teen’s face slammed into the steel hood. As the teen’s head pounded down, Halverson could see that half its face was necrotic and infested with maggots.

   Halverson sighed with relief that he had made the correct call. The teen was a ghoul, after all. Now all Halverson had to do was get its cadaver off his hood. 

   “Could you push that body off the hood without touching the thing?” he asked Victoria.

   She glanced down at the shovel on her left, latched onto its haft, raised it with both hands, and shoved the blade at the corpse to dislodge it from the hood. It was difficult for her to manhandle the long shovel in the small cart. 

   What made her task even more difficult was the fact that the creature was still alive. Grimacing and working its jaws, it was squirming on the hood, though it manifested feeble strength.

    Straining, Victoria was able to poke and prod the stiff off the hood with the shovel’s blade. The creature tried to bite and grab the curved metal—to no avail. 

   It wasn’t long before the cadaver slid off the hood and plummeted to the sidewalk to the right of the cart.

   Halverson kept driving, flooring the gas pedal, urging the cart to go faster.

   Once they got past the cemetery crammed with ghouls, he would feel safer.

   He heard a commotion to his left amongst the gridlock of abandoned cars on Wilshire. He turned his head to the left to see someone clambering over a sports car’s roof, making toward the sidewalk. 

   “Help!” the man cried as he landed on the side of the sports car nearest Halverson.

   He waved in Halverson’s direction.

   Halverson slowed his cart. 

   His face a mask of terror, the thirtyish man barreled out from the crashed cars. He waved his arms at Halverson to flag him down.

   Halverson figured the guy had to be human. 

   “Those things are coming after me,” the man told Halverson, drawing up to Halverson’s side.

   The guy had a bald head, large ears, and a flaxen mustache. His white button-down shirt was torn with the shirttails hanging out of his dark trousers, but Halverson didn’t detect any blood on it, leading Halverson to hope that the man hadn’t been bitten and infected by a ghoul.

   “There’s room in the cart behind me,” said Halverson. 

   “Thanks,” said the man.

   Becker’s cart pulled to a halt behind Halverson’s.

   “What’s the delay?” demanded Becker.

   The bald man dashed toward Becker’s cart. He snatched the moneybag that was in the cart’s passenger seat and tossed the bag into the back.

   Becker’s eyes widened at the sight. He looked none too pleased to accept a passenger. 

   “What are you trying to do?” asked Becker, as the man sat next to him.

   “They said I could ride with you,” answered the man. “I couldn’t fit in the seat with that bag in it.”

   “He can help us,” Halverson told Becker.

   Becker shook his head, but made no attempt to deny the man a seat. For that matter, he made no attempt to welcome the man either. 

   The only concession Becker granted the new addition to their retinue was asking him his name.

   “Hank Mannering,” replied the man. He held out his hand for Becker to shake.

   Becker didn’t take the cue. He continued driving.

   Irked at the slight, Mannering managed to shrug it off. “You look familiar,” he added, squinting at Becker.

   “I’m Oliver Becker.”

   “Oh yeah. You look like somebody on TV. I’m glad I didn’t recognize you on account of seeing you in a mug shot.”

   “What’s that supposed to mean?” asked Becker, training a cursory glare at Mannering.

   “Sort of an inside joke. I’m a police officer.”

   “Oh,” said Becker, not amused. “Why aren’t you in uniform?”

   “I was off duty when this catastrophe or whatever it is happened.”

   “We believe it’s the plague,” chipped in Halverson, overhearing them.

   “That’s what he says, anyway,” Becker told Mannering.

   Moments later, Halverson could see why Mannering had looked so terrified when he pelted out from the cars. 

   Clad in a black jacket and black pants, a female ghoul about five three came lurching out between the fenders of two cars parked in tandem on Wilshire. Eerie in the extreme, the creature had black eyes with white film on them. 

   It wore its brunette hair so tightly bound to its head that the hair looked like an Olympic swimmer’s cap. To complete the intimidating and grotesque effect of its face, the ghoul had a long hooked nose that dominated its hatchet face that bore a gutta-percha complexion. But that was nothing compared to the fearsome aspect of the lower portion of the face. 

   Below the ghoul’s nose was a mortifying mouth with wasted lips and yellow snaggleteeth that clamped an amputated hand. The creature was munching on the bleeding hand as it barged out of the road toward the sidewalk. Blood streamed out of the corners of the creature’s mouth and down its desiccated neck.

   “Christ!” said Becker. “Let’s get out of here.”

   Halverson didn’t need to be told twice. He was already peeling off down the sidewalk when he heard Becker’s voice screaming behind him.

   Becker shifted into first gear and sped after Halverson.

   Felix and Reba were right behind Becker.

   






   

   CHAPTER TWENTY

   

   Off to his left, out of the corner of his eye, Halverson could see scattered creatures worming through the maze of junked cars on Wilshire.

   As long as the creatures stayed on the road, it would be fine with Halverson. With the sidewalk clear, he could keep driving until his group reached the freeway at the cemetery’s perimeter. 

   “We should reach the 405 soon,” he said.

   “Then what?” asked Victoria.

   That could pose a problem, Halverson knew. “We’ll have to get off the sidewalk.”

   “And go where? The road’s clogged.”

   “Wilshire’s clogged. We don’t know about the smaller surface streets near the freeway.”

   He drove past a grimy vintage station wagon on Wilshire. The car had six weathered surfboards roped to a rack on its roof. Printed with a Magic Marker on a cardboard sign taped to the vehicle’s door was an ad announcing Surfing Lessons.

   The station wagon was rocking on its tires.

   In the closed window above the sign, blood was splashing the safety glass from the car’s interior as two creatures were intent on tearing apart a middle-aged man who was wearing black plastic spectacles in the front seat. 

   Halverson flinched at the Grand Guignol spectacle. Blood jetted out of the man’s severed jugular. The closed windows of the vehicle muffled the man’s screams, sparing his and Victoria’s ears. He felt relieved Victoria couldn’t see the gut-wrenching massacre without the aid of night-vision goggles. 

   “This is hopeless,” she said, staring ahead. “Are we the last people on earth?”

   “We have to keep looking for other survivors.”

   “A world ruled by zombies. Do those things have any feelings?”

   “No.”

   “How did everything go downhill so fast?” 

   It sounded like a rhetorical question, Halverson decided. How could anyone know the answer?

   “Plague,” he said.

   “But what caused it?”

   In the second cart, Mannering told Becker, “This is totally insane. And you know what?”

   “What?” said Becker, only half listening.

   “It’s hopeless. I stood and watched helplessly as a bunch of those things tore apart my best friend right in front of my eyes.” Mannering brought his hand over his eyes as if trying to block out the memory. “Ripped him to shreds.”

   “Christ,” was all Becker could think of to say.

   When Mannering opened his eyes he glimpsed the tools that lay in the middle of the cart. “What are those for?”

   “Weapons.”

   Mannering nodded. “I wish I had my Sig Sauer. Or an M16. It could blow the crap out of those things.” He ran his eyes along the hafts of the tools to the back of the cart and saw the moneybags. “What’s in those bags?”

   Becker didn’t answer off the bat. He knew Mannering was a cop and, regardless, he didn’t want to cut another partner in on the take.

   “Dirty laundry,” Becker said at last.

   Mannering sniggered. “Are we going to a Laundromat?”

   Halverson could hear them over the soft purr of the motor carts. These carts were so quiet, he wondered if they were half-electric. It wouldn’t surprise him if they were. That was the last thing they needed, he decided, listening to Mannering—letting a cop in on the swag. He doubted Mannering believed the bags contained laundry. 

   Halverson wasn’t going to worry about it. The zombies demanded his immediate attention. Everything else was an afterthought. 

   A spanking new cream and brown Lincoln Continental was parked in the road up ahead. A middle-aged woman with short brunette curly hair was grappling with creatures in the front seat.

   She contrived to stick her head out the open passenger window. She wore smoke-tinted sunglasses whose lenses changed their hue depending on the amount of sunlight striking them. Short and pudgy, she wore a Gucci white blouse and a buttonless Versace black silk moiré vest.

   At least three creatures that Halverson could see were sharing the spacious Lincoln with her. They were dividing her between them.

   The woman’s black eyes bulged out of her face. Heavily made up with false eyelashes and mascara, she had a florid complexion and a carbuncled nose indicating her fondness for booze. 

   Whether she was drunk now or not made no difference to the ghouls. They pawed at and tore her blouse, ripped it off, and started yanking her arms out of their sockets. One creature took a bite out of her wrist and spat her platinum, diamond-encrusted Patek Philippe watch out of its bloody mouth.

   Sickened by the sight, Halverson felt his heartbeat accelerating and his blood pressure soaring. He told himself to keep cool.

   Terrified, on the verge of passing out, the woman screamed as blood spurted from her shredded and now-empty arm socket. Her head out the window, she screamed for help as another creature chomped her throat. Blood spurted out of her severed carotid artery and gushed all over the Tiffany diamond necklace adorning her throat, splattering the dashboard, the headliner, and the cream leather seats of her Lincoln with metallic crimson.

   Hysterical, she screamed for help.

   Two of the creatures acted like a tag team. The creature biting into her throat kept gnawing through it like a beaver gnawing a tree bole, while the other creature snared the woman’s head and hiked it off her blood-soaked neck that had been reduced to threads of tattered flesh and cartilage.

   Victoria heard the woman shriek. “Who’s that? I can’t see.”

   “The ghouls got her,” said Halverson.

   He kept driving. He wondered how many more atrocities he would have to witness before the night was done. He didn’t know how many more he could stomach. All he knew was he was still alive. For how much longer he didn’t know. 

   He floored the accelerator.

   He reached Sepulveda Boulevard. The eight lanes of Wilshire were still clogged with abandoned cars. He decided to head north on Sepulveda, which was a narrow street that contained less cars than Wilshire. He stayed on the congestion-free sidewalk for now. The cemetery fence skirted the eastern side of Sepulveda.

   Most of the zombies that had lined the outside of the chain-link fence were now shoehorned into the cemetery, having been attracted by the bonfire. They seemed to be driven by a herd instinct, decided Halverson. In any case, now but a few creatures roamed around the sidewalk outside the fence.

   Halverson reached a narrow street that was perpendicular to Sepulveda and heading west underneath the freeway. On his right he noticed that the street issued from the gated cemetery. Victoria noticed the same thing.

   “We could have come out this way and saved ourselves some time,” she said.

   With his NVGs Halverson could see that the cemetery gate had a padlock on it. “Except that gate has a lock on it.”

   Whereas once the zombies were lining the outside of the fence trying to get inside it, they were now lining the inside of it pressing against it to get out. 

   “Good,” said Victoria. “The cemetery can be their cage. That’s where those things belong.”

   Three of the creatures mooched along the sidewalk. 

   They must have spotted the approaching motor cart, decided Halverson, because they began heading for him. 

   






   

   CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

   

   He hung a left onto the road that issued from the cemetery and drove west. Becker and the others followed him.

   The creatures’ halting lurches were no match for the motor carts, which easily outstripped the dead things. 

   The narrow road that led onto the Veterans’ Administration grounds was all but deserted. 

   Looking lost, isolated creatures roamed around the grounds. 

   Halverson kept bearing west.

   “Do you know where you’re going?” asked Victoria.

   “I’m heading west.”

   “What will we find there?”

   “I don’t know, but we can’t stay here, not with those things all over the place. We have to go somewhere.”

   “I hate those things,” she said, noticing one staggering some ten feet away from them.

   He said nothing.

   “It feels like we’re going around in circles,” she said.

   Maybe they were, he decided. It was difficult to tell where he was headed in the surreal green and black world he was trying to negotiate wearing his night-vision goggles. 

   “We’re OK,” he said.

   “We really don’t have any chance at all, do we?”

   “Chance of what?” he said, pretending not to understand her drift.

   “Chance of getting out of this alive. Those creatures are everywhere.”

   Halverson heard Becker toot his horn behind him. Halverson glanced in the rearview mirror and saw Becker waving at him. Halverson slowed his vehicle to a halt under the freeway overpass.

   Becker stopped next to him. 

   “Do you have any idea where you’re going?” demanded Becker.

   “We’re heading west,” answered Halverson.

   “We need some kind of plan,” said Mannering. 

   “We’re heading west to see if anyone else is still alive. We can get a boat on the ocean if everybody we run into is infected.”

   “We’ve got a problem,” said Reba, who was sitting next to Felix in the third cart.

   Halverson looked at her.

   “Felix’s wound is infected,” she went on. “We need antibiotics for it.”

   Indeed, Felix looked white-faced, Halverson could see.

   “I’m OK,” said Felix. 

   Reba looked at Felix then back at Halverson. “He’s not OK. He needs meds.”

   “He’s got the plague,” said Halverson. “Meds won’t help him.”

   “How do you know? You’re not a doctor, are you?”

   “No.”

   “Then you don’t know. We can’t just do nothing and let him die from a stupid bite.”

   “It’s not like we have a choice.”

   Reba shook her head. “We need to get to a hospital or a pharmacy somewhere to get antibiotics.”

   “I’m not gonna die from a little bite,” said Felix. “It’s just a wound.”

   “Then why do you look like shit?”

   “Thank you very much.”

   “If the rest of the world is like this, then what’s the point?” said Mannering. “We might as well find the nearest gin mill and get tanked.”

   “We can’t give up,” said Halverson. “If we give up, what’s the point of anything?”

   “You sound like one of those self-motivational speakers that get all the megabucks.” 

   “You sound like a rummy.”

   “Could you two knock if off?” said Victoria. “This isn’t getting us anywhere. We need to stay focused on what we’re doing.”

   “What are we doing?” asked Becker.

   “We need a plan,” said Mannering. “That’s our problem—we don’t have a plan.”

   “I told you already,” said Halverson. “We’re going to the ocean.”

   “Not before we get meds,” said Reba. 

   “Even if Felix is beyond help?” said Becker.

   “We don’t know that.”

   “You wish I was beyond help,” Felix snarled at Becker. “Then you could try being the alpha male without me around.”

   “I don’t have to try anything,” said Becker. “I already know it.”

   “You don’t know jack.”

   “You’re out of your head. The disease is affecting your mind.”

   “The UCLA medical center is near here in Westwood,” pointed out Mannering.

   “Forget it,” said Halverson. “The whole complex is overrun with ghouls.”

   “How do you know?”

   “I just came from there. I was supposed to meet my brother there. It’s infested.”

   “There’s hospitals in Santa Monica then.” 

   “Pharmacies, too,” said Reba. 

   “What kind of medicine are we looking for?” asked Becker.

   “I’d say anything with penicillin in it,” said Mannering. “That’s still the antibiotic of choice.”

   “What makes you an expert?” asked Reba.

   “We had to take courses in emergency care in the LAPD. CPR and stuff like that. They told us to treat infections with penicillin.”

   “What if you’re allergic to penicillin like me?”

   “They recommended sulfa drugs, if penicillin can’t be used.”

   “OK. Then that’s what we do next. We round up penicillin and sulfa drugs and treat Felix’s wound.” 

   Felix rolled up his sleeve and glanced at his wound. He winced. It was turning black and festering. He wrinkled his nose in disgust at the stench emanating from the discolored flesh.

   “Drugs aren’t gonna save him,” said Halverson. 

   “We already had this argument,” said Reba. “We’re not gonna give up on him. All he needs is meds. Which way do we go to get them?”

   “There’s a drugstore on Wilshire near Federal,” said Mannering.

   “Then let’s get going.”

   “I don’t know about you guys, but a cold beer would hit the spot right about now after what I’ve been through.” Mannering licked his lips.

   “We don’t have time,” said Halverson. “We need to make contact with other people and try to find out what’s happening in the rest of the world. Maybe there are areas that haven’t been hit by the plague.”

   “What are you? A teetotaler or something?” said Mannering, glaring at Halverson.

   “You don’t have to come with us,” Reba told Mannering. “You can go get a bottle of booze and crawl into a gutter somewhere.” 

   “Let’s get this straight, lady. I’m not crawling anywhere.”

   “I thought you just said you wanted to pub-crawl.”

   “I never said anything about crawling.”

   “Then just go drink yourself to death somewhere.”

   “It’d be a whole sight better dying that way than getting torn apart by one of those zombies or whatever the hell they are.”

   “You can take off if you want,” said Halverson. “You don’t have to come with us.”

   “But you’ve got the carts,” said Mannering. 

   “That’s right. And we need all of them.” 

   Becker glanced at the pile of moneybags in the back of his cart. “You don’t have to come with us. You’d probably be better off on your own. You wouldn’t have anybody to slow you down.”

   Mannering huffed. “Just saying. I want to help this guy get better as much as anybody else does.”

   Halverson could see Becker mouthing the word shit.

   “I hate to tell you this,” said Victoria, “but there are a bunch of zombies headed this way.”

   Halverson didn’t need an invitation. He put the cart in gear and drove forward.

   “Do you know how to get to Federal?” asked Mannering from Becker’s cart.

   “Yeah,” answered Halverson. “I used to live in this area for a few years before I moved to Washington, DC. I know my way around.”

   “Washington, DC?” said Becker.

   “Yeah.”

   “My old stomping grounds. I’m surprised I never saw you there. I meet a lot of journalists in my profession.”

   “I moved to Virginia soon after that.”

   Halverson wasn’t about to tell Becker or anyone else, for that matter, that he worked for the CIA.

   “Your former profession, you mean,” said Reba.

   Becker waved her off like he was swiping at a fly. 

   “I don’t know about that,” said Felix. “Once a politician, always a politician.”

   “I have a lot of powerful connections in DC,” said Becker. “I know everybody there that’s worth knowing.”

   “A lot of good it does you now,” scoffed Reba.

   Becker pooh-poohed her. “You don’t know anything about how this country really works. It’s not what you know. It’s who you know.”

   “And how much money you got,” said Felix and threw a glance at the moneybags in his cart.

   Mannering picked up on Felix’s glance, but didn’t get its significance and looked blank.

   As Halverson drove under the overpass, he flinched as a large object dropped from the overpass and landed in the street before him. Not knowing what the object was, he halted his cart before he ran into it. 

   “What was that?” asked Victoria, wide-eyed.

   “I don’t know. It happened so quickly I didn’t get a good look at it.”

   Halverson clambered out of the cart to inspect the object that had thudded on the asphalt in front of his bumper. 

   It was a creature wearing what could charitably be described as rags, he saw. And it was still alive, squirming on the asphalt and trying to get to its misshapen, filthy feet that were blanketed with blisters and open sores. 

   






   

   CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

   

   As Halverson drove forward, another creature dropped from the overpass and crashed to the ground on his right. 

   “What are they doing?” asked Victoria. “Committing suicide?”

   Halverson knew that wasn’t the case. “They’re too stupid to fear anything, including pain and death. They just do what they want.”

   “They’re like freaking lemmings,” said Mannering in the second cart with Becker.

   “But lemmings die after they jump,” said Halverson. “These things don’t.”

   Even as he spoke, another ghoul crashed to the asphalt and commenced writhing around on its broken leg trying to right itself. The creature had sustained a compound fracture, it looked like to Halverson. 

   The ghoul was wearing black shorts and Halverson could see its shattered tibia sticking through the decomposing, curdlike flesh of its now-deformed leg. On closer inspection, Halverson realized the creature wasn’t wearing shorts. It was wearing shredded slacks whose legs had been torn off at midthigh somewhere along the line.

   Supine, the creature squirmed on the road as it tried to lever itself up with spasmodic jerks of its arms. Its bootless thrashing reminded Halverson of a bug on its back trying to right itself.

   The better part of five feet away, another creature thudded on the asphalt after plummeting from the overpass.

   Halverson darted back to his vehicle. 

   He put the cart in gear and steered around the creature in his path. Halverson knew the cart was too small and didn’t have big enough wheels to run over the thing. What he had to do now was to get out from under the overpass before too many of the ghouls dropped off the bridge and blocked the road. 

   Just another obstacle, decided Halverson. That was what life gave you: obstacles.

   As he drove out from under the bridge, a creature crashed not more than a foot away from the cart’s right front fender. He was so close to the creature he could feel a rush of wind stirred by the creature’s fall. 

   Victoria jumped in her seat and let out a cry of alarm.

   Halverson kept driving, the other two carts in tow.

   He drove along the narrow winding roads through the hilly Veterans Administration complex. Hardly any traffic dotted the roads here. The VA buildings looked like dark behemoths beached on the sweeping grounds. He wondered if anybody was alive in them. Or were they infested with ghouls?

   He could see no movement in the darkened windows.

   He wondered if any of the buildings had medicine. They must, since there was a VA hospital here somewhere. He stopped his cart.

   “Why are you stopping?” asked Victoria.

   The other carts pulled up behind him. 

   “What’s the problem?” demanded Becker.

   “They might have meds here at the VA hospital,” said Halverson.

   “Yeah,” said Mannering, “but where is that? This place is a maze, especially in the dark.”

   “Anybody know where the VA hospital is?”

   Nobody answered.

   “We’ll just waste time driving around here,” said Mannering. “Let’s head for the pharmacy. It’s not far from here.”

   “I know where it is. We go back onto Wilshire.”

   Halverson caught sight of movement to his right on the sidewalk. It surprised him to see a young woman pushing a pram down the sidewalk toward his cart. He doubted she could see him in the darkness. The question was, was she an infected ghoul? He couldn’t tell from here.

   “We’ve got company,” he said.

   “Where?” asked Victoria, craning her neck, peering into the darkness.

   “To our right. A woman pushing her baby in a pram.”

   “We’ve got to help her.”

   “She might be infected. I can’t tell.” 

   She didn’t exhibit the jerky movements of the undead, noticed Halverson. She wasn’t flailing her arms, but that could be because they were resting on the baby carriage’s handle. 

   She didn’t seem to be in any hurry, wherever she was headed.

   “We can’t abandon a baby,” said Victoria.

   “Let’s keep moving,” said Becker from the second cart. 

   Halverson stopped his cart.

   “Damn,” said Becker, jamming on his brakes. 

   Kicking up smoke and dirt, his tires screeched to a halt.

   Halverson called out to the woman. “Hello.”

   The woman pricked up her ears and began pushing the pram toward them. 

   Halverson saw that she was wearing a pink hoodie. He had trouble making out her face.

   “We can help you with your baby,” said Victoria.

   Not saying a word the woman kept coming toward them, steering the pram in front of her.

   “Why isn’t she saying anything?” Halverson asked on the qui vive.

   “She’s probably in shock after all that’s happened today,” answered Victoria.

   Halverson wasn’t so sure. He wanted to get a better look at her face. 

   “Maybe,” he muttered.

   He picked up on Victoria sliding out of the cart. She made a beeline for the pram.

   “Wait a second,” he said. “Don’t get too close to her.”

   He clambered out of the vehicle after her. He still could not make out the young woman’s face thanks to the hood drawn around it. He could not see the baby either. Why wasn’t the baby crying? he wondered. Wouldn’t it be upset riding around in the pitch-dark night? Then again, maybe the baby was asleep. 

   In midstride Halverson realized he hadn’t taken a weapon other than his automatic with him. If he used the pistol, the gunshots would attract ghouls from pillar to post. He belted back to the cart to collect the pitchfork, just in case the woman was infected.

   His hand on the pitchfork’s haft, he heard Victoria scream.

   






   

   CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

   

   The hood had fallen from the young mother’s face, Halverson could see. He could also see why Victoria had screamed. 

   The young mother was one of the walking dead. 

   Its twisted, decomposing face looked like it had less than half its flesh remaining on the skull. A toothy rictus with blood seeping out its corners gaped where once the mouth was. 

   The creature had released its grasp on the pram and was shambling toward Victoria, who had stopped dead in her tracks. Meanwhile, the blue baby carriage kept trundling down the sidewalk.

   Victoria looked as if she wanted to rescue the errant pram, but, in a funk, she could not move as she watched the creature in the stain-mottled pink hoodie closing in on her. Halverson figured the brown stains were probably dried blood. 

   Pitchfork in hand, he barreled at the ghoul to intercept it before it reached Victoria, who continued to stand staring blankly like a deer caught in headlights. 

   The thing grabbed her arm with one of its withered hands. Its dirty clawlike fingers circled Victoria’s wrist. The creature widened its decrepit mouth, fixing to bury its broken yellow fanglike teeth into Victoria’s neck. Nearing her, the creature lowered its head toward her to take a bite out of the pulsing white flesh of her throat.

   Still, Victoria stood her ground, as if transfixed.

   None too soon, Halverson rammed the pitchfork into the creature, impaling its head on the steel prongs and jerking the creature backward, away from Victoria. 

   He realized he had missed the creature’s brain, though, knifing the prongs through the head at nose level under the brainpan. 

   The creature recoiled from Victoria on account of the impact of the blow, but the thing was by no means dead, Halverson could see. It continued to claw the air with its bony hands. It wanted to continue toward Victoria. Halverson had other ideas for it. He held it at bay with the pitchfork that stuck out of its moldering head. 

   He forced the creature backward with a thrust from his pitchfork then wrenched the prongs from the thing’s head. As the thing stumbled forward again, Halverson thrust one of the pitchfork’s prongs into the thing’s eye and slammed the prong home into the reanimated brain. 

   The creature’s knees buckled. It sprawled on the sidewalk, stone dead now.

   Victoria regained her composure and dashed after the rolling baby carriage, which was well on its way to plunging off the sidewalk and spilling its passenger onto the street.

   She latched onto the pram’s handle just in time and dragged it back onto the sidewalk—and screamed.

   Halverson bolted after her, still carrying the pitchfork. He could not tell what the problem was.

   Then he saw—

   A hideous sight that boggled his mind. 

   The “baby,” if anyone could call it that, was walking in the pram toward Victoria, who was clasping the handle. The baby’s body was covered with ulcerous, chancre-ridden, dark skin. The creature’s white-filmed blue eyes were glaring at Victoria as it padded toward her, its pudgy little arms outstretched in front of it.

   Sickened at the sight of the monstrosity, Halverson could not stand it any longer. He slammed the pitchfork into the creature’s tiny head. The fragile back of its skull blew out, followed by a small clump of grey brain matter. 

   Halverson had thrust the pitchfork with such force that it took off the back of the pram after it skewered the tiny creature’s head. 

   He jerked the pitchfork free from the carnage. He brought his hand down over his goggles. He didn’t know how much more of this he could take. Was there no end to this nightmare? he wondered. How many more of these god-awful things were out there?

   Even as he removed his hand from his goggles, he glimpsed a knot of the creatures staggering toward him across the grassy knoll that bordered the sidewalk. 

   He snagged Victoria’s arm and pegged toward their motor cart. “We have to get out of here.”

   Her face ashen, she was still trying to recover from the shock of seeing the baby that had been transformed into a ghoul.

   “Are you two finally through playing house!” cried Becker.

   Halverson needed to muster all of his willpower to constrain his urge to tear Becker’s head off. 

   “How about giving us a hand?” said Halverson.

   Becker sneered. “What are you doing? Groping her after you played house with her?”

   Again, Halverson had to restrain himself from planting a fist upside Becker’s head. Instead of punching Becker, Halverson had to console himself with saying, “That’s more up your alley, according to the papers.”

   “Yeah,” chipped in Reba, turning on Becker. “You ought to know all about groping and sicker stuff than that.”

   The only thing Becker wanted to grope was Reba’s ass. It was the first thing he had noticed about her when he met her. She had an ass on her that wouldn’t quit. How could he help but notice it with those skintight stretch pants she was wearing? He could clearly see her panty lines.

   “What happened?” Felix asked Halverson.

   “The mother and the baby were both infected,” answered Halverson, walking past him.

   “Is she OK?” Felix asked, indicating Victoria, noticing her pallor.

   “She’s fine, considering what we just saw,” answered Halverson.

   Felix didn’t look too good himself, noted Halverson.

   Halverson and Victoria returned to their vehicle and climbed into it.

   “Could we all get a move on it before we end up being zombie food?” said Becker.

   Halverson ignored Becker, fired the ignition, and put the motor cart in gear. 

   “We’re just wasting time going to the pharmacy,” Halverson confided to Victoria.

   “We need to treat Felix’s wound,” she said.

   “It won’t do him any good. We’re gonna have to kill him.”

   “Are you crazy?” Victoria said, appalled. 

   “He’s gonna turn into one of those things.”

   “Not if we get some penicillin for him.”

   “I’m just letting you know what’s gonna have to be done eventually, like it or not.”

   “I can’t believe you can just sit there, coldly plotting to kill him like you’re judge, jury, and executioner.”

   “This has nothing to do with justice.”

   Victoria screwed up her face in puzzlement. “Then why?”

   “It can’t be helped.”

   “We’re not killing anybody,” she said with finality.

   Halverson knew better, but he didn’t press the point. 

   “You want a bigger share of the money, that’s what it is,” she added with reproach. “Without Felix, you get more for yourself.”

   “That’s not what it is. Ask yourself, what good is that money now that society’s collapsed and everybody’s infected?”

   “We don’t know that. This plague could be isolated to this area.”

   “That money is more of a burden to us than anything. It slows us down.” 

   “That still doesn’t give you the right to kill Felix.”

   “I’m letting you know what’s gonna happen, that’s all. If you want to live in denial, that’s up to you.”

   She looked at him like he had flipped out.

   They reached Wilshire Boulevard five-odd minutes later. They drove onto the sidewalk and made for Federal Avenue. 

   Halverson reached Federal. He stopped the cart. He could see the pharmacy building across the intersection. There was only one problem. The intersection was crammed with derelict cars. From here they couldn’t drive to the pharmacy.

   






   

   CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

   

   Becker and Felix drove up to Halverson’s motor cart.

   “Where’s the pharmacy?” asked Felix, squinting in the dark, surveying the environs. 

   “I don’t see any pharmacy,” said Becker. 

   Halverson pointed across the intersection to the fifteen-story high-rise that housed the pharmacy on its first floor. He didn’t know if they could see the building without NVGs. 

   “We can’t drive through that mess in the intersection,” said Felix.

   Halverson twigged a twentysomething, clean-cut male trying to find his way out of the car-congested intersection toward the sidewalk Halverson was parked on.

   Clad in a bespoke grey two-button cotton-and-linen jacket by Bottega Venata and charcoal grey silk-and-cotton trousers by Dolce & Gabbana, he looked like a fashion model that had walked straight out of the advert pages of Esquire magazine, except for one thing—the flesh on the left side of his handsome face was missing. Where the flesh had once been, there were now suppurating jellylike strings dangling from the guy’s skull.

   Halverson didn’t even want to think about what those strings were made of.

   The thing managed to find its way out of the obstacle course of motor vehicles and lurched onto the sidewalk in its suede monk-strap Santoni shoes. 

   Halverson could now see that the creature’s jacket was wrinkled and streaked with grime. Its trousers were soaked with motor oil. Its tongue was sticking out of its sneering mouth, what was left of its tongue, anyway. Only half the tongue remained and it was leathery and blue and shredded at the end. Some time ago, while it was feeding on human flesh, the creature must have devoured the other half of its poor excuse for a tongue.

   A fashionista zombie was the last thing Halverson wanted to see. 

   “All dressed up with no place to go,” said Becker.

   The sight of the thing revolted Halverson. 

   He snagged a spade from his cart, charged the creature, and thrust the spade’s steel blade into the creature’s cranium at a dead run. The force of the blow blew out the back of the creature’s skull. Along with the skull, a neatly severed blob of brain matter the size of half a grapefruit soared through the air into the street and landed on a maroon Jaguar’s windshield. 

   Wearing an aqua pinafore a six-year-old girl who wore her blonde tresses in a pageboy cut screamed as a creature ripped one of her arms out of its socket while she stood near the Jaguar. The girl relapsed into shock. She fell to the asphalt in a puddle of fresh blood that was gushing from her dismembered trunk. 

   The creature crouched over her and began tearing apart her dress and disemboweling her.

   Luckily, decided Halverson, Victoria and Reba couldn’t see the atrocity being committed in the intersection. Unluckily, he could because he was wearing the NVGs. It was too late to save the girl, he knew. Even now the thing was feeding on the hapless girl’s entrails stuffing them into its face like there was no tomorrow.

   “Excuse me,” said Becker, “but can somebody tell me how we’re going to drive across the street to the pharmacy? I could do with a Tums after seeing that zombie clotheshorse.”

   “We’ll have to drive around,” said Halverson.

   “We could leave the carts here and walk through the intersection,” suggested Mannering.

   “But we’re still gonna have to get on the other side of Federal and keep going down Wilshire, no matter what we do.”

   “Wanna vote on it?”

   “I’m not leaving my cart anywhere,” said Felix. “If you want to leave your cart, be my guest.”

   “Take it easy,” said Mannering. “It’s just a cart. What’s the big deal?”

   “Right now it’s the only means of escape we have,” said Felix, careful to avoid telling Mannering about the sacks of money stashed on the carts.

   Halverson picked up on another creature plodding through the wreckage of cars toward him. To complement its swarthy complexion the middle-aged creature had black hair and a salt-and-pepper beard about a half inch in length clinging to its face like moss. 

   The creature wore silver-framed spectacles, black slacks, and a Tommy Bahama aloha shirt with saucer-sized canary yellow and glaucous flower patterns on it. But the creature had no sense of style: its aloha shirt was tucked in. 

   The thing ought to be shot for its dearth of fashion sense alone, decided Halverson.

   Another male creature popped up behind Aloha Shirt. This thirtysomething creature wore an olive drab T-shirt and blue jeans. A protuberant, bent aquiline nose seemed to weigh so much that it dragged the creature’s head down. A sluglike gob of spit was lolling out of the corner of the undead thing’s sneering, fungus-riddled mouth. 

   Halverson couldn’t imagine what jobs these creatures had as human beings. The bearded guy could have passed for a shrink. In the end it didn’t matter. They had to be killed or avoided.

   Mannering snagged a spade from Becker’s cart. “Let me handle these clowns.”

   “Be my guest,” said Halverson.

   Spade in hand, Mannering confronted Aloha Shirt as it mounted the sidewalk. Mannering thrust the spade into Aloha Shirt’s throat with such vehemence that the spade beheaded the creature. The bearded head went flying through the air and thumped on a sedan’s hood, rolled along the metal, and fell off onto the road. The creature’s body collapsed. 

   Halverson could see the head opening and closing its jaws as it lay on the asphalt. The head was still alive, Halverson realized, but what harm could it do without a body? To hell with it, he decided and ignored it.

   Mannering made the mistake of going for an upper body blow and stabbing the spade into the second creature’s chest. The creature jerked backward but wasn’t dead. Mannering withdrew the spade’s blade and jammed it into the creature’s heart. 

   No soap. The creature stepped back then kept coming toward Mannering.

   “Aim for the head,” said Halverson.

   “That was a direct blow to its heart,” said Mannering in frustration.

   “You have to destroy the brain. It’s the only part of them that’s reanimated.”

   Mannering shook his head and shrugged. He thrust his spade into the creature’s forehead. 

   The creature dropped dead.

   “What’s the point of staying here?” asked Victoria. “Let’s go.”

   “Where to?” said Becker. “We can’t get across the intersection.”

   “We’ll drive north on Federal, cross Federal, and double back to Wilshire and the pharmacy,” said Halverson, climbing into his motor cart.

   Mannering bucketed down the sidewalk and managed to climb into his seat before Becker could drive off without him. Gripped in Mannering’s hand was the spade, which had bone splinters, gore, and lumps of brain smeared on its blade.

   “Were you gonna leave without me?” said Mannering.

   “I was going to drive over to you and pick you up,” said Becker.

   Mannering didn’t buy it. “Whatever.”

   Becker steered to his right to avoid a one-legged zombie that was crawling off the road and onto the sidewalk.

   “Pew!” said Becker. “Those things stink to high heaven.”

   “They seem to bring flies with them, too,” said Mannering, swatting at flies buzzing around his head.

   One flew into his mouth as he was speaking. Mannering gagged and spat out the invading insect. He commenced coughing.

   “It’s all good,” said Becker.

   His eyes bloodshot and tearing from his coughing fit, Mannering gave Becker a look.

   “Anything that makes us strong is good,” explained Becker.

   Mannering coughed.

   “I see an opening in the traffic jam where we can cross,” hollered Halverson in the lead cart.

   






   

   CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

   

   Halverson drove left at the intersection up ahead where a narrow street from the VA Center met Federal. 

   He found the carts could squeeze through the tiny intersection, which wasn’t really an intersection but a lane for a left turn onto Federal. An eighteen-wheeler had jackknifed up ahead and had prevented traffic from passing it, leaving Federal clear in its southbound lanes for some twenty feet, after which the traffic clogged up again.

   To avoid the jam-up, Halverson drove onto the cement sidewalk that was inclined for handicapped access and headed back to Wilshire and the pharmacy. 

   “Can we turn our lights on now?” said Becker in the cart behind Halverson’s.

   “No,” Halverson called back to him. “Those things gravitate toward lights and noise. Just follow me.”

   Victoria shifted in her seat beside Halverson. “I can’t believe you want to kill Felix.”

   “I don’t want to kill anyone,” said Halverson. “We’re gonna have to kill him when he turns. You don’t want him walking around like one of those creatures, do you? He’ll attack us when he turns.”

   Victoria didn’t answer.

   Halverson drove to Wilshire and stopped.

   Becker and Felix braked their vehicles behind him. 

   “Do you see a way across?” Felix asked Halverson.

   “No,” answered Halverson. “We’re gonna have to walk across from here to get to the pharmacy.”

   The high-rise that housed the pharmacy was in a lot better shape than the buildings around it, Halverson could see. Most of the neighboring buildings had burned down to piles of smoldering, soot-blackened rubble. Perhaps the steel-and-glass construction of the high-rise had saved it or maybe the overhead sprinkling system had been triggered to scotch the fire. In any case, the building remained in overall good condition save for several scorch marks on its sides. 

   “I’m not leaving this cart,” insisted Felix.

   “Why do we all have to go?” said Becker. “Some of us can go. The rest can stay here.”

   “Works for me,” said Halverson. “So who goes?”

   “Felix is the one who needs the meds, so he should go.”

   “No way,” said Felix. “I told you, I’m not leaving this cart.” Felix clutched his steering wheel harder as if to emphasize the point.

   “If you won’t get your own meds, why do you think any of us should bother?” 

   “All I know is I’m not leaving this cart. What you do is up to you.”

   “Why should we care, if you don’t even care?”

   “It’s just a little bite. Whoever died from a bite from a human?”

   Sitting beside Felix, Reba rolled up his sleeve and inspected his wound. She winced and shook her head.

   “His wound’s getting worse,” she said. “It’s turning black with pus oozing out of it.”

   “Shit,” said Mannering. “Too much information.”

   Reba glowered at him. “He needs antibiotics. He isn’t gonna make it without them.”

   “He isn’t gonna make it, anyway,” muttered Halverson.

   “Hell, I’ll go, if all of you are a bunch of chickens,” said Reba, sliding out of her seat.

   Mannering reached under his armpits and started beating his arms up and down, clucking.

   “Very funny,” said Reba irritably.

   “I’ll go with you,” said Halverson. “I have the goggles.”

   He climbed out of his cart.

   “How long will this take?” asked Becker. “I don’t exactly feel safe waiting here on the sidewalk.”

   “I’ll protect you,” said Felix dryly.

   “You against thousands of ghouls. That’s not very reassuring.”

   “Next time I’ll bring a tank.”

   Mannering chortled.

   Becker wasn’t amused.

   Halverson picked up on someone walking on the sidewalk toward them from the west. It was a dark-complected twentyish woman with a long mane of brown hair that was fastened with a scrunchie and hanging down the front of her shoulder. Clad in a pink string bikini, she had a voluptuous figure he couldn’t help but notice.

   “That’s what I’m talking about,” said Mannering as he set eyes on her, too, giving her the once-over.

   “I want a piece of that,” said Becker, leering at her.

   Felix managed a wolf whistle, even though he wasn’t feeling up to it.

   “Nice legs,” said Mannering.

   “Your eyes are too low,” said Felix, ogling her. “Nice everything.”

   The woman had fine features. She reached for her dainty nose, picked a fat maggot out of her nostril, and flicked the squirming insect to the sidewalk.

   “Oh no,” said Mannering. “Even the foxes are zombies now.”

   “And I was hoping she was gonna come over here,” lamented Felix.

   To everyone’s dismay, she did waltz over to them on unsteady but shapely legs. The decomposition of her flesh was such that it had only just begun and her zaftig figure was still intact—except for her face, which was in a more advanced stage of decay.

   The skin on the lower half of her jaw had rotted away baring her jawbone, various squiggling worms, black, suppurating gums, and broken teeth.

   “Man, what the hell was I thinking?” said Mannering.

   “I don’t know about anyone else, but I’m getting sick of listening to you two,” said Reba.

   “I’m getting sick of watching her. I mean, watching it,” said Felix.

   “This is the textbook example of a chick with a bodacious bod and the face of a dog,” said Mannering.

   “I think I’m cured of women,” said Becker.

   “Somebody put it down,” pleaded Felix.

   The creature streeled toward them. It was wearing tumbledown scarlet pumps with three-inch heels, Halverson noticed. No wonder it was having so much difficulty walking, especially when you considered its coordination was shot.

   “I’ll do it,” said Mannering. “If you can’t fuck ’em, kill ’em, is what I always say.”

   He took a shovel from Becker’s motor cart, confronted the creature, and clouted its head with the curved steel blade. It was neither the easiest nor quickest way to kill someone on account of the shovel’s unwieldy length, Mannering found out, but in the end it was effective.

   Mannering kept battering the thing’s head. At first he swung at it like the shovel was a baseball bat. Clobbered several times on the side of the head, the creature toppled to the sidewalk, wounded but not dead. Once the thing was on the cement, Mannering sledgehammered the shovel’s blade down on the thing’s head again and again until the head was reduced to pulp. 

   “Are you married?” asked Reba.

   “I used to be,” answered Mannering. He faced her. “How could you tell?”

   Reba shook her head. “You looked like you were enjoying yourself.”

   Mannering turned back toward the creature and pounded it a couple more times on its ruined head with the shovel. 

   “Save your energy,” said Halverson. “There are more of those things where that one came from.”

   Mannering pounded the creature’s head in a few more times for good measure.

   “Enough already,” said Reba, watching him.

   “Let’s get out of here,” Halverson told her.

   He snared a pitchfork from his motor cart and approached Reba, who was retrieving a shovel from her cart.

   “We don’t have all day to wait for you,” said Becker. “A mob of those things could be just around the corner, for all we know.”

   Halverson and Reba waded into the junkyard of cars on Wilshire. They could still hear Mannering’s shovel thudding against the creature’s shattered skull.

   “Don’t leave without us,” Reba told the others over the din.

   “We’ll honk if we see a slew of those things heading our way,” said Felix, wincing at the pain in his wounded arm.

   Becker sneezed. “This smoky air gets to my sinuses.”

   “I’m thirsty,” said Victoria.

   “Yeah, the smoke irritates my throat,” said Mannering. “I could do with a cold beer.”

   “Just keep an eye out for those things,” Halverson called back to them over his shoulder as he led Reba between the junkers toward the pharmacy.

   






   

   CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

   

   “Do you think they’ll wait for us?” Reba asked Halverson in the middle of Wilshire.

   “I don’t know,” answered Halverson. “Let’s get this over with fast before they decide to split. They’re not gonna hang around if hundreds of those things attack them. That’s for sure.”

   Halverson spotted bloody corpses sprawled in several of the cars. The corpses weren’t moving, he noted with relief. But that could change any moment. It was impossible to predict how long it would take for a corpse to reanimate.

   A tan plastic Ralph’s grocery bag blew past them, borne by the gusting offshore Santa Ana winds. Halverson took in Reba’s orange supermarket cashier’s uniform.

   “I guess we’re not in Santa Monica yet,” said Halverson.

   Reba gave him a blank look.

   “Plastic bags are outlawed in Santa Monica,” he explained. “Where do you work?”

   “In LA. We still use plastic bags in LA. That’s what I do all day—scan food and bag groceries,” she said wearily.

   “That’s what you used to do.”

   “Compared to this, that was paradise.”

   “Anything would be better than this.” Even kissing up to his boss DCI Slocum at the Agency, decided Halverson.

   “How do you know so much about this area? I thought you were from back east.”

   “I used to live here in California and I come back here frequently because of my job.”

   “As a journalist?”

   “Yeah.” That was his cover story and he would stick to it, decided Halverson. He wasn’t about to tell her he worked for the CIA. 

   “I get the feeling you’re not telling me something,” said Reba, scrutinizing his face.

   Halverson had no time to answer. A middle-aged bald man with a brown goatee and mustache staggered down the sidewalk toward them as Halverson stepped out of the road onto the red-painted curb. 

   Wearing a brown sweater vest, the figure shambled toward Halverson and sneered. Hollow eyes clouded with white film gazed blindly out of the figure’s withered visage. 

   Halverson pegged him for a zombie. The telltale white eyes sealed the deal, as far as Halverson was concerned. 

   The creature moaned and reached for Halverson. Halverson thrust his pitchfork under the creature’s chin, through its palate, and deep into its brain. 

   Halverson withdrew his pitchfork as the creature doubled over and crashed to the sidewalk.

   “How did you know he was one of them?” asked Reba.

   “He attacked me,” answered Halverson.

   “He didn’t attack. He just raised his arm. Maybe he was waving hello.”

   “His eyes have white film on them. All of the infected have that film on their eyes.”

   “Maybe he’s a regular guy who happens to have walleyes.”

   That was possible, decided Halverson. He hadn’t thought of that. “But he was staggering, too, like a zombie,” he said, suddenly unsure of himself. 

   Christ! Halverson thought. Did I kill a man?

   He stepped toward the lifeless body. It was doubled over so he couldn’t see the face. 

   With the pitchfork Halverson prodded the body so that it now lay supine on the sidewalk. He stooped down over the cadaver to get a better look at its face. 

   He let out a sigh of relief when he remarked distinct evidence of decomposition already in progress on the cadaver’s face. The skin was ulcerous and suppurating. Too, patches of black rot dappled the desiccated, rucked face. 

   “Zombie,” he said.

   “He may’ve been infected, but he’s still a person,” said Reba.

   “No, he’s not. This is a corpse. This is a thing, not a person. It may look like us, but the resemblance ends there.”

   “OK, Mr. Know-it-all.”

   Halverson strode across the sidewalk to the drugstore. At once, he could see that its picture windows were shattered and shards of glass were strewn all over the sidewalk and the store’s interior. 

   Not good, he decided.

   “Looks like somebody beat us to the punch,” said Reba.

   “Looters maybe.”

   They entered the pharmacy crunching fragments of glass underfoot. Sundries lay scattered all over the aisles between half-empty, rifled shelves. 

   “Where’s the pharmacy?” asked Reba. “This is all over-the-counter stuff. Penicillin’s not gonna be here.”

   Halverson pointed to a counter in the back of the disheveled store. “That looks like it.”

   They made tracks to the counter.

   Halverson thought he heard a noise on the floor above them. He halted.

   “Did you hear that?” he asked.

   “What?” Reba listened, but didn’t hear anything.

   “I thought I heard a noise upstairs.”

   “Let’s just get this over with and get out of here.”

   “Some of those things may be in this building.”

   Reba reached the counter before him. 

   The pharmacy wasn’t in any better shape than the rest of the store, Halverson could see. Different-colored pills and powders littered the floor. The shelves had all been ransacked. 

   “They trashed the pharmacy, too,” said Reba in dismay. “This isn’t gonna be easy finding penicillin.”

   “I wonder what they were looking for.”

   “Hopefully not what we’re looking for.”

   Reba swung open the white-painted waist-high wooden door in the counter and stepped into the pharmacy.

   “In and out,” said Halverson. “Maybe it was zombies that ran amok in here trashing it.” He looked up toward the next floor. “And they may still be here.” 

   Reba commenced rummaging through the shelves for penicillin. 

   Halverson started. He definitely heard a noise this time. Only it wasn’t coming from upstairs. The sound of scuffling and banging was coming from beyond the back door of the drugstore.

   “I’ll be right back,” he said.

   He stole toward the back door. Grasping the knob he cracked the door. The door opened onto a corridor. The hallway looked deserted. 

   He heard a crump behind a closed steel door ten feet away on his right. Pitchfork in hand, he shouldered the drugstore door wide open and padded toward the steel door, which had a glass judas window set in it at eye level. The window measured about six inches by six inches with wire mesh sandwiched between two plates of glass for reinforcement.

   He saw something run past the glass inside the room. It looked like a running woman.

   He stepped up to the judas to get a better view.

   Somebody in the room saw his face and charged the window. 

   It was a berserk woman pushing thirty. She had shoulder-length, unkempt, curly brown hair. Wild-eyed, her face contorted with fear, she screamed at him. 

   “Help!” she cried, crashing her gaping mouth against the glass.

   






   

   CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

   

   Startled, Halverson flinched. Reflexively, he drew back from the glass as the woman jostled the door. 

   He tried to open the door. It was locked.

   He heard footsteps running behind him. He wheeled around.

   It was Reba. 

   “What’s happening?” she asked anxiously.

   “I’m not sure,” answered Halverson. “A woman inside this room needs help.”

   “Why?”

   Halverson could now make out the reason for the woman’s panic. As she stepped away from the window, he could see three haggard creatures shambling toward her. Terrified, the woman fled from the door and scooted behind a metal desk to escape her assailants.

   “Things are in there with her trying to get her,” said Halverson.

   “Let’s open the door and help her,” said Reba.

   Reba grabbed the doorknob, tried to turn it, but couldn’t. She yanked on the doorknob in frustration.

   “How?” he asked.

   “Tell her to unlock the door.”

   “Unlock the door!” he hollered toward the woman through the judas.

   The woman didn’t respond.

   “Maybe you can’t unlock it from the inside,” said Reba. 

   “Looks like some kind of supply room. I see rows of shelves in there.”

   “After they trashed her store, she may have tried to hide in there, not realizing those things were already in there.”

   “Who knows?”

   Halverson didn’t know if the poor woman could hear him. In any case, she had her hands full eluding the zombies.

   “Break down the door,” said Reba.

   Halverson examined the door. “It’s made out of steel.”

   It was worth a try. He reared back his foot and kicked the door underneath the metal doorknob. The door juddered but didn’t give. 

   “Try again,” she said.

   “It’s not budging. It’s steel in a steel frame.”

   He launched another kick with no results other than that of sending shooting pain through his right foot. 

   “Ow,” he said.

   Cursing, he started limping around on his left foot, favoring his right.

   “There must be something we can do,” said Reba. “Can you shoot those things through the window?”

   He peeked through the window. He drew his pistol from his waistband. The woman had disappeared from view.

   “I can’t see her,” he said.

   “I can still hear her screaming.”

   “Help!” the woman wailed out of Halverson’s line of sight. “Please, someone help me!”

   “This is horrible just standing here doing nothing,” said Reba. “We have to help her.”

   Halverson grabbed the locked doorknob and tried to wrench the door open. Nothing doing. 

   A feeling of helplessness swept over Halverson.

   Through the window, he picked up on a stream of blood jetting across the room. The woman staggered into his line of vision, blood gushing from the socket where her left arm used to be. Her hazel eyes popping out of her head, she tried to reach the door.

   A trio of ghouls converged on her, tearing at her with their trowel-like hands. 

   “Shoot them!” cried Reba.

   Halverson hammered the glass in the window with the butt of his automatic. He managed to shatter the glass on his side of the wire mesh, but he couldn’t break the glass pane on the other side.

   He ceased pounding on the glass and commenced shooting through it, leveling his pistol on one of the creatures that was ripping the woman’s abdomen open. 

   He fired once. 

   The bullet went wide, deflected by the glass remaining in the window or by the wire mesh or by both. In any case, he could not take the chance of firing through the glass again. He might hit the woman by accident.

   One of the ghouls turned around to check out the bullet-punctured window. 

   Maybe he had hit the creature, after all, decided Halverson. The thing was, he hadn’t hit the creature in the head. No head shot, no kill shot. With these things, you either killed them or you didn’t kill them. There was no middle ground. A bullet in any other place but the brain was a miss.

   “We’ve got to do something,” said Reba through gnashing teeth.

   She and Halverson stood rooted to the spot, staring through the fractured window at the creatures tearing the woman apart piece by piece. 

   Halverson felt sick watching them slaughter her. He had never felt so helpless. 

   “What else can we do?” he said.

   “Shoot the lock off the door.”

   Halverson shook his head. “It’s a steel door in a steel frame and it’s got a deadbolt lock.”

   “At least, try.”

   “That only works in the movies.”

   Nevertheless, he brought his pistol to bear on the door latch. He fired. The bullet slammed into the steel and ricocheted off it, whining through the air. As luck would have it, the bullet didn’t hit him or Reba.

   Through the window he saw the woman fall to the floor on her back. The creatures hunkered over her and ripped her stomach open from her sternum down to her loins. 

   Reba shut her eyes in anguish. She turned away from the butchery.

   Halverson heard a clamor emanating from his left at the other end of the corridor in the vicinity of the staircase. 

   The stairwell’s metal fire door was crashing open and a nest of zombies was issuing from the landing into the corridor. 

   “This is getting worse by the minute,” he said. “They must’ve heard my gunshots.”

   “Now what are we gonna do?” said Reba.

   “We have to beat it.”

   The trapped woman was beyond help at this point, anyway, Halverson knew. 

   “Those things are everywhere,” said Reba, her gaping eyes fixed on the mob of creatures lurching down the hall toward them.

   Halverson bolted into the drugstore, Reba on his heels.

   Halverson barreled through the drugstore out onto the sidewalk, half expecting another pack of zombies to be waiting there for them. Reba was right behind him.

   Halverson came to an abrupt halt as he remembered why they had come here in the first place. “Did you get the drugs?”

   “Yeah,” said Reba. She patted the pockets of her slacks. “I got sulfa for the infected wound and amoxicillin pills.”

   “What’s amoxicillin?” 

   “It’s a kind of penicillin. I think it’s synthetic or something.”

   “How do you know? Are you a nurse?”

   “My doctor treated me for a skin infection with it once.”

   “I’m glad you came with me.”

   She gave him a look. “I thought it was the other way around.”

   The creatures had barged into the drugstore and were lurching through it toward the sidewalk, flailing away at anything that got in their way, including the shelves, knocking them over along with any merchandize that remained on them. 

   






   

   CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

   

   As Halverson debouched onto the dark sidewalk, he heard a heavy thud to his left. He started and brought up. A creature was sprawled on the sidewalk with its limbs broken and twisted into unnatural angles.

   Grimacing, the creature was rolling its head that appeared to be jammed into its chest. The creature began writhing, unable to stand up.

   Moments later, out of the corner of his eye, Halverson glimpsed something over six feet tall plummeting down from the sky overhead, past the unlit sodium vapor streetlights, and slamming into the sidewalk near him.

   Halverson ducked and recoiled.

   Reba collided into him from behind and gasped. “What’s happening?”

   The six-foot object was another creature that now lay collapsed and smashed on the cement, Halverson saw. Wearing grimy, bloodstained jeans with holes in their legs, the creature had the sneering face of a teenager with close-cropped brown hair. The creature crawled on shattered legs and knees toward the road.

   “I don’t know,” answered Halverson.

   He looked upward to see where the creatures were coming from. His head tilted up, he discerned a creature walking blithely off the roof of the high-rise.

   Halverson grabbed Reba and jerked her back toward the drugstore.

   The airborne creature hurled into the cement with a splat in front of Halverson. This creature wasn’t as lucky as the previous jumpers. It landed on its head, cracking it and pulverizing its brain. What was left of the creature lay in a motionless heap of broken bones and ragged flesh. 

   “We gotta get out of here,” said Halverson, as another creature took a nosedive into the sidewalk from above.

   Halverson and Reba dashed toward the road, scrunching their shoulders in anticipation of being hit by a corpse plunging onto them.

   “What are those things doing?” asked Reba, flummoxed. “Killing themselves?”

   “They’re trying to get us. They’ll do anything to get their teeth into living flesh.”

   “Even if they kill themselves in the attempt?”

   “They have no fear.”

   Halverson and Reba sprang onto Wilshire and negotiated a way past the crashed cars.

   Halverson led the way, peering though his night-vision goggles for a clear path through the car wreckage.

   He heard more creatures thudding into the sidewalk behind him.

   “Where’s your shovel?” Halverson asked, checking out her empty hands.

   “Damn. I left it behind in the pharmacy when I was looking for pills.”

   Halverson still had his pitchfork. He hoped he wouldn’t need it.

   In front of him he could make out the three motor carts parked on the sidewalk.

   When Halverson stepped onto the sidewalk, Felix was there to meet him, pistol in hand. Halverson glanced over his shoulder to see if any of the creatures were pursuing him. He saw none behind him.

   “You don’t need that,” said Halverson, nodding at Felix’s gun. “None of those things came across the road with us—yet, that is.”

   Halverson wasn’t prepared for what happened next.

   “Give me your gun,” said Felix, training his Glock on Halverson.

   “What are you talking about?”

   “Just give me your gun.” Felix held his empty hand out. 

   “Why?”

   “We’re taking you prisoner.”

   “For what?”

   “Give me your gun or I’ll shoot you.” Felix cocked his semiautomatic.

   Halverson had no idea what was going on. He knew he wasn’t going to go up against a loaded gun, though. He reached for his pistol.

   “Slowly,” said Felix.

   Halverson followed instructions, withdrew his semiautomatic, and handed it butt-first to Felix.

   Felix took the gun and wedged it inside his waistband. He continued training his Glock on Halverson.

   “What happened?” asked Reba.

   “This guy’s plotting to kill me,” said Felix, indicating Halverson.

   “Who told you that?” said Halverson.

   “Victoria and the senator.” 

   “I said you would have to be killed when you got the plague.”

   “I already have it, according to you. That means my life’s on the line as long as you’re walking around free.”

   “This is crazy.”

   “We’re tying you up.” Felix turned to the others. “Anyone got something we can tie him up with?”

   Nobody answered.

   Felix spotted Becker’s tie. “How about your tie, Senator?”

   Becker shrugged. He unfastened his four-in-hand and handed the silk moiré tie to Felix. 

   “That guy’s a menace to all of us,” said Becker, eying Halverson suspiciously.

   “There is something mysterious about him, like he’s not telling us something,” agreed Reba.

   “That story about being a journalist. It doesn’t wash. Why is a journalist walking around with his own pair of night-vision goggles?”

   Halverson didn’t know why they had all suddenly turned on him. He figured it was Becker who had turned Felix against him somehow while they were waiting for him to return from the drugstore. 

   “How does he know so much about this plague, anyway?” asked Reba.

   “Tie his hands behind his back,” Felix told Reba, handing her the necktie.

   Reba did so. “I never trusted him.”

   Halverson realized Victoria wasn’t saying anything. Maybe he could enlist her help later, he decided. On the other hand, she was the one he had told about the need to kill Felix and she must have told Becker and Becker had told Felix. Halverson got the impression Becker wanted to be in charge. Getting Halverson out of the way may have been part and parcel of Becker’s scheme to take over.

   “Now you’ve got one less man to fight the creatures with,” said Halverson.

   “Shut up,” said Felix. “I’m not gonna let a killer run around loose among us, especially if he’s got my name on his bullet.” He stepped toward Halverson and reached for the NVGs. “I’m taking those goggles, too. You’re gonna be in the rear cart from now on.”

   Felix roughly removed the NVGs from Halverson’s head. 

   “I don’t know about the rest of you, but I feel a whole lot better with him tied up,” said Becker. 

   Felix donned the goggles. His wounded arm hurt, but he could still use it. 

   “That’s more like it,” he said, wearing the goggles. “What a mess the city is,” he added, surveying the vicinity. 

   “Do you see any of those things coming?” asked Becker.

   “There’s a passel of ’em roaming around the drugstore. They haven’t figured out we’re over here yet. Or they can’t see us.”

   “That’s as near as I want them to get to me.”

   “Did you get the antibiotics?” Felix asked Reba.

   “Yeah.” She dug the meds out of her pockets. She handed the bottle of amoxicillin to him. “Take one of these.” She opened the package of sulfa. “I’ll put this on your wound.”

   Felix struggled to open the plastic cap. “I hate these child-proof caps.” 

   He pressed down on it and twisted it. He jockeyed it around. At last it gave. He poured several white tablets out of the orange plastic container into his palm and tossed the tablets into his open mouth.

   “Anybody got some water?” he asked, his mouth full.

   “I wish I had a beer,” said Mannering.

   “You’re a big help.”

   Reba retrieved a can of Coke from their cart. “Here’s a soda I got at the cemetery. The best I can do.”

   Felix curled his forefinger under the can’s pop-top. He tugged the aluminum ring. He gulped soda and washed down the pills with it.

   “You’re only supposed to take one,” said Reba.

   “This thing hurts like a bastard,” said Felix, grimacing at the pain in his wound.

   “Roll up your sleeve.”

   Felix peeled the pus-soaked sleeve off his wound.

   Reba gasped. The wound looked worse than ever. The black necrotic flesh had spread up to his elbow. Not only that, the wound was secreting more and more pus. 

   “Looks like gangrene,” she said, wincing.

   “Not surprising, considering it’s a human bite,” said Mannering, looking on. “The human mouth has more bacteria in it than a dog’s mouth. I could tell you stories about some of the bums I’ve rousted that would turn your stomach.”

   Reba rolled Felix’s sleeve up higher. The entire length of his upper arm had turned black-and-blue.

   She ripped open a packet of sulfa and poured the antibiotic on the wound. The wound was so large now that she needed to tear open another packet to fully cover the wound with sulfa. 

   “Will I be OK now?” asked Felix.

   “No,” said Halverson. 

   Felix cocked the fist on his good arm and socked Halverson in the jaw.

   Halverson reeled back from the sucker punch. 

   “I didn’t ask you,” said Felix.

   Screwing up his face, Halverson worked his aching jaw. One of his teeth felt loose. 

   “Does it feel any better?” Reba asked Felix.

   “Not really.”

   There was no cure for the plague, Halverson knew. But he wasn’t going to tell Felix again and risk another punch to the face. It was just a matter of time now before Felix turned into one of the walking dead. The longer that took, the worse it would be for Halverson. As long as Felix remained human he wouldn’t release Halverson lest Halverson might kill him.

   “I know why you really want to kill me,” Felix told Halverson. “It’s not because of this plague crap you’ve been feeding everyone. You and I both know I’ll get over this infection.”

   “Then why?” 

   He lowered his voice so only Halverson could hear him. “Because you want a bigger cut of the cash. The less people there are to share it, the more we each get.”

   Felix poked his head with his forefinger and tapped his temple, like he had Halverson all figured out.

   Except he didn’t, Halverson knew. The guy was a fool who, like most fools, thought he was smarter than everybody else. Soon he would be a walking dead fool. 

   Felix patted Halverson down. “You got any more goodies on you?”

   Felix felt the satellite phone in Halverson’s trouser pocket. Felix stopped patting. His face assumed an inquisitive expression. He withdrew the phone from Halverson’s pocket.

   “Where’d you get this fancy-dan phone?” asked Felix.

   “It’s a satellite phone for my journalism job,” lied Halverson. “I file reports from all over the world.” It was a half-truth, he knew. He did file reports from all over the world, but for the CIA and not for his professed journalism job.

   “It should work then, even if the cell towers around here are all out.”

   “The battery’s dead.”

   “Then we’ll get a new battery.” Felix pocketed the satphone. “I don’t want you calling for help.”

   “We could all use help now.”

   






   

   CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

   

   No signs of life. No sounds. No planes flying overhead. Nothing.

   Just darkness and a fragment of moon veiled by the murky hazy sky.

   “What do we do now?” asked Victoria, shifting her legs in her cart’s passenger seat.

   “First off, you’re gonna have to drive,” answered Felix. “Halverson can’t drive you anymore.”

   She got up and climbed into the driver’s seat. “But where? Are we still heading for the beach?”

   Halverson slid into Victoria’s recently vacated seat and sat uncomfortably with his tied arms sandwiched between his back and the seat. 

   “We need more weapons first,” said Felix. 

   “Good idea,” said Halverson.

   “These gardening tools aren’t much use as weapons.” Felix glanced with dissatisfaction at the tools in his cart.

   “We could do with some silencers, too, so we won’t attract more creatures when we shoot.”

   “You’re not shooting off anything—except your mouth.”

   “Where are we gonna get weapons?” asked Victoria. 

   “That’s the problem,” answered Felix.

   “I know where you can get weapons,” said Mannering, walking up to Felix.

   “Where?”

   “At the local police department.”

   “You sound like a cop.”

   “I am a cop. And the police department has plenty of guns.”

   “Great. But where is it?”

   “It’s over on Butler Avenue. I know where it is. That’s where I work.”

   “How far away is it?”

   “Not far. A couple miles.”

   “It’s all set then. That’s where we’re going.”

   “But first we need food.”

   “I’m with him,” said Becker. “My stomach’s doing somersaults.” He patted his conspicuous belly. 

   “I think there’s a phone store on the next block,” said Felix. “Let’s check it out before we do anything else. If I can get this satellite phone to work, we might be able to contact somebody who knows what’s really going on.”

   “And call for some help, too, while you’re at it.”

   They climbed into the motor carts. With Reba sitting beside him, Felix drove to the front of their small convoy and headed west down the sidewalk to the next block.

   Becker followed with Mannering.

   Victoria fell in line at the rear. Halverson sat beside her. 

   Halverson realized nobody was guarding him. But what difference did it make? he wondered. Where was he going to go with his hands bound? He stood a better chance staying with the rest of them. 

   He didn’t think Felix would try to kill him—unless Felix started losing his marbles on account of his infection, which was a distinct possibility, Halverson knew. Still, as of now, he felt safer remaining with the group. 

   “Who did you tell that I thought we should kill Felix?” he asked Victoria.

   “What makes you think I told anyone?”

   “Felix wouldn’t have pulled a gun on me unless you told someone. Was he the one you told?”

   “No. I told Oliver. You worried me with your talk about killing Felix. I don’t know you. You could be a killer. I don’t know anyone here, for that matter.”

   Halverson nodded. “Yeah, I figured it was Becker you told. And he told Felix.”

   “I didn’t know Oliver would do that. I was just trying to get a second opinion from him about you.”

   “Never trust a politician,” muttered Halverson. 

   He had learned that lesson a long time ago working at the Agency. Politicians would sell out the CIA at the drop of a hat if they thought it would advance their political careers. They would sell out anyone who stood in the way of their ambitions, it seemed. What was Becker’s ambition in this situation? What did Becker stand to gain from neutralizing him? 

   Halverson didn’t know the answer. Time would tell. The only thing Halverson could conclude with any certainty was that Becker was up to something.

   “You did say you wanted to kill Felix,” said Victoria, facing him while she steered the cart.

   “I said he’s gonna have to be killed when he turns into one of those things.”

   “We don’t know he’ll turn into one of them.”

   Halverson didn’t see any point in arguing about it. He knew anyone bitten by a zombie would turn into one. Once the plague pathogen was transmitted into a victim’s bloodstream, it was a hundred percent fatal to the infected victim. The next phase of the disease was resurrection of the corpse via a reanimated brain.

   “I wish you hadn’t told Becker,” he said.

   “I told you my reasons.”

   He couldn’t blame her. Under normal circumstances, if he had heard somebody plotting to kill someone else, he, too, would be alarmed. The problem was, he knew, these weren’t normal circumstances and all bets were off. 

   They drove past the blackened husks of fire-gutted edifices that lined the street. Some of the buildings had escaped the flames but such buildings were in the minority.

   “I don’t care about any of this,” said Victoria. “I just want to find my child.”

   “I want to find my brother, but I don’t know where to look,” said Halverson. “He was supposed to be at UCLA, but UCLA is infested with zombies.”

   “We live near here on 26th Street. I think Shawna must be close by.”

   “Maybe one of your neighbors is taking care of her.”

   “They might all be dead, the way things look. We didn’t really have any close friends in my neighborhood.”

   “What about your husband? Maybe he has your daughter.”

   “I’m divorced. I haven’t seen him in years. He lives in New York the last I heard.”

   “Oh,” said Halverson. He couldn’t think of what else to say.

   “We just didn’t get along. Now you know all about me. What about you?”

   “What?”

   “Are you married?”

   “No. I don’t have a life. All I do is work.”

   It was difficult to have relationships when you were a spy, Halverson had found out the hard way. He could never confide in anyone, including women. How could a spy have any kind of personal life unless he was James Bond? Victoria was a very attractive blonde with luminous blue eyes . . . Why was he thinking about this? He and she could both be dead at the hands of zombies within minutes.

   Halverson changed the subject. “Felix and these other guys don’t care about your daughter. They have no intention of looking for her.”

   “Maybe she returned home after I left it,” she said, not listening to him. “She wouldn’t have any other place to go to if the shelter was closed.”

   “That’s a thought.”

   She set her face with resolve. “I’m going home.”

   “You’ll have to convince the others to go with you.”

   “I don’t care if they come or not.”

   “I’ll go with you.”

   She glanced at his bound figure sitting next to her. “You don’t have much choice.”

   “The problem isn’t me. It’s Felix and the others. I don’t think they’re gonna let you go off by yourself.”

   “Why wouldn’t they?”

   He shot a look over his shoulder. “The money in the back.”

   “I forgot about that.”

   “The others aren’t gonna forget about it.”

   “Then I’ll walk.”

   “That wouldn’t be a good idea with these creatures all over the place.”

   “What do you think I should do, then?” 

   “Maybe you should take off without telling them.” 

   Halverson shifted in his seat, trying to reduce the pressure on his aching arms. His bindings were cutting off his circulation. 

   “That’s an idea,” she said.

   “But they’d probably come after you because of the money.”

   “Then I’ll leave the money with them,” she said huffily.

   “They have nowhere to put it. They need this cart to transport it.”

   She turned on him. “Why do you keep making suggestions that aren’t any good?”

   “I’m just thinking out loud.”

   “Well, stop.”

   “If you untie me, I might be better able to help you.”

   She thought about it. “I don’t trust you. You wanted to kill Felix. How do I know you won’t try to kill me?”

   “You’re not infected like Felix. Why would I try to kill you?”

   “I don’t know. I don’t know what’s going through your mind.”

   Actually, he didn’t trust her either—not after she had sold him out to Becker. On the other hand, he trusted the others even less. Felix? No. Becker the politician? No way. Reba? She was a tad too chummy with Felix, Halverson couldn’t help but notice. That left the beer-craving cop Mannering. 

   Halverson figured he would rather throw in his lot with Victoria than with Mannering. Though that could change. Halverson didn’t know where Mannering was coming from at this point. Mannering was too new to the equation. Mannering, so far, was in the dark concerning the money. His ignorance about the money might make him more trustworthy than the others.

   “I see a phone store up ahead,” announced Felix loud enough for everyone to hear.

   Halverson sighed. Not good, he decided. Not as long as Felix had his satphone.

   






   

   CHAPTER THIRTY

   

   Felix was right, Halverson saw, as they pulled up in front of a mostly unscathed building that was displaying a large poster of a white cell phone in its picture window. The poster took up the entire window, blocking their view of the store’s interior.

   Felix approached Halverson. “Come with me. I need you to tell me what kind of a battery this thing takes.” Felix held up the satphone.

   Halverson slid out of his seat gingerly, finding it difficult to rise with his hands bound behind his back.

   “They might not have the right kind of battery here,” he said.

   “Don’t try anything funny,” said Felix.

   Felix wasn’t holding his gun on Halverson. It didn’t matter, decided Halverson. He wasn’t going anywhere. If he stayed here with the others, at least he had transportation. 

   The two of them and Mannering entered the phone store.

   “I’m not a big fan of cell phones,” said Mannering, scanning the items for sale on the shelves.

   “You’re a minority of one,” said Felix.

   “Too much like an invasion of privacy.” 

   “They’re a necessity nowadays. Most of the payphones are gone.”

   “People didn’t have cell phones fifty years ago and did OK.”

   “I gotta get something to eat. I’d kill for a steak.” 

   Halverson could see a sparkling strand of drool sliding out of the corner of Felix’s mouth. 

   “What are we looking for?” asked Mannering. 

   Absently, he picked up a cell phone. He tried to get it to work without success.

   “What kind of a battery does this thing take?” Felix asked Halverson.

   “Lithium ion,” answered Halverson.

   Felix found the section of the store that carried cell-phone batteries. He checked out the batteries that lay on a shelf. “What’s it look like?”

   “I don’t know. I never bought one before.”

   Felix shook his head. “You’re not much help.”

   He scrutinized the back of the satphone and tried to pry it open. He winced with pain as he used his wounded arm.

   “I’ll do it,” said Mannering. 

   Felix gave him the phone. 

   Mannering snapped open the battery compartment and removed the battery. He compared the battery to the batteries for sale to find a similar one.

   “Do you see one of these anywhere?” he said, holding up the battery.

   Studying the batteries, Felix selected one. “This one says lithium ion.” 

   He offered it to Mannering, who inserted it into the satphone and handed the phone back to him.

   Felix turned the satphone on. He smiled. “It looks like it’s working.” He read the message on the phone’s display screen. His expression turned to one of annoyance. “You gotta be kidding.”

   “What?” said Mannering.

   “This thing wants an access code.” Felix turned to Halverson. “What’s the code?”

   “Why’s it doing that?” asked Mannering. “Is that normal?”

   “It’s a new one on me,” said Felix. “My cell doesn’t need an access code.” He asked Halverson, “What gives?”

   “My boss doesn’t want a phone like that falling into the wrong hands.”

   “Why not?” Felix asked suspiciously.

   “Somebody could rack up a huge bill on that phone. You can call all over the world.”

   “So let’s have it.” Felix stood with his fingers poised over the satphone, ready to punch in the figures. “What’s the code?”

   Halverson hung fire. He was of two minds. He hadn’t told Felix everything about his satphone. It was a digitally encrypted CIA phone that could reach the director of the CIA himself. Standard Agency operative protocol dictated that operatives should never reveal the access code to anybody. 

   On the other hand, Halverson knew that if he didn’t tell Felix the code, how could they hope to reach somebody still alive who might know the extent of the plague’s progress throughout the world?

   Halverson decided it best to use the phone by himself. Now all he had to do was get it back from Felix.

   “We don’t have all day,” said Felix.

   “I’m not allowed to give it to anyone.”

   “We don’t have time to dick around. We need to contact the authorities to find out what’s going on.” 

   Halverson said nothing.

   Felix strode over to Halverson and clouted him in the solar plexus with his fist. 

   Unable to defend himself with his arms bound, Halverson absorbed the full impact of the blow. He groaned and doubled over, exhaling forcibly.

   “Just tell him,” Mannering told Halverson.

   Halverson said nothing.

   “There aren’t any secrets anymore,” Mannering went on. “The whole damn world could be falling apart. We need to find out if anybody else is left alive.”

   Halverson said nothing, his face screwed up in pain.

   Felix kneed Halverson in the face while Halverson was bowed forward.

   Halverson managed to avert his face in the nick of time to elude the blow that, no doubt, would have slammed into and broken his nose. Instead, Felix’s knee connected with the side of Halverson’s jaw, sending shock waves of pain through Halverson’s face. 

   Felix grabbed Halverson by the hair and yanked up Halverson’s smarting, flushed face.

   “What’s the code?” Felix demanded. “I can do this all day if I have to.”

   At that moment, Reba burst into the store from the sidewalk.

   “There’s a nest of those things coming this way!” she cried, flustered.

   She looked puzzled as she noticed Halverson in obvious pain, his hazel eyes watering, his dark hair mussed up. 

   “We’ll sort this out later,” Felix told Halverson.

   The four of them hastened out of the store. Still trying to catch his breath, Halverson lagged behind.

   When he emerged onto the sidewalk, he could make out a slew of creatures lumbering down the sidewalk toward the motor carts from the direction of the cemetery.

   “I’m sick of those things!” burst Reba.

   In a fit of anger, clenching her teeth, she snagged the shotgun from her cart and fired a round at the undulating mass of creatures. 

   The charge ripped into a zombie at the head of the pack. The thirtyish creature was six four and wore a crumpled white stingy brim fedora. The creature’s chest blew apart, exposing its shattered ribs and shredded lungs. The creature jerked backward from the blow then, shoved by the creatures behind it, kept coming inexorably forward, at one with the sea of dead flesh that rolled down the sidewalk. 

   “We can’t fight ’em here!” hollered Felix. “We don’t have any protection. We gotta go.”

   






   

   CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

   

   Bound and in pain, Halverson stumbled into his motor cart and sat awkwardly beside Victoria. He straightened himself in his seat and adjusted his body so his tied arms felt less uncomfortable behind his back.

   She looked at him in confusion.

   “Don’t ask,” he said, working his sore jaw checking it out to see if it was still in one piece.

   He picked up on two female zombies barging past the tall male with the ruined chest toward the front of the pack. 

   The two females were a tad over five feet tall.

   The fortysomething Asian brunette had shoulder-length bangs parted in the middle of her forehead. The creature’s grey sweater and white blouse were in shambles. What was left of them dangled in jagged strips down her chest. 

   One of her white-filmed brown eyeballs dangled on a bloody stalk out of its gaping socket. The eyeball was swiveling on the stalk trying to see all around it.

   The other female was a teenager with thin, dyed blonde hair pulled so tightly about her forehead and locked in place with bobby pins that it looked painful. She was clutching a battered pink cell phone in her hand as if it was part of her. She wore a bloodstained robin’s egg blue sweatshirt and faded blue jeans with holes torn in the knees.

   Blundering toward the motor carts, the creature reached for her nose like she was going to pick it. Instead, the nose was in such an extreme state of decomposition that it crumbled into dust in her hand when she touched it. She sneered with withered lips.

   Lacking a nose her face looked even more grotesque than it had moments earlier—if that was possible, decided Halverson.

   “Somebody, kill those things!” cried Reba, appalled at the sight of them.

   Mannering snatched the Persuader from her hand. He pumped the shotgun, trained it on the blonde creature, and fired at its chest. The creature reeled backward. The zombies behind it immediately manhandled it forward.

   “Shoot for the head,” said Halverson.

   Mannering pumped the shotgun again, trained it on the blonde’s head, and blew its head to smithereens. The blonde zombie crumpled on the sidewalk. The creatures behind the ghoul trampled it into slurry. 

   “Kill the other one,” barked Reba.

   Mannering pumped the shotgun, took aim at the brunette with its rotating eyeball lolling out of its head, and squeezed off a round that atomized the brunette’s head. The eyeball went flying through the air, bounced off a car’s hood, and rolled into the street. 

   “We gotta move it!” Felix called out from the first cart, driving off.

   Shotgun in hand, Mannering barreled into Reba’s cart. She put the cart in gear and peeled off behind Felix. 

   Victoria followed suit, bringing up the rear. 

   “I don’t know how much more of this I can stand,” said Victoria.

   “We either keep going or give up and die,” said Halverson. “That’s the only choice we’ve got left.”

   “I hope we get out of this nightmare before I go nuts.”

   “Don’t even think about hope. There’s no hope. Just keep going.”

   She gave him a look. “Is it that bad?”

   “Can’t you see for yourself? It’s chaos out there. By rights, all of us should be dead.”

   They drove for two blocks on the sidewalk. Then Felix pulled to a halt at the sound of a man screaming for help.

   Halverson could see a commotion brewing in the intersection.

   Three ghouls were pulling somebody out of a crashed car by his head. The passenger-side window was down less than halfway and the creatures were yanking on the man’s head, trying to squeeze the guy’s body through the opening. 

   The head would fit, but not the guy’s body, Halverson saw.

   Agitated and groaning, the creatures tugged harder on the guy’s head. The guy let loose with a blood-curdling scream that rent the air.

   “We need to help him,” said Victoria.

   “There are a lot of creatures wandering around on the street near him,” said Halverson warily.

   He could see Felix up ahead debating what to do in his lead cart. 

   “We can’t just sit here and watch,” said Victoria. 

   “I can’t help anyone, tied up like this,” said Halverson.

   Before they could do anything, they watched in horror as the three creatures yanked the man’s head off his neck. Blood fountained out of the guy’s mutilated throat, soaking the zombies. They lapped it up like it was water and they were dying from thirst. 

   Victoria gasped and held her hands over her eyes. 

   Out of morbid curiosity, Halverson watched the creature that possessed the blood-splashed head. The thirtyish male creature was wearing a khaki flat cap and tan plastic-framed spectacles. The creature flung the head on the pavement, trying to crack open the skull and get to the brains. The head rolled under an SUV.

   Frustrated, Flat Cap followed the errant head. The creature got down on its hands and knees to retrieve it. Realizing it could not fit beneath the vehicle on its knees, Flat Cap flattened itself on its belly, squirmed under the chassis, and latched onto the head. 

   When Flat Cap stood up with the head in its hands, the other zombies gathered around the prize, eager to devour fresh brains.

   Despite having received a broken nose from the pounding it had taken on the pavement, the decapitated head remained in one piece. 

   Flat Cap started smashing the head against the SUV’s front bumper.

   “Do we have to watch this?” said Victoria in disgust. 

   Halverson noticed that more and more stray zombies were streeling through the car wreckage. They were beating a path toward the motor carts.

   Felix noticed the same thing. He peeled off across the intersecting street to the sidewalk that continued west on Wilshire. The other two carts followed him.

   The zombies in the road blundered around in confusion, unable to pick up on the carts in the darkness.

   






   

   CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

   

   Puzzled, Halverson saw Felix hang a right at the next intersection. “Where’s he going?”

   “I don’t know,” said Victoria. “That’s not the direction to my house.”

   “Better follow him for now. We need to hash this out and figure out where we’re headed.”

   “I don’t want to follow him. I want to find my daughter.”

   “If he sees us take off, he’ll come after us for the money.”

   “So?”

   “So, he’s got the guns. And I’m tied up, if you haven’t noticed.”

   Victoria thought about it. “OK. I’ll follow him then tell him we’re looking for Shawna.”

   Halverson nodded. “Let’s find out why he’s going here.”

   As Victoria made a right turn at the corner they could see Felix and Becker driving into the parking lot of a rambling supermarket that occupied the corner.

   Felix parked directly in front of the supermarket’s open electronic sliding plate-glass door.

   Victoria parked beside Felix. “What are we doing here?”

   “I can’t go any farther without eating,” answered Felix.

   He removed his NVGs, dismounted from his vehicle, and strode into the store.

   “I can’t believe he’s leaving his cart unguarded,” Halverson told Victoria. 

   “Reba’s staying in it,” said Victoria. 

   “Aren’t you gonna eat, Reba?” asked Halverson.

   “Felix is bringing me back some food,” Reba answered.

   “Well, I’m getting my own,” said Becker, angling toward the supermarket door. “Don’t let anyone hijack our carts,” he told Reba. 

   Reba rolled her eyes. “Nobody’s gonna hijack mine, anyway.” 

   Becker balked in midstride when he heard her reply, debating whether to leave his cart unattended. He turned around and gazed at Mannering, who still sat in Becker’s cart. 

   “Don’t look at me,” said Mannering and climbed out of his seat. “I’m not staying out here. I could eat a horse.”

   Mannering strolled past Becker into the supermarket. 

   Becker thought about telling Mannering about the money, so Mannering would stay in the vehicle and guard it. But Becker decided against it. Too many people knew about the money, already, as far as he was concerned. The more you divided the stuff up, the less there was for him. 

   Becker shrugged. Allowing his growling stomach to dictate, he decided he would take his chances and leave his money behind. He followed Mannering into the market.

   “We gotta keep up our energy,” Halverson told Victoria, sliding out of his seat. “This may be the last chance we have to eat for a while.”

   She accompanied him into the store. 

   Emergency battery-operated strip lights on the ceiling kept the store illuminated with a dull glow. Too bad the A/C wasn’t working as well, decided Halverson, sweating in the stuffy store.

   He still hadn’t figured out how he was going to eat without the use of his hands. He hoped Victoria would help him. 

   They followed Felix to the meat section. 

   “Everything’s probably spoiled by now without refrigeration,” said Victoria. “Why’s Felix going to the meat section?”

   Felix swiped a pound of ground round from the nonfunctioning refrigerated meat locker. The meat had turned a greenish grey. Wincing while holding the package of meat with the hand on his sore arm, he tore off the cellophane wrapper with his good hand and wolfed down the raw meat directly out of the white Styrofoam pan. Finished, he tossed the package’s pan onto the floor. 

   “Is that stuff safe to eat?” asked Mannering, watching Felix in awe.

   Too busy grabbing a side of green steak from the meat locker, Felix paid no attention to him. Felix clawed the shrink-wrap off the package of steak and gobbled down the raw meat in seconds. 

   Mannering approached the meat locker and took a gander at its contents. He picked up and squeezed a package of grey raw sirloin. He shook his head.

   “This stuff’s warm,” he said. He watched with consternation as Felix scarfed down another raw slab of steak. “You could get a disease, man.”

   Felix polished off five T-bone steaks in a matter of minutes. 

   “He’s gonna get sick,” Mannering told Halverson.

   “I wouldn’t eat that,” said Victoria, examining the packages of spoiled meat in the locker and turning up her nose.

   “I’ll stick to dry goods and canned goods, myself,” said Mannering. 

   He departed in search of said items, peering at the signs over the aisles to guide him in his quest. 

   Felix kept downing more raw steaks.

   “He wasn’t kidding when he said he was hungry,” said Victoria.

   “I don’t know where he puts it all,” said Halverson.

   He watched Felix warily. Felix’s insatiable appetite for raw meat was more than likely a symptom of the plague he had contracted, decided Halverson. Felix might turn any time now into a ghoul. Halverson wasn’t about to voice his opinion while Felix stood in earshot—not as longs as Felix was the one with the guns.

   “We better start getting food,” said Victoria.

   “Make it quick,” said Halverson. “We have company.”

   “What? Where?”

   Halverson nodded toward the opposite end of the store. 

   A five seven twentysomething man was emerging from the storage room there. He had unruly, curly black hair about two inches long sprouting from his head and four days’ growth of black stubble on his face. He wore filthy blue jeans and a navy blue button-down shirt that had its buttons torn off and was hanging open to reveal a hairy caved-in chest.

   “Is he one of them?” asked Victoria. 

   “I can’t tell from here, but we better get our food and scram.”

   The guy was just standing there for the moment, Halverson saw. 

   Halverson took the opportunity to help Victoria gather food. Not that he was much of a help, considering his hands were tied. 

   She snared an abandoned canvas carryall off the floor, paraded down aisles, and tossed items into the basket. 

   When she realized the carryall was too small, she said, “We need a bigger basket.”

   “I’ll get one,” said Halverson. 

   He found a metal cart on wheels at the front of the store near the cash registers. Without the use of his hands he had to steer the cart with his feet, which wasn’t easy. The wayward cart kept crashing into the shelves and knocking items down onto the floor, creating a mess and a racket.

   At last he reached Victoria. She deposited the carryall’s contents into the cart and resumed collecting more items. She dumped a red cardboard twenty-four pack of Cokes into the cart. 

   Seeing that he was having difficulty managing the cart, she grasped its red plastic handle and pushed the cart herself. 

   Halverson struck off for the end of the aisle to take another look at their uninvited guest standing in front of the storage room. 

   His eyes staring blankly ahead, the guy was shambling into the store now, Halverson could see. Halverson pegged him for a ghoul. Where there was one ghoul, there were usually more not far behind, Halverson had learned from his earlier experiences with them. 

   As if on cue, another twentysomething creature shuffled out of the dim storeroom. Taller than its cohort by four-odd inches, this creature had a short, scraggly black beard, a round, puttylike nose, and a sneering, half-open mouth that secreted saliva. On its head the creature wore a raked black-and-white checkered ascot cap. 

   Behind this creature was yet another creature traipsing out of the storeroom. This one was a black portly female with a rope of black, conked hair draped over her gore-coated primrose yellow blouse. Gazing up at the ceiling with gibbous brown eyes coated with white film, the creature waddled into the store. 

   Halverson saw Felix pick up on the zombie infestation as the third one entered the store. 

   Felix hurried gorging on another gamy raw steak. He withdrew his Glock from his waistband, aimed the pistol at the fat creature, and seemed to pause in thought, as if reluctant to fire. His demurral did not last long. He fired. Three rounds ripped into the creature’s chest, slowing its advance for no more than a few seconds at the most.

   “Shoot at the head,” said Halverson.

   How many times did he have to keep telling them? he wondered.

   Felix blasted the fat creature’s head. The ghoul dropped like an overstuffed bag of potatoes. Assorted scavenger insects crawled out of the thing’s mouth and scuttled across its bloated belly. 

   Felix fired more rounds at the other two zombies, dropping one of them with a head shot that blew the creature’s occipital bone off. Fragments of skull crashed into the wall behind the creature and smeared it with gobbets of brain matter.

   Felix scooped up a bunch of steaks from the meat locker, cradled his haul in his arms, and bucketed back toward the motor carts in the parking lot. 

   Attracted by the gunshots, a pack of zombies moseyed out of the storeroom into the store.

   Halverson took a powder down the nearest aisle. He pulled to an abrupt halt as he realized he was standing in the kitchenware section of the store. Spotting a fruit knife for sale that was hanging from a metal prong, he backed toward the knife. With his bound hands he contrived to glom onto the knife and insert it into his rear waistband. 

   He then pulled his shirt from out of his jeans to cover the knife from view.

   Out of the corner of his eye he glimpsed three ghouls shambling down the aisle toward him.

   He skedaddled, collecting Victoria as he fled. 

   






   

   CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

   

   Victoria jogged toward the parking lot steering her loaded shopping cart before her. 

   She pushed the cart out of the store into the parking lot. When she reached her motor cart, Halverson helped her unload the food supplies into the back of the motor cart. There wasn’t much spare room on account of the moneybag stashed there, but he and Victoria managed to stow all of the items around the bag.

   Loaded with moneybags, the two other motor carts had even less storage space for supplies.

   Felix stuffed his steaks into the rear of his motor cart like a man possessed.

   Hearing Felix groan, Halverson turned toward him. Halverson watched Felix tear the bloodstained sleeve off his wounded arm.

   Reba, who was closest to Felix, gasped and flinched in her motor cart’s passenger seat when she saw Felix’s exposed arm. 

   The entire arm and hand had turned black all the way to the shoulder with greenish yellow pus oozing from the necrotic flesh. 

   His face flushed, Felix pried open his plastic bottle of amoxicillin and poured half a dozen pills into his mouth. He could barely move his wounded arm. 

   He retrieved a can of Coke from the back of the cart. He struggled to pop open the can, which he had trouble grasping with his sore arm’s hand. At last he opened the can, spilling Coke on his pants as he did so. He took a pull of the Coke and washed down the pills.

   “You’re taking too many,” said Reba. She felt his forehead. “My God, you’re burning up!”

   “It hurts,” said Felix, lifting his wounded arm up in front of him. 

   “Maybe we should amputate that thing,” said Mannering. 

   “Hank’s right,” Reba told Felix. “The gangrene is spreading throughout your entire body. We need to stop it from spreading.”

   Halverson watched a six six bespectacled creature in a criminally tailored brown suit stagger out of the supermarket’s entrance. Over an inch of the ghoul’s white shirt projected beyond its silk-and-wool jacket’s sleeves. Not only that, the ghoul’s trouser cuffs reached all the way to the bottoms of its scuffed leather shoes’ heels. 

   Drooling, the creature was hanging its mouth open, flaunting its jagged, rotting teeth. The creature raised its arm, displaying a stainless steel Tagheuer chronograph on its wrist.

   “Get a load of Beau Brummell,” cracked Mannering.

   “Isn’t anyone paying attention?” said Reba, visibly upset. “We need to amputate Felix’s arm.”

   “Wait a minute,” said Mannering, his body stiffening, flabbergasted. “I know that guy. He’s a fucking lawyer for dope dealers.”

   “Not anymore,” said Halverson.

   Mannering shook his fist at the creature. “Fucking shyster!”

   His mouth hanging open wider, Beau Brummell stumbled toward Mannering, gravitating toward Mannering’s shouting.

   “You’re making too much noise,” Halverson told Mannering. “You’re gonna bring an army of them down on us yelling like that.”

   “Listen up, people!” cried Reba. “We need to amputate Felix’s arm!”

   “We can’t do it now,” said Halverson, glancing at Beau Brummell shambling toward them. “We gotta go.”

   “Give me a gun so I can kill it,” Mannering told Felix.

   Felix shook his head. “We’re splitting.”

   Halverson didn’t know what was holding Felix up. By rights the guy should be dead. In any case, Halverson knew Felix couldn’t last much longer. Cutting Felix’s arm off wouldn’t save him. Nothing would. 

   Felix put his night-vision goggles back on and clambered into his motor cart’s driver’s seat beside Reba. 

   A male creature shuffled out of the grocery store into the parking lot on leather sandals, holding its arms akimbo, its head down. The thing wore khaki Bermuda shorts, a yellow T-shirt, and a tan ball cap. 

   Halverson could see that beneath the cap the creature had medium-length grizzled black hair. 

   The creature seemed more appalling than any of the others near it, decided Halverson. Even its fellow creatures seemed to shy away from it.

   Maybe, decided Halverson, its dire hideousness derived from the fact that both of the creature’s ears were missing, leaving shredded, scabby holes in their places, lending a sinister, serpentlike aspect to the creature’s worm-eaten face. Too, the creature’s forehead had been flayed by bugs, leaving the thing’s skull exposed. The creature raised its head as if sniffing the air for the scent of humans.

   Felix fired his motor cart’s ignition. He drove out of the parking lot, using his good hand to steer, putting distance between him and the others. 

   The other two motor carts followed. Halverson and Victoria brought up the rear.

   “I need to get my satphone back from Felix,” Halverson told Victoria. “We’ve got to make contact with other survivors. It’s our only chance to get through this nightmare.”

   He needed that phone to contact the Agency. If anyone knew what was going on with this plague, the Agency would, he figured—if there still was an Agency.

   “What do you want me to do about it?” she said.

   “We need to keep up with him. Don’t let him out of our sight.”

   “Don’t worry about it.” She paused a beat. “But once we get to 26th Street, I’m taking off for my house to find my child, phone or no phone.”

   They drove two blocks. Then Felix’s vehicle ground to a halt.

   “Why are we stopping?” Halverson asked Victoria.

   “I don’t know. This isn’t 26th Street.”

   Along with Becker and Mannering, Victoria and Halverson pulled up behind Felix’s vehicle.

   “What’s going on?” Victoria asked Becker.

   “Your guess is as good as mine,” answered Becker.

   “There could be creatures lurking around here,” said Halverson, surveying the gloomy cityscape.

   Most of the buildings here were smoldering as they were elsewhere in the city, he saw. Threads of grey smoke unraveled from the scorched ruins into the night sky.

   “It’s not like we’re on a sightseeing tour where we make stops to take in the view,” said Becker.

   Halverson noticed that Felix’s seat in the front cart was vacant. “Where’s Felix?”

   “He told me to stop,” said Reba. “Then he upped and left. He muttered something about needing to use a restroom.”

   “That figures,” said Victoria. “He probably got sick from all that spoiled meat he ate at the store.”

   “Not to mention his infected arm.”

   “I need that satphone,” Halverson confided to Victoria.

   “Which way did he go?” Victoria asked Reba.

   Reba pointed north toward the smoking remains of buildings in a strip mall. 

   “We can’t let him wander off by himself,” Halverson told Reba. 

   “He’ll be back,” said Reba. 

   “How do you know?”

   Reba glanced over her shoulder back at the moneybags stashed in the rear of her motor cart. “He won’t leave those behind for long.”

   “What if the ghouls ambush him?” said Halverson.

   He clambered out of his seat, twisting his bound arms painfully in the process.

   “What are you doing?” asked Reba.

   “We need to find him and help him.”

   “What kind of help can you give him with your hands tied?”

   “I’ll go with him,” said Victoria.

   “Felix is the one with the guns,” said Reba. “He can take care of himself.”

   “But what if he passes out from his infected arm? We need to check up on him.”

   Victoria climbed out of her cart and took the pitchfork with her.

   “Anyone else coming?” asked Halverson.

   Nobody moved.

   “I’ll watch the carts,” said Becker. 

   “Just as well,” muttered Halverson.

   As soon as he and Victoria were alone, he would take the first opportunity to cut his bonds with the knife he had cribbed in the supermarket.

   “I’ll go,” said Mannering. He grabbed a shovel and trotted up to Halverson. “You’re not gonna be much good to anyone with your arms trussed.”

   “Me, too,” said Reba.

   She seized the Mossberg Persuader and met up with them.

   The gang’s all here, thought Halverson. So much for plan A, he decided. Then again he might still be able to free himself while the others were preoccupied. He would just have to wait and see.

   “I’m still guarding the carts,” said Becker. “I’ll honk if I see any of those things coming.” 

   






   

   CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

   

   “How are we gonna find him in this darkness?” asked Victoria, as she, Reba, Halverson, and Mannering set out north.

   “I don’t know,” said Mannering. “We sure could use those NVGs of Felix’s right about now.”

   “Where would the nearest restroom be located?”

   “Any of these stores in this strip mall will have restrooms.”

   “What if he didn’t go to a restroom?” said Halverson.

   “What are you talking about?” said Mannering. “Reba said he did.”

   “Maybe he lied.”

   “Why would he lie about going to the bathroom?”

   They reached the first store in the mall, which happened to be a fire-gutted stationery store. 

   “Let’s try here,” said Victoria. She walked into the charred rubble of the building. “If the restroom is still intact.”

   “You didn’t answer my question,” Mannering told Halverson. “Why would Felix lie about going to the head?”

   “Why didn’t he just go in the street?” said Halverson. “It’s not like we have to obey social amenities now that the world’s falling apart.”

   “Maybe he had to take a dump. I don’t know about you, but I wouldn’t want to do that in the street.”

   “I agree with Hank,” said Victoria. “Felix probably has some kind of diarrhea after eating that rotten meat.”

   “You’re all forgetting one thing,” said Halverson. “Felix has the plague and he’s turning into one of those things.”

   “So he lied about finding a restroom and in reality went off to turn into the Wolf Man or whatever on his own,” Mannering scoffed.

   “I don’t know how he’s stayed alive as long as he has with that infection eating through his system.”

   Mannering shook his head incredulously.

   Halverson, Mannering, and Reba followed Victoria into the stationery store. They found the bathroom in the back—what was left of it, anyway. Burnt rafters in the roof had caved in and now canted against the walls and the two stalls. 

   Otherwise, the stalls both looked in working order, decided Halverson. The metal door on one of the stalls hung ajar. Halverson peeked inside. The stall was empty. The other stall’s door was closed. He kicked the door lightly with his foot.

   “Felix?” he said.

   No answer. 

   Mannering crouched and looked under the stall door. He didn’t see any feet. “No sign of him.”

   “So, he’s in another restroom,” said Reba.

   “This could take all night.”

   “Especially if he isn’t even in a restroom in the first place,” said Halverson.

   There was no telling where Felix had gone if he went somewhere to turn into a creature, Halverson decided. Halverson had no idea what thoughts were running through Felix’s feverish, plague-infected brain. How could Halverson predict where Felix would go? 

   For all Halverson knew, Felix may have already turned. If he had, there was only one thought going through Felix’s mind at this moment: Eat! In that case, Felix would be acting now in accordance with that single prime directive running through his reanimated brain.

   Halverson needed his satphone. He had no choice but to find Felix whether he was a zombie or not. How do you track a zombie? wondered Halverson. 

   “Let’s try to get inside Felix’s head,” said Halverson.

   “He went to take a leak or a dump,” said Mannering. He shrugged. “Where’s that get us? How many restrooms do we have to check? He may not even be using a restroom.”

   “You just don’t get it. Felix has the plague. He’s gonna die.”

   “What’s that got to do with taking a leak?”

   “You’re hopeless, Hank,” said Victoria. 

   “I need a drink.” Mannering rubbed his face with his hand.

   “Don’t you understand? This isn’t business as usual. Look around you.” Victoria gestured at the incinerated hulk of a building they were standing in.

   “You mean, we’re fucked. I already know that, honey. Why do you think I want to get drunk?”

   “You’re no good to us drunk.”

   “Like we’re gonna get out of this or something.”

   Halverson ignored Mannering. “If you knew you were gonna die, what would you do? Where would you go?”

   “We all know we’re gonna die,” said Victoria.

   “Let me rephrase that. If you knew you were gonna die soon, what would you do?”

   Victoria thought about it. “I’d go home, I think. I don’t really know. I’ve never thought about it. I don’t dwell on morbid thoughts.”

   “I’d drink a couple six-packs of beer,” said Mannering. “I’d drink myself senseless.”

   “That’s your answer to everything, isn’t it?”

   “Do you have any idea what it’s like being a cop?”

   Victoria said nothing.

   “Of course not,” Mannering went on. “I get to deal with all the sickos, rapists, murderers, and whatever every day of the week. You think all these scumbags get caught, don’t you? Well, I have news for you. They don’t. Most of these creeps get away with it. You don’t want to know even half of what I know. It would make you sick.”

   “This isn’t a referendum on your job,” said Halverson. 

   “We all have problems,” said Victoria. “We don’t all get drunk because of it.” 

   “Yeah,” said Reba. “We don’t all go around wallowing in self-pity.”

   “Fuck you,” said Mannering. 

   Reba flinched. “You’re too sensitive. That’s what it is.”

   Mannering sniggered. “Yeah, that’s it all right.” He suddenly raised his voice. “Just wait till you get raped and you want the police to nail the guy. You’ll see. You’ll see that most of those scumbags get away with it.”

   “You’re gonna bring those things down on us by yelling,” said Halverson. 

   Mannering waved his hand in disgust. “Yeah, I ought to be like the rest of you and not even care about all the shit that goes down in this city—what used to be a city anyway. Then I could rest easy like you guys.” 

   Halverson changed the subject. He didn’t want to stoke Mannering’s access of rage by prolonging the discussion.

   “Does Felix live around here?” asked Halverson. 

   Mannering went off and brooded by himself in a corner. He sat there, bald head bowed, and ran his hand down over his forehead.

   “I don’t know anything about him,” answered Victoria. “I just met him today. I can’t even remember yesterday.” She shook her head as if to clear it. “Everything’s like a blur in my head now. I don’t even know what day it is, anymore.”

   “This is getting us nowhere,” Reba put in. “We might as well go back to the carts and wait for him to return.”

   “And what if he doesn’t return?”

   “Then we’ll have to leave without him.”

   “He wouldn’t like that.” Victoria lowered her voice so Mannering was out of earshot. “He wouldn’t like you running off with his money.”

   “Then he better get his ass back to the carts.” Reba paused a beat. “Don’t worry about it. He’ll be back. There’s no way he’s gonna leave his money behind.” 

   Halverson didn’t agree with Reba. He didn’t believe Felix was coming back. Felix’s plague-ravaged brain wasn’t thinking straight. But Halverson wasn’t about to leave without Felix if he could at all help it. Halverson needed his satphone and Felix had it. It was that simple. 

   “We don’t have any choice,” said Halverson. “We have to find him.”

   “You find him,” said Reba. “I have no idea where he went. I only know what he told me.” She turned to leave. “I’m heading back to the carts.”

   Mannering rose to his feet. He was going to follow Reba, but on second thought hung back, rubbing his bald pate.

   “Maybe Felix crawled into some corner to die,” Victoria told Halverson.

   “All we can do is keep searching,” said Halverson.

   “If he’s turned into a creature, he wouldn’t hide somewhere. He’d be coming after us to feed on us. Right?”

   Halverson frowned in thought. “Those things don’t shy from human contact, that’s for sure. Just the opposite. If he has already turned, he won’t be running away from us. He’ll be foraging for the nearest living human being to eat.” 

   “Which is probably us.”

   






   

   CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

   

   Halverson pricked up his ears when he heard scuffling behind the broken, disarrayed shelves in the store.

   Mannering heard it, too. “What was that?” he said under his breath.

   “Maybe it’s Felix,” whispered Victoria.

   Halverson, Victoria, and Mannering left the bathroom and headed down the short hallway to the store’s interior to investigate the source of the sound.

   Shovel at the ready, Mannering stole down an aisle to canvass the rest of the store. As Mannering was padding down the aisle, a tall guy with tousled white hair and a nicotine-stained white shaving brush mustache halted into view at the other end of the aisle. The guy was wearing jeans and a bloodstained ruby shirt.

   The guy screwed up his sixtyish face into a grimace as he set his white-filmed eyes on Mannering.

   Wielding his shovel with both hands now, Mannering closed in on the creature.

   Halverson wanted to help him, but his hands were tied.

   At that moment, a short, wiry male Vietnamese creature with bandy legs lurched into view behind its companion. The Vietnamese creature’s hatchet face scowled as the creature bared its fragmented yellow, bloody teeth. The thing was still chewing a piece of human flesh in its mouth, Halverson could see. Maybe the thing had just made a fresh kill, decided Halverson. Hopefully, the creature’s victim hadn’t been Felix. Blood trickled down the creature’s chin. 

   “Sons of bitches,” growled Mannering and went at the two ghouls brandishing his shovel.

   “Untie me so I can help him,” Halverson told Victoria. 

   Victoria appeared loath to obey him. She glanced at Mannering then exchanged looks with Halverson. She fudged, undecided.

   “The only reason you tied me up was so I wouldn’t kill Felix. Right?” said Halverson.

   “It wasn’t my idea to tie you up. It was Felix’s.”

   “Well, he’s not here anymore. So what’s the point? I’m on your side. I can help Hank.”

   Halverson knew he had the knife in his rear waistband, but by the time he managed to cut himself free it would be too late to help Mannering. It might even be too late to help himself if there were more of those things lurking in the store. 

   Victoria dithered a moment longer then worked to unfasten the necktie that bound Halverson’s wrists as she heard Mannering pound the head of the tall ghoul with the back of the shovel’s steel blade.

   Mannering was experiencing difficulty swinging the shovel in such close confines. The proximity of the shelves on either side of him was curtailing his swing and hence lessening the impact of the blow to the creature’s head. 

   In such close quarters, a shovel made a lousy weapon, Mannering realized. In any quarters, for that matter. It was virtually useless here as a killing weapon. He could not get any power behind his swing. 

   He started hammering down on the thing’s head from above, but he doubted that the impact of such blows would kill the thing. The fact of the matter was that a shovel just wasn’t designed for killing people. 

   His hands free, Halverson snatched Victoria’s pitchfork and waded into the war Mannering was waging with the two ghouls. 

   “Whose bright idea was it to use shovels as weapons?” said Mannering in frustration.

   “We took anything we could find in the shed,” said Halverson. “We didn’t have a whole lot of choices.” He came up to Mannering and raised the pitchfork in his hands. “Let me try this. I’ve had some luck with it before.”

   “Be my guest,” said Mannering, who stepped aside.

   Shaving Brush stumbled forward toward Halverson. Halverson thrust the pitchfork upward from waist level and drove the prongs under the chin and upward into Shaving Brush’s head. 

   Halverson could feel the impetus of Shaving Brush who continued to try to walk forward. The only thing that impeded the creature’s progress was the length of the pitchfork that Halverson grasped. Halverson figured he had missed the creature’s brain. 

   He kicked Shaving Brush in the chest and, shoving the creature away, yanked on the pitchfork at the same time to dislodge the prongs from the thing’s head. Shaving Brush reeled backward a few steps.

   “Poke its damn eyes out,” said Mannering.

   That had worked for him before, Halverson knew. It wasn’t the easiest thing in the world to aim the pitchfork so that one of the prongs would directly penetrate an eye. In any case, it was his best bet.

   He reared back and, holding the pitchfork as steady as he could manage, thrust it at Shaving Brush’s head. The prongs missed the eyes, but didn’t miss the head. One of the prongs impaled Shaving Brush’s head flush between the eyes. The prong transfixed the brain and Shaving Brush dropped.

   “Good shot,” said Mannering. 

   Except I wasn’t aiming there, thought Halverson. He hadn’t been trained in the use of pitchforks as weapons at Camp Peary when he was training for the Agency. However, agents were trained to be able to kill with just about any object imaginable, including a pen or one of the bows of somebody’s glasses. Then again, nobody had ever trained him to kill the walking dead. 

   Halverson withdrew the pitchfork from Shaving Brush and advanced on the wiry Vietnamese creature. 

   Halverson didn’t waste any time. He went straight for the eyes. He managed to jam a prong into the epicanthic fold over one of the scowling Vietnamese creature’s eyes.

   “Turn out the lights,” crooned Mannering, watching the creature’s knees buckle. 

   Halverson stepped over the Vietnamese ghoul’s corpse and rounded the corner of the aisle. He came up short at the sight on the floor.

   A young man’s corpse lay supine. Its arms had been torn off and devoured, save for the bones that had been picked clean and tossed aside. The corpse’s chest had a gaping hold in it. The organs inside the rib cage had been scooped out. What was left of the man’s bloody entrails lay coiled between his legs.

   Halverson heard a shuffling to his left. Turning his head he peered down the next aisle. A small blonde girl in a dirty lavender dress was scuffing toward him. She couldn’t have been more than ten years old. Three thick scars striated her forehead.

   Her face a twisted grimace, she raised her arms and scrabbled toward him. 

   Disgusted, Halverson raised his pitchfork in order to thrust it.

   Victoria appeared behind the girl at the other end of the aisle and screamed at him. “No!” 

   Victoria held her hands up, signaling to Halverson not to attack the girl. 

   “Shawna,” Victoria said to the girl and strode toward her, her arms outstretched in welcome.

   At the sound of Victoria’s scream, the little girl stopped heading toward Halverson and reversed direction toward Victoria.

   “Look out!” yelled Halverson to Victoria.

   “It’s Shawna,” said Victoria.

   “It’s not. It’s one of those things.”

   When Victoria beheld the girl’s contorted, sneering face, she froze in her tracks. The girl opened her mouth, exposing jagged teeth and driveling.

   “Get away from it,” Halverson told Victoria.

   Its arms raised, the thing shambled toward Victoria, groping the air. 

   Victoria stood in a funk, paralyzed at the sight of the little girl’s wretched face. 

   The girl creature grabbed Victoria’s arm with its grubby, emaciated fingers.

   “Don’t let it touch you!” said Halverson.

   He speared the ghoul in the back with the pitchfork’s prongs, which drove clear through the ghoul’s chest and jutted three inches out from it. Then he lifted the creature off the floor and pulled the little monster away from Victoria. 

   Airborne, the thing squirmed on the pitchfork and flailed its arms and legs. 

   Halverson reversed the angle of his grip on the pitchfork and, aiming downward, pinned the creature facedown to the floor with the prongs embedded in its back. He stamped on the creature’s spine. The creature continued writhing. 

   Halverson wrested the prongs from the thing’s back, raised the pitchfork’s haft over his head, then jammed the prongs into the back of the thing’s skull. With a sickening feeling he heard the muffled crunch of the skull cracking open.

   The ghoul lay motionless under Halverson’s foot. 

   The pitchfork squelched as Halverson withdrew it from the ghoul’s cracked skull and punctured brains. 

   Halverson approached Victoria.

   She was trembling as she stared wide-eyed at the ghoul.

   “Was that Shawna?” Halverson asked.

   Victoria shook her head. “No. She looked like her from the back. The same hair and height. But it’s not her.”

   Brain-splattered shovel in hand, Mannering rounded the end of the shelf. “Did I miss all the fun?”

   His cop’s gallows humor fell on deaf ears. 

   Mannering shrugged apologetically. 

   “Let’s get out of here,” said Halverson.

   “I hear ya,” said Mannering.

   Halverson, Victoria, and Mannering headed for the front door. 

   Before they were halfway there, they started as they heard the horn on one of their motor carts honking. 

   The trio broke into a run.

   






   

   CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

   

   All Felix knew was he wanted to be alone. He felt closed off from the others. He wanted to escape their presence.

   They were getting on his nerves, especially Halverson and Becker. The pair of them were dickheads.

   Felix was certain Halverson was going to try to kill him. As for Becker, Felix trusted him as far as he could throw him. Becker wasn’t the type of guy you wanted guarding your back.

   Mannering could spell trouble somewhere down the line, too, Felix decided. After all, Mannering was a cop and Felix had robbed an armored truck.

   To hell with all of them, thought Felix, walking behind the strip mall.

   He felt more and more isolated from the others, as though he couldn’t communicate with them anymore.

   He wanted to be by himself. He felt sick. His stomach was flipping somersaults. Even so, he was starving. He wished he had stayed at the supermarket and was still devouring fresh meat there.

   The craving for fresh meat overpowered him. What was happening to him? he wondered. He didn’t feel like himself. He felt out of whack. Could it be that his wound or his fever was going to his head?

   Maybe Halverson had been right, decided Felix grudgingly. Maybe Felix did contract the disease.

   Felix told himself not to go there. He couldn’t afford to think like that. He cast a furtive glance at his wounded arm.

   He was appalled to see his arm had turned green. Maybe that was why they called it gangrene. In any case, no matter how revolting it looked, his arm didn’t hurt anymore. He tried to move it. He could hardly feel it, let alone move it.

   Too, it was getting harder for him to walk, he noticed. It was getting harder for him to do anything.

   He limped behind the Dumpster and sat down on the asphalt. He doubted the others would find him here. He had lied to Reba about going to the head. He didn’t really need to take a leak. 

   He liked Reba. She had a hot body. Ordinarily he would be lusting after her voluptuous flesh, but he felt no desire for her whatsoever. All he could think about was eating. What was happening to him? he wondered in consternation.

   All he wanted to do was eat. The problem was, he could hardly move. If he couldn’t move, how could he go foraging?

   Nevertheless, life was becoming simpler. No extraneous desires that only served to get in the way of the one desire that counted. To eat.

   He didn’t care about his girlfriend Shirley anymore, or his mother or father or two sisters. None of them mattered. It was obvious to him now that they were redundant and obfuscated the one true meaning of life—to feed.

   He didn’t care about his job. What job? He didn’t even have a job. Nobody had jobs. His job didn’t matter.

   It was so blindingly clear and simple he wondered why he had never realized it before. The only thing that really did matter was eating. 

   It was all about EATING.

   






   

   CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

   

   “Maybe Felix is back,” said Mannering, as they burst out of the stationery store making a beeline for the horn’s blaring.

   Mannering, Halverson, and Victoria dashed to the sidewalk. They found Reba frantically leaning on the lead motor cart’s horn. They didn’t even have to ask what was wrong. They could see for themselves.

   There were only two motor carts parked on the sidewalk. 

   “Where the hell’s Becker?” said Mannering.

   “He was already gone when I came back,” said Reba, laying off the horn.

   Halverson and Mannering cased the area. No sign of Becker.

   “Why did he take off?” asked Mannering.

   Halverson realized the moneybag was missing from the back of his cart. Now he knew why Becker had split, but he didn’t fill Mannering in. The less Mannering knew about the money, the better. It would just complicate matters. 

   Becker had dumped the extra moneybag on his cart’s empty passenger seat to increase his take then absconded, Halverson figured.

   “He couldn’t have gotten very far,” said Reba. “He hasn’t been gone that long.”

   “At least he could’ve told us he was vamoosing,” said Mannering.

   “Did you find Felix?”

   “No,” said Halverson. 

   “If he was using a restroom, he should’ve been back by now.”

   “He wasn’t using any restroom.”

   “What happened with you?” Reba asked, noting with concern that Halverson’s hands were now untied.

   Halverson rubbed his sore, raw wrists where the necktie had chafed them. “I can’t be of any help with my hands tied.”

   “He nailed a couple of those things in there,” said Mannering, nodding in agreement.

   “Well, Felix isn’t here, so I guess we don’t have to worry about you killing him,” said Reba. 

   “The problem is, Felix has the night-vision goggles,” said Halverson.

   “Makes our job of seeing where we’re going harder,” said Mannering.

   “And it makes him more dangerous than the other ghouls because he can see better than any of us.”

   “I don’t understand.”

   “He’s one of them by now, I bet.”

   “There you go,” said Reba, shaking her head. “Can’t you get it through your thick head that Felix isn’t one of those things.”

   The words were barely out of her mouth when a thirtysomething male with an ash blond scraggly beard just under an inch long lurched out of Wilshire Boulevard toward them. The creature had mussed-up long hair that matched the color of its beard. Wearing a hoodie with blue and red horizontal stripes and a white ball cap, the ghoul snarled and grimaced. 

   The creature’s bloodshot, white-filmed eyes squinted and glared at Reba as it closed in on her with groping, desiccated hands curled into claws. 

   “Hank,” said Halverson.

   He tossed his pitchfork to Mannering, who was standing closer to the ghoul than was Halverson. 

   “My pleasure,” said Mannering, catching the pitchfork’s wooden haft one-handed.

   He dropped the shovel from his other hand and gripped the pitchfork with both hands. 

   He thrust the prongs at the creature’s head, split open its skull, and skewered its brains.

   The thing crumpled on the sidewalk. 

   “What I can’t get over is those things look just like us,” said Mannering, jerking the pitchfork free of the ghoul’s ruined head and giving the corpse a good-bye kick. 

   “They look like us, but they’re not us,” said Halverson. “They’re already dead. They’re things now, nothing more.”

   Mannering brandished the pitchfork. “This is a better weapon than a shovel any day.”

   He handed it back toward Halverson.

   Halverson shook his head. “You keep it.”

   “Are you sure?”

   Halverson glanced back at his motor cart. “I still have a spade in my cart.”

   “Thanks.”

   “We ought to be using this,” said Reba and hefted the Persuader from her cart.

   “It makes too much noise,” said Halverson. “Those things will be swarming all over us if they hear a shotgun blast.” 

   “Speak of the devil.” Reba nodded down the street.

   Halverson turned to look in the direction she had indicated. A horde of creatures were staggering down the sidewalk less than a block away toward them. 

   “Looks like we’ve worn out our welcome here,” said Victoria.

   Halverson, Mannering, and Victoria piled into their carts.

   “I can’t get my head around why Becker split,” said Mannering. “He doesn’t even have a gun. There’s safety in numbers. Why go off alone?”

   “He ran off with the—,” Reba started to say.

   “He probably didn’t like our company,” Halverson cut in. 

   “Well, that goes double for me,” said Mannering. “Didn’t he have to resign from office because he was some kind of a deviate?”

   “A bunch of underage girls accused him of sexually harassing them with naked pictures of himself,” said Reba. 

   “He’s a disgrace.”

   “And—”

   “There’s more?”

   “And then it really got sick when he started sending them videos of himself mas—”

   “Too much information,” inserted Victoria.

   “He can’t have gotten far away,” said Halverson. “He hasn’t been gone that long. We should be able to catch up with him.”

   “The question is, do we want to catch up with him?” said Mannering.

   “Yeah, we do,” said Reba, sneaking a glance at the moneybags in the rear of her cart. “We definitely do.”

   Mannering, who was sitting next to her but not looking at her, jacked up his eyebrows in surprise at her response. “I heard he was a ladies’ man. I guess that explains it.”

   Reba shot him a look. “No. That doesn’t explain it.”

   Mannering shook his head in bafflement. “Then I don’t get it.”

   “Let’s get moving,” said Halverson in the second cart. “Those things are getting closer.”

   Reba fired her ignition. She put her motor cart in gear. She peeled off, pulling away from the mob of creatures bumbling after them.

   Driving the second cart Victoria followed suit.

   “What’s gonna happen with Felix when he finds out we left without him?” asked Mannering. “He’s gonna be pissed, for sure.”

   “He needs to learn to shit or get off the pot,” answered Reba.

   Mannering chortled. “He’s learning that the hard way.” He hung fire. “And I thought you liked the guy.”

   “I do.”

   “You have a strange way of showing it.” He caught sight of a delicatessen on his right. “Stop a second.”

   “Are you crazy? Those things are right behind us.”

   “I need a real weapon, not a bunch of gardening tools.”

   “What kind of a weapon can you get in a delicatessen?”

   “Just stop a second and I’ll show you.” 

   Against her better judgment, Reba hit the brakes. 

   Mannering clambered out of his seat. “I’ll be back in three shakes.” He belted into the delicatessen.

   “What’s going on?” Victoria asked, pulling to a halt behind Reba. “What’s got into Hank?”

   “He said he’ll be right back,” answered Reba.

   “Is he in denial about the ghouls?”

   “I’m gonna go get him,” said Halverson. “We don’t have time for this.”

   As he was preparing to slide out of his seat, he saw Mannering burst out of the delicatessen. 

   His face beaming, Mannering whisked toward them.

   “What’s he carrying?” asked Victoria.

   “Looks like a meat cleaver,” answered Halverson. 

   When Mannering reached his motor cart, Victoria saw that Halverson was correct. Mannering was, indeed, clutching a large cleaver with a shiny blade.

   “Now I feel a whole lot better,” said Mannering, holding the cleaver up beside his head like he was showing off a trophy. “I got myself a creature killer.”

   






   

   CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

   

   A few blocks down Wilshire, Halverson picked up on two figures worming their way through the cars parked on the street. Halverson tensed for another confrontation with zombies.

   “Company ahead at ten o’clock,” he said.

   As the figures reached the sidewalk, Halverson could see they were a man and a woman who looked to be in their thirties. They both had dark hair and were of medium height.

   The woman was clutching a brown leather suitcase in her hand. The man was carrying an overstuffed duffel bag over his shoulder. As they heard the motor carts approaching, they paused on the sidewalk staring at the vehicles and their passengers apprehensively.

   Halverson relaxed somewhat. He didn’t peg the two for zombies. He couldn’t figure out why a zombie would be lugging a suitcase around. But then again, maybe the suitcase had pieces of a dismembered corpse crammed inside it for takeout.

   “Let’s run the things over,” said Mannering.

   Reba speeded up and steered at the two strangers.

   “Hello!” Halverson hailed them.

   The woman lugging the suitcase waved back. “Hello!”

   “They’re people,” said Reba and eased up on the gas pedal.

   “How can you be sure?” asked Mannering.

   “They talk. Those things don’t talk.”

   Reba and Victoria stopped their vehicles in front of the couple.

   Unconvinced, Mannering scrutinized the two strangers. He fingered the cleaver in his hands.

   “I’m Becky and this is my husband Andrew,” said the woman. 

   “Hi,” said Reba. “We thought you might be infected. I’m Reba. That’s Hank, Chad, and Victoria.” She gestured toward the others. 

   “We thought you might be infected.” Becky laughed nervously.

   “Where are you headed?” asked Halverson.

   “North,” said Andrew. 

   “Where are you from?”

   “We’re from Long Beach.”

   “What happened there?”

   Andrew shook his head. “The whole city’s taken over by those things. What’s left of the city anyway. Most of it looks like a ghost town—like here.” Andrew eyed the burnt-out black skeletons of buildings lining the sidewalk. 

   “Why are you headed north?” asked Reba. “Is it better there?”

   “We don’t know. We have relatives in Washington.”

   “You’re walking all the way to Washington?”

   “The roads are blocked with abandoned cars. We drove for as long as we could. Then we got out and walked. Not like we had a choice.”

   “Is Washington safe?” chimed in Halverson. 

   “We hope so,” said Becky. “We have no way to contact anybody. We just don’t know.”

   “We ran into somebody a couple miles back that said the whole country’s infected,” said Andrew.

   “You got a long ways to go,” said Mannering.

   “We have to find somewhere we can live. Those things are swarming all over Southern California. It’s impossible to live here, anymore.”

   “A bunch of them are headed this way. They’re following us.”

   Andrew looked alarmed. “We better get going, Becky.”

   The two of them trudged off.

   “Did you happen to see anyone else in a motor cart like ours?” Halverson called after them.

   “No,” said Andrew over his shoulder.

   “The whole country’s infected,” muttered Mannering, gazing blankly ahead. 

   “That’s what he said,” said Reba. 

   “We better get going, too,” said Halverson. “Maybe we can find Becker.”

   “Why?” said Mannering. “Why should we care about him? He ditched us. Let him wander off somewhere and die. He’s a fool and a perv.”

   “I care,” said Reba. “The nerve of that guy.”

   Halverson knew she wanted the money back. He doubted she could care less about Becker. 

   Unaware of the contents of the sacks, Mannering looked puzzled. 

   A bespectacled fiftysomething woman with auburn hair piled on her head in a beehive hairdo lurched out of the alley to his right. Her equine wizened face was frozen into a grimace. Her mouth hung open, exposing her green gums, as drool streamed out the corners of her mouth. Moaning, she groped toward Mannering.

   “Crap, not another one,” he said. “Enough is enough.”

   He reared back and angrily kicked the creature in the waist. Stumbling backward the haggard creature tried to grab Mannering’s foot, but was unable to get a hold of it and lost her spectacles in the attempt.

   Reba put her cart in gear and drove west. Victoria followed.

   “We need to find Felix,” Halverson told Victoria.

   “Why do you keep harping on Felix?”

   “He has my satphone. I may be able to find out what’s going on in the rest of the country if I can get it back.” 

   “Why is this happening? That’s what I want to know.”

   “Why is what happening?”

   “These things roaming around eating people.”

   “The things are infected with plague.”

   “Then where did this plague come from?”

   “I’ve traced it back to China.”

   “China? How did you find that out?”

   “Through my research as a reporter,” Halverson lied. He couldn’t very well tell her he was working for the CIA.

   She searched his face then looked straight ahead again to see where she was driving. “Why did it break out in China?”

   “I haven’t found that out yet.” He paused. “I might be able to find out if I could get my hands on my satphone.”

   “I don’t know what you expect to find.”

   “The point is we have to make contact with somebody who knows what’s going on. Otherwise, we’re merely wandering around blind.”

   “But does anybody know what’s going on?”

   “That’s what we have to find out.”

   The Agency was still his best bet, Halverson decided. And the only way he could contact them was with his satphone. 

   He watched Victoria yawn. He, too, felt beat. They could all use some rest. Their adrenaline-cranked metabolisms were burning them out. But how could they sack out knowing thousands of zombies were massing around them? 

   Halverson knew he and the rest of his crew needed to find a safe place before they would be able to get any shuteye. So much for sleep.

   






   

   CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

   

   “This is hopeless,” said Mannering. “What are we trying to prove?”

   He produced a can of beer he had bagged at the grocery store. He popped open the can and guzzled the beer. 

   He pulled a face. “Ugh. Warm beer. Oh well. It’s better than no beer.”

   He took another swig of the beer.

   “Just don’t get drunk,” said Reba, her hands on the motor cart’s steering wheel, her eyes on the sidewalk she was navigating.

   “Then what’s the point?”

   “I don’t wanna be driving around with a juicehead while those creatures are surrounding us.”

   Mannering chugalugged the beer and crushed the aluminum can in his hand. He tossed the crumpled can onto the sidewalk to his right. The can clattered to a halt on the cement. 

   “I guess we don’t have to worry about littering or recycling anymore,” he said and snagged another can of beer from the back of the cart.

   “And you a cop.” Reba squinted ahead. “What’s that?”

   He followed her gaze. “Looks like firemen standing around a motor cart.”

   “That’s one of ours.”

   “It must be Becker.”

   “He found some firemen. Maybe there’s some kind of emergency government like Homeland Security still functioning, after all.”

   Reba drove to the next block to meet up with the three firemen gathered around Becker’s cart.

   “What’s he doing?” she said. “It looks like he’s arguing with them.”

   “Maybe they’re trying to steal his cart.”

   Reba drove closer to them.

   “Hell,” said Mannering. “Those aren’t firemen.”

   Cleaver in hand, Mannering leapt out of his cart even as it was still moving and joined the melee. 

   Indeed, Becker was staving off the firemen with his shovel, shoving them away when they got too close to him. The ravenous creatures kept scrabbling toward him. Terrified, he had his hands full battling all three of the zombies at the same time. As soon as he pushed one away, another one came at him from a different direction and he had to wheel around to defend himself from that onslaught. 

   Mannering waded into the fracas, holding his cleaver raised over his head. He yelled, charged a shaggy-haired six-foot-tall creature from behind, swung the cleaver, and decollated the creature in one fell swoop. The severed head flew off toward the road, bounced off a sports car’s roof, and dribbled onto the asphalt. The headless body collapsed on the sidewalk.

   One of the creatures stumbled around to face Mannering’s assault. This creature Mannering punished with a vicious blow from the cleaver to the top of the creature’s skull. The skull split in half, as well as the brain inside it, sliced neatly in half by the cleaver’s blade, which cut all the way through the skull to the throat. The two halves of the skull fell away from each other.

   Its head bisected, the creature wobbled at its knees then toppled to the sidewalk, as Mannering lifted the cleaver free from the thing’s throat.

   Mannering let out a war whoop, brandishing the cleaver above his head. The cleaver’s blade was smeared with the creature’s oozing brain matter and shards of skull. 

   The remaining creature groaned at the sight of Mannering and lumbered after him, clawing the air.

   This creature was well over six feet. Its navy blue uniform was ripped to shreds, revealing a bloodstained white T-shirt underneath it. The creature’s clouded eyes glowered at Mannering. It grimaced and opened its huge jaws lined with rotting green teeth. 

   Mannering swiped at the creature. The cleaver’s blade whistled through the air and Mannering cut clean through the throat. The creature’s sneering head plopped into Becker’s lap. Shying in the driver’s seat, Becker flung the head off his thighs and out of the cart. 

   The head rolled onto the sidewalk. The head was still alive because its brain had not been destroyed, but Mannering figured the thing was harmless lacking mobility. The head rolled to a halt, working its jaws. 

   “Fuck that thing,” said Mannering, waving at the head in disgust. 

   The head’s body dropped to the sidewalk and sprawled motionless.

   “I’m glad you guys showed up,” said Becker.

   Sighing with relief, he wiped his sweaty brow with the back of his hand. 

   “We should’ve let those things tear you apart,” said Reba, pulling her motor cart to a halt beside him. 

   “What are you talking about?”

   “You took something that doesn’t belong to you.” Reba eyed the moneybag that sat in the passenger seat of Becker’s cart.

   “It belongs to me as much as it does to you.”

   Mannering stood by and listened to their discussion with curiosity. 

   Victoria drove up. 

   “Why’d you take off without us?” demanded Halverson, riding shotgun. 

   “I saw things coming down the sidewalk,” answered Becker.

   “Then why didn’t you signal us?” said Victoria.

   Becker hemmed and hawed. “I panicked and ran for my life.”

   “You couldn’t have panicked very much,” said Reba. “You took the time to take that extra sack with you.”

   Nonplussed, Becker gazed at her. 

   At last he said, “I didn’t know what I was doing.”

   “You knew exactly what you were doing,” said Halverson.

   “You don’t give a damn about the rest of us,” Reba told Becker. 

   “I was coming back to help you when those three things attacked me,” said Becker.

   “Oh sure. Then why is your cart pointed away from us?”

   “I was just about to turn around when the things bushwhacked me.”

   “The more lies you tell the bigger they get.” 

   “I should’ve let you get eaten by those things,” said Mannering. “Would’ve served you right.”

   “I admit I made an error in judgment,” said Becker. “I lost my head and fled. I made the wrong decision. I admit that. What more do you want from me?”

   “For starters, give us back that bag in your front seat,” said Victoria. “You swiped that from our vehicle.”

   Becker hoisted the moneybag and returned it to the back of Victoria’s motor cart. “What’s the big deal?”

   “You know.”

   “You people sound like the media that tarred my reputation and forced me out of office with all the lies they told about me,” he huffed.

   “And what about all those girls that accused you of sexually harassing them?” said Reba. “Don’t forget them.”

   “Can I help it if women are attracted to me? Power is the ultimate aphrodisiac. Everyone knows that. Ask Henry Kissinger. It wasn’t his ugly face that turned women on.”

   “Henry Kissinger didn’t harass women.”

   “Neither did I. Can I help it if women fantasize about becoming romantically involved with me.”

   Reba sniggered. “They had mass hallucinations, huh?”

   “You’re too naïve to know what it’s like to be in the power hub of Washington, DC. That’s not your fault. I can’t blame you. Not everyone can be rich or powerful—or both. You just can’t have any idea what it’s like.”

   “Well, excuse me for not being rich.”

   “I said it’s not your fault.”

   Reba rolled her eyes. 

   “You’re painting yourself into a corner every time you open your mouth,” said Mannering. 

   “If you stop talking, maybe we’ll let you stay with us,” Reba told Becker.

   “We ought to throw him to the wolves, I’m telling you,” said Mannering.

   “I admit I made an error in judgment when I left you,” said Becker. “I was frightened. Everybody makes mistakes.”

   “Maybe.”

   “And stop assuming the moral high ground on this, pretending you’re more righteous than me.”

   “I never said anything of the sort.”

   “You make it sound like you wouldn’t have taken off if you were in my position.”

   “At the very least I would have honked to let everyone know there was trouble before I left.”

   “There you go pretending to be more righteous than me, you sanctimonious prig.”

   “The fact is you screwed up. I’m not the one who did that. You are. Stop accusing me of something I didn’t even do.”

   “That’s what you’re doing to me.”

   “You make it sound like we’re the ones who are guilty,” chipped in Reba.

   “You’re guilty of being sanctimonious,” said Becker.

   “You’re the one who double-crossed us and took off with our stuff.”

   “That’s enough,” cut in Halverson. “Let’s just get out of here before more of those things show up.”

   Halverson flinched in his seat when he heard a thud on the sidewalk behind him.

   






   

   CHAPTER FORTY

   

   A creature slammed into the sidewalk from up above. 

   The thing hit so hard, it must have broken its legs, decided Halverson, turning to take a gander at the creature writhing on the cement behind him. Halverson looked up at the high-rise that bordered the sidewalk. The edifice was at least seven stories tall. It looked like an apartment house. 

   As he had his neck craned upward, a creature appeared on the balcony of the sixth floor, spotted Halverson, climbed over the parapet, and plummeted to the sidewalk. The thing thudded on the sidewalk, landing on its knees and crushing them. Halverson saw that it was a short, twentysomething male with a scowling hirsute face.

   Its white-filmed eyes on Halverson, the creature endeavored to reach him by crawling.

   The hot Santa Ana winds gusted and blew an empty, grease-stained brown paper grocery bag into the creature’s face. The creature squinted and shook its head to rid its face of the bag. The bag tumbled down the sidewalk, alternately skipping and floating over it, borne by the howling wind. 

   The creature continued crawling toward Halverson. 

   Another creature, this one an overweight middle-aged female brunette, dive-bombed from above and landed on top of the crawling creature’s head. The impact of the fall fractured the crawler’s skull and pulverized its brain. The male creature expired, its brains leaking out of its riven skull all over the sidewalk. 

   Reba didn’t plan on hanging around waiting to be crushed. Mannering jumped into the motor cart with her. She drove off.

   Becker drove after her. 

   Victoria put her motor cart in gear.

   Another creature thudded from above onto the sidewalk less than a foot away from the passenger side of her vehicle. Halverson, who was sitting in the passenger seat, could feel the air displaced by the creature’s drop whoosh past his face.

   Not waiting for the thing to rise to its feet, Victoria floored the gas pedal. The motor cart screeched forward. 

   “Those things don’t care whether they live or die,” she said.

   Halverson braced himself in his seat with his outstretched hand propped against the dashboard. “They’re already dead. All they care about is eating. And they’ll do anything it takes to sink their teeth into living human flesh.” 

   “What if the whole world’s like this?” said Victoria, aghast at the idea.

   “We just have to keep moving. Put one foot in front of the other.”

   “But if everywhere is like this, what’s the point?”

   “You think too much.”

   “But what is the point?”

   “Either we go on living or we don’t go on living. That’s all it boils down to now. Do you want to just sit here and wait for the creatures to eat us?”

   It was too depressing to dwell on it, decided Halverson. He needed to think about something else. 

   He withdrew his wallet from his pocket. He flipped through it till he came to a photograph of his brother. He showed the photo to Victoria.

   “Here’s a picture of my brother Dan.” He said. “I hardly ever see him. It’s my fault. My job keeps me busy 24/7. I should visit him more often.”

   “Don’t hold it against yourself.”

   She glanced over at the photo. “You look similar.”

   “I don’t think so. We’re not at all alike.”

   “I wouldn’t know.”

   “He’s my only living relative. I really should make a point of seeing him more often or, at the very least, talking to him on the phone once in a while. It’s too late now probably, with the end in sight.”

   “You’re bumming me out.”

   “Yeah. Let’s talk about something else.”

   “Where are your parents?”

   “They’re both dead.”

   “Oh.” Victoria paused. “I guess I didn’t choose the right subject, did I?”

   “That’s OK. I don’t mind talking about it. They died on 9/11.”

   Victoria gasped. “Oh no.” She held her hand to her cheek.

   “They were riding in their car near the World Trade Center at the time it was attacked.”

   “How awful.”

   “That’s a main reason I got into my profession.”

   “Journalism? I don’t see the connection.”

   Halverson realized he was running off at the mouth, revealing too much about himself. He couldn’t tell her about his job with the Agency. He had to extemporize with a believable lie. 

   “I wanted to make sense of what happened that day,” he explained. “I thought if I found out all that I could about why it happened, that would somehow make it easier to bear.”

   That was indeed part of it, decided Halverson. Also, he wanted to make the perpetrators pay for their terrorist atrocity. So he joined the CIA.

   A fraught silence hung in the air between them.

   Victoria changed the subject. “There’s a picture of Shawna in my wallet in my purse. Take a look.”

   Halverson was only too glad to think of something else. 

   He lifted her tan purse from the footwell. He rummaged through the purse and plucked out her white leather wallet. He opened the wallet and flicked though it till he noticed the photograph of a little blonde girl’s smiling face. She wore her hair in pigtails.

   “This must be Shawna,” he said.

   “Nobody’s gonna take her away from me. Not those creatures. Not anyone, ever.”

   Halverson deposited Victoria’s wallet back into her purse. He had no idea where Dan was. Dan had been injured in a car accident and hospitalized. How could Dan move around in his condition? wondered Halverson. Could Dan somehow have returned to his residence? Dan had been bedridden at the UCLA medical center. How could he move around?

   “Why are they doing that?” asked Victoria, hunching over the steering wheel with concern as she gazed ahead through her bloodshot blue eyes.

   “What?”

   “They’re heading in the wrong direction. Reba’s turning left off Wilshire with Hank.”

   “I don’t see any of those things around. What’s the problem now?”

   






   

   CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

   

   “Why are you turning?” Halverson called ahead to Reba and Mannering.

   It was Mannering who craned his neck around in the motor cart and answered. “We’re heading toward the police department for ordnance.”

   “We don’t have time,” said Victoria, steering wheel in hand.

   “We need decent weapons to protect ourselves.”

   “Felix took both our pistols,” Halverson reminded Victoria at his side. 

   “We already have a shotgun, but we don’t ever use it,” she said.

   “Gunshots would attract the things.”

   “Then why get more guns, if we’re not even gonna use them? I need to find my daughter ASAP. She could be in danger.”

   Reba pulled to a halt. Victoria caught up to her.

   “What about silencers?” Halverson asked Mannering. “We need silencers, too.”

   “We have sound suppressors at the department,” said Mannering. “We have everything. Glocks, Sig Sauers, H&Ks. Stun grenades, flash bangs. You name it.”

   Halverson thought about gunshots. There might be another way to find Felix, decided Halverson.

   “Do you have any MP7s?” he asked.

   He felt naked going into battle without an MP7.

   “You betcha. All sorts of H&Ks.” Mannering winked at Halverson. “On full auto, too.”

   “Great.

   Mannering cocked an eyebrow at Halverson. “Where’d you learn how to shoot an MP7? Not many people know how to handle one of those babies.”

   Halverson stuck to his cover story. “I wrote a magazine article about them once.”

   “The only guys I know of that use MP7s are Navy SEALS. We have MP7s for our SWAT team but those guys hardly ever use them.” Mannering scratched his bald head. “I can’t imagine who would want to read about MP7s.”

   “It was an article for a military magazine,” Halverson ad-libbed. 

   “What’s the problem?” Reba asked Victoria. “Why did you guys call out to me?”

   “My child. She might be at my house,” answered Victoria. “I need to find her.”

   “You don’t know she’s there.”

   Halverson started thinking about gunshots again.

   He spotted a sixtyish male creature with tufts of white hair blooming around his bald pate gimping through the intersection chockablock with parked vehicles. 

   Halverson slid out of his seat, strode over to Reba’s cart, commandeered the shotgun, and blasted the creature in the head. 

   The creature’s head burst like a melon. Blobs of brain matter hurtled through the intersection and plastered windshields and hoods.

   “What’d you do that for?” demanded Becker from his cart. “The noise will bring those things from all around.”

   “That’s the idea,” said Halverson.

   “Have you lost your mind?”

   Reba, Victoria, and Mannering were all staring at Halverson in bewilderment. 

   “We need to find Felix,” explained Halverson. “If we can’t go to Felix, maybe we can get him to come to us.”

   “You mean he might hear the shot and come here to investigate?” said Reba.

   “He’ll come with the rest of the walking dead to investigate.”

   “But he isn’t one of them.” 

   Halverson figured otherwise, but he said, “Then he’ll hear the noise and come over here to join up with us.” 

   “Might work,” said Mannering. “But those things are gonna be heading this way, too.”

   “No doubt,” said Reba.

   “So you want us to just sit here and wait for them to surround us?” said Becker. “Why don’t we just kill ourselves?”

   “We need that satphone Felix’s got so we can find out what’s going on in the rest of the world,” said Halverson. 

   “You’re risking all of our lives for a stupid phone, using us as bait.”

   “We need that phone.”

   “Let’s put it to a vote.”

   “You guys don’t have to stay. I’ll catch up with you later.”

   “Then toodle-oo,” said Becker and started driving his cart through the intersection, weaving through the parked cars.

   “How can you catch up with us without a cart?” asked Mannering.

   “I’ll stay with him,” said Victoria.

   “I thought you wanted to go to your daughter.”

   “We do need to find out what’s happening so we can find out where the nearest emergency shelter is.”

   Mannering shrugged. “I guess we can wait a while.”

   Reba nodded. “We owe it to Felix to wait for him if he’s out there somewhere.”

   Becker stopped his motor cart. “Bad idea.”

   






   

   CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

   

   Ten minutes later, Becker asked, “How long do we have to wait here like sitting ducks?”

   “Until Felix shows up,” answered Halverson.

   “What if he doesn’t show up?”

   “He should be one of the first here.”

   “You think?”

   “He’s somewhere nearby and he can see better than anybody else with his goggles.”

   “This is not a good idea. We’ll end up getting killed.”

   “Your negativism isn’t helping matters,” said Victoria.

   “I wouldn’t be negative if we were on our way out of here.”

   “Promise?” said Mannering.

   “It’s not in my nature to be a sacrificial lamb.”

   Halverson picked up on creatures congregating at the other end of the block. They traipsed toward him and his group. 

   “Here they come,” said Mannering.

   “Felix should be easy to recognize,” said Halverson. “He’ll be the one wearing NVGs.”

   “And the one packing two Glocks.”

   “In the shape he’ll be in he won’t know how to use them.”

   “Says you.” Mannering swept the area with his gaze. “I don’t see him.”

   Halverson strained his eyes, trying to cull Felix from the mob of creatures working their way down the sidewalk.

   “We need to go,” said Becker.

   “Go ahead,” said Reba. “You went off by yourself last time. Why not again?”

   “That was different.”

   “Yeah. You had an extra sack in your cart last time.” 

   “That’s not what I meant. You’re reading things into what I’m saying.”

   “You must be a lawyer. You can wiggle your way out of anything if you talk long enough.”

   “I did go to Yale Law and I’m proud of it.” Becker puffed out his chest.

   “First thing we do is kill all the lawyers,” said Mannering. “Like Shakespeare said.” 

   Halverson caught sight of a creature bumbling through the abandoned cars on Wilshire, closing in on him. It was a twentyish male creature with three day’s worth of black stubble on its face. The thing’s worm-gnawed face grimaced at the sight of Halverson. 

   Halverson swung the Persuader in the creature’s direction, fired, and blew the creature’s decomposing head off.

   The gaggle of zombies on the sidewalk pricked up their ears when they heard the report. The creatures seemed to move with more determination now, narrowing the gap between them and Halverson’s group. 

   “Now you’ve gone and done it,” said Becker.

   “So where’s Felix?” said Mannering.

   “This whole plan was ill-advised.”

   Halverson stiffened to attention. He thought he saw Felix in the third row of the phalanx of living dead. In any case, Halverson saw someone wearing NVGs. The figure was dressed like Felix, decided Halverson, but then again Halverson wasn’t really sure what Felix was wearing when he purportedly went to a restroom. And there was also the possibility that a ghoul had ripped off Felix’s NVGs. But Halverson doubted that scenario. If a ghoul couldn’t eat it, a ghoul didn’t want it.

   “I think I see him,” said Halverson.

   “Where?” asked Mannering. 

   “In the third row. He’s the only one wearing NVGs.”

   “Oh yeah, I see him. You sure that’s Felix? I can’t see his face.”

   “Who else would be wearing NVGs?”

   “One of these creatures could have filched them from Felix.”

   Halverson shook his head no. “I doubt it. Why would they? They can’t think. They don’t know what NVGs are.”

   “So now what do we do?” said Becker.

   “We go get him and get all his equipment.”

   “Felix!” Reba hollered at the approaching creatures, waving at Felix. “Over here!”

   The creatures keyed on the sound of her voice and headed toward her. 

   “Why did you yell to him where to get us?” demanded Becker.

   “That’s the whole point. We want him to know where we are so he can rejoin us. Or am I missing something?”

   “I hate to disabuse you, Reba,” said Mannering, “but I think Felix is one of them now.”

   “No, he’s not. He’s hiding among those things. Hiding in plain sight. He’ll run toward us and join us as soon as he sees his opportunity.”

   “He’s one of them,” said Halverson. “We’re gonna have to kill him.” He cleared his throat. “It, I mean.”

   “He can’t be one of them,” insisted Reba. “He simply got lost back there and now he’s found us. That’s all. He’ll be here any minute.”

   “If we wait for him to get here, we’ll be surrounded by those things. We have to attack them now and get all of Felix’s equipment.”

   “He’ll come running over here any second. Just wait.”

   Shotgun in hand, Halverson slid out of his motor cart’s seat. “I’m going after him. Anyone coming with me?”

   “Don’t look at me,” said Becker. He scratched the tip of his nose. “This is your bright idea.”

   Mannering fingered his cleaver. “I’m coming. I need to give this thing a workout.” 

   He clambered out of his seat. 

   “I’m not going with you to kill Felix,” said Reba, facing Halverson. “He was right about you. We should’ve kept you tied up so you can’t harm anyone. He always said you were out to kill him.”

   “Felix isn’t Felix anymore,” said Halverson, tired of explaining himself. “It looks like him, but it’s not him. He contracted the plague and turned.”

   “Yeah. Whatever.”

   “What’s really going on?” said Victoria, put out. “Why is this happening? That’s what I want to know.”

   “If I was religious, I’d think this is some kind of curse,” said Mannering.

   “You’re not religious?”

   “I want to believe there’s some point to all this insanity, but I don’t see it.”

   “Maybe you’re not looking hard enough.”

   “I’d like to believe somebody or something is watching over us to make sure everything comes out all right in the end.”

   “Divine retribution?”

   “There isn’t any. That’s why I became a cop.”

   “To put things to rights?”

   “To try to, anyway. But being with the force, I see that things are more messed up than most people realize.”

   “We have to kill Felix,” chimed in Halverson.

   “Why do you hate Felix so much?” demanded Reba.

   “I don’t hate him.”

   “Everything you say about him belies that.”

   “Don’t you understand?” said Halverson in frustration. He didn’t know how to get through to Reba. She seemed unable or unwilling to come to grips with reality. “Felix isn’t Felix anymore.”

    Why did she continually want to blame him for Felix’s infection? Halverson wondered.

   “You’ve been wanting to kill him every since I can remember,” said Reba. 

   “I said we’d have to kill him after he turned into a creature.”

   “But that’s not the real reason, is it?”

   “What are you talking about?”

   “I finally figured it out. You hate him because he’s a better leader than you.”

   “You don’t understand what’s really going on here.”

   “No. The fact is I do understand. That’s what this is all about, isn’t it?”

   “This plague is wiping out humanity. We have to fight it or we’ll turn into one of those things.” Halverson pointed at the juggernaut of zombies’ scrabbling arms and jerking legs inching toward them like a colossal centipede from hell. 

   






   

   CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

   

   “How do you know Felix is one of them?” asked Reba.

   “He’s with them, isn’t he?” answered Halverson.

   “He’s faking being one of them.”

   Halverson chewed over her words.

   “She could be right,” said Mannering.

   “He couldn’t pull it off. They’d turn on him. They would sense he’s alive and tear him to pieces.”

   “Maybe he found some way of doing it,” said Reba. “The point is, you don’t know for certain.”

   Halverson didn’t buy it. “If he’s faking it, why doesn’t he run over here to us right now and join us? What’s he waiting for?”

   “I don’t know. I can’t read his mind.” She massaged her frowning brow in thought. “We have to wait for him.”

   “We can’t wait for him. At this rate, if we wait for him, we’ll be surrounded by creatures when he gets here.”

   “Felix!” Reba called out again and waved at him.

   Several of the zombies groaned at the sound of her voice, their diseased mouths watering at the prospect of a fresh morsel of living human flesh. Eyes fixed on nothing, the creatures kept plodding ahead inexorably.

   “I say we attack and get Felix before we’re surrounded and can’t escape,” said Halverson.

   “Let’s do it,” said Mannering, hefting his cleaver. 

   “You can’t kill him,” pleaded Reba. 

   “We’ll take off his goggles to make sure he’s one of them before we kill him.” Mannering turned to Halverson. “How’s that?”

   Tired of arguing, Halverson nodded. “We’re not gonna have a whole lot of time to screw around once we start killing those things. We have to hit ’em hard and get out of there in a New York minute.”

   “I hear ya.”

   “There’s hundreds of those things there. The longer we prolong the fight, the less chance we have of escaping. There’s no way we can kill all of them.”

   “You’re preaching to the choir.”

   “When I start shooting, more of those things will head here and join the brawl.”

   “What are we waiting for?”

   Halverson dug shotgun shells out of his trouser pockets. He shoved the shells into the pump-action Persuader. 

   “Why can’t you just get your goggles and your phone from him without killing him?” said Reba. 

   “If he’s already turned, we’ll be doing him a favor by killing him and putting him out of his misery.” 

   “Let’s stop screwing the pooch and get it over with,” said Mannering, breaking into a sweat, twisting his cleaver in his hand.

   “If those things get too close, I’m taking off,” said Becker from his motor cart. 

   “We wouldn’t expect anything else from you,” said Reba.

   “What’s that supposed to mean?” 

   Reba rolled her eyes.

   “Don’t you roll your eyes at me,” said Becker. 

   Ignoring Becker and Reba, Halverson and Mannering advanced on the zombie horde.

   “You take his phone and goggles, and I’ll take his Glocks,” said Mannering. “I’ll feel a whole lot better with a couple of Glocks in my hands.”

   Halverson racked the slide of the Mossberg. He opened up on the lead creature. A charge of number 8 lead shot blew off the zombie’s head. Halverson racked the slide again. He fired. The buckshot obliterated the skull and brains of the next creature. The creature dropped dead on the spot, spraying the ghouls following it with gore from its atomized head. 

   Halverson picked up on Felix skittering in unison with the other ghouls with his herky-jerky uncoordinated leg and arm motions. Halverson could not imagine that Felix was still human. 

   Nevertheless, Halverson would keep his word. He would wade into the ghouls and unmask Felix to make sure he had truly turned—even if it meant risking being bitten by the ghouls. 

   Wielding his cleaver Mannering charged the front line of lumbering creatures. He swung the cleaver and lopped off the head of a twentysomething, rangy, blond, curly-haired ghoul. Caught in a flurry of groping hands, Mannering kicked and shoved in all directions as he plowed through the front lines to reach Felix. 

   Felix shambled toward Mannering, hung open his mouth, and prepared to bite Mannering. That was what it looked like to Mannering, anyway.

   Mannering snagged Felix’s wrist, hauled him from the crowd of creatures clustered around him, and swung Felix toward Halverson. 

   Halverson blew another nearby zombie’s head apart with buckshot and snatched Felix’s night-vision goggles. Halverson didn’t have time to unfasten the goggles. He simply ripped them off Felix’s face, busting the leather straps that held the goggles in place on Felix’s head. 

   Halverson beheld Felix’s face and winced in disgust. “You see him?”

   Mannering beheaded a ghoul standing in front of him and glanced over his shoulder in Felix’s direction. 

   Felix’s eyes were clouded with white. His face was twisted into a grimace, revealing decaying teeth and a blue, reptilian tongue that flickered in and out of his crumbling, half-decomposed mouth. 

   “Felix, are you OK?” asked Mannering.

   Felix worked his gaping jaws, but no words came out. 

   “Satisfied?” asked Halverson.

   Mannering pivoted and stepped closer to Felix. Mannering’s face waxed ashen as he beheld Felix’s moldering wreck of a face. 

   “Yeah,” said Mannering. “He’s gone.”

   Halverson pumped the Mossberg, jacking another 70 mm cartridge into its chamber. He would take no joy in putting Felix down, but he had to take out Felix. It was the only way to free Felix from the eternal hell of “life” as a ghoul.

   Halverson trained the muzzle at point-blank range on Felix’s head, squeezed the trigger, and pulverized Felix’s head. The occipital bone of Felix’s skull blew out onto the creatures massed behind him.

   “Felix!” screamed Reba.

   Felix recoiled from the shotgun blast. He fell back onto a row of creatures surging behind him. For a moment, the creatures held him up, preventing him from hitting the sidewalk. 

   Eager to plow ahead, the creatures tossed Felix aside to the cement, clearing their way for their pursuit of Halverson and Mannering. 

   Felix was on the brink of being trampled under the feet of advancing creatures when Halverson unleashed shotgun blasts into their serried ranks. 

   The shotgun empty, Halverson started swinging it at the creatures, alternately thrusting its muzzle and then its stock at them as he gripped the shotgun in the middle with both hands positioned about a foot apart, driving back the encroaching ghouls, staving them off Felix’s corpse. 

   Halverson knew he could not keep this up much longer. There were just too many of the things and the sheer weight of their numbers would overpower him and crush Felix underfoot. Halverson also knew he had no choice but to fend off the creatures if he wanted to retrieve his satphone and the Glocks from Felix’s corpse.

   Seeing Halverson’s plight, Mannering strode to Halverson’s side and swung his cleaver. The blade whistled through the air and guillotined a middle-aged woman’s head. Gaunt and sneering, the decapitated head bounced off the sidewalk then trundled off into the street. The moldering body collapsed in its dilapidated dress. 

   Mannering brought the cleaver down on another creature and split its skull in half, dropping the creature in its tracks. When he scythed the head off a creature beside the sprawling corpse, the following creatures paused as they remarked the head sailing over them to the back of their ranks.

   Halverson took the opportunity to stoop and pat down Felix’s trouser pockets for the satphone. He patted something hard in Felix’s right-hand pocket. Halverson delved his hand into the pocket and fished out the satphone. He pocketed the phone.

   He came out of his crouch swatting his Mossberg at the nearest creatures. 

   “Go for it,” he told Mannering.

   Mannering completed severing a large black male ghoul’s throat and hunkered down over Felix’s body. Lifting Felix by one arm, Mannering contrived to flip his cadaver over as a legion of zombie feet shambled ever closer to him. 

   Mannering immediately spotted the two Glock pistols wedged inside Felix’s rear waistband. He extricated one pistol at a time. He inserted the first one into his front waistband and rose with the second one clutched in his hand, firing at the oncoming throng of creatures and dropping two of them in their tracks. 

   “Got the Glocks,” he said.

   “Let’s go,” said Halverson.

   Halverson discharged another shotgun blast into a reeking, decomposing overweight creature thrashing toward him. Halverson fell to backing away, covering his retreat with shots from his Persuader.

   Mannering scragged the nearest two zombie heads that were leaning forward to take a bite out of his throat. At first the targeted creatures reeled back, but their corpses were then borne forward by the surging wave of creatures behind them. 

   Mannering backtracked, wielding his cleaver in one hand and firing his pistol in the other as the creatures kept coming relentlessly after him. He could see no end to the swarm of creatures that pursued him. 

   “These things are crawling out of the woodwork,” he said.

   “Let’s run for it,” said Halverson. 

   Mannering squeezed his Glock’s trigger one more time. The gun clicked empty. Mannering pulled the trigger again. The hammer snicked. Nothing doing.

   He and Halverson spun around and made a beeline for the motor carts at speed. 

   “This is suck city,” said Mannering, breathing hard as he sprinted.

   “Look at it this way. Can things get any worse than they are now?”

   Mannering shrugged. “I guess not.”

   But they were both wrong.

   






   

   CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

   

   Huffing and puffing, Mannering held up the Glock in his hand. “I hope you’ve got ammo for this thing,” he told Halverson as they reached the carts.

   “Some,” said Halverson, gulping for air.

   He fished out a spare magazine from his trouser pocket. He displayed the magazine.

   Mannering snatched the magazine from Halverson’s hand. “Just what the doctor ordered.”

   They jumped into their motor carts.

   “Let’s beat it,” Halverson told Victoria, who was sitting in the driver’s seat.

   “Where’s Felix?” demanded Reba from the other cart, her voice strident.

   “He’s dead,” said Halverson.

   “He wasn’t dead until you killed him.”

   “He was one of them,” said Mannering beside Reba. “I saw his face. It was all messed up.”

   “And you killed him?”

   “Chad did.”

   Reba glared at Halverson.

   “Everybody could see that coming,” said Becker, trying to stoke Reba’s animus toward Halverson.

   Victoria drove into the cluttered intersection. She was able to negotiate a passage through the parked cars onto the sidewalk on Butler Avenue. Reba followed her. Becker brought up the rear. The carts headed down the avenue’s sidewalk.

   “Where’s the police department?” asked Victoria, loud enough for Mannering to hear.

   “About a mile from here,” answered Mannering. “Not even that.”

   “As soon as we’re done there, we go to 26th Street so I can find Shawna.”

   “Put some distance between us and those things,” said Halverson.

   He could hear his heart still pounding fast and hard from his recent donnybrook with the ghouls. He gasped for breath. 

   “Is this nightmare ever going to end?” said Victoria.

   Halverson donned the night-vision goggles. They wouldn’t stay on his head on account of the goggles’ broken straps. He held the NVGs in place and peered through them at the eerie green-tinted landscape.

   As the police department came into sight, Halverson let out a sigh.

   “What’s wrong?” asked Victoria.

   “I think I can see the police department.”

   “And?”

   “And it’s surrounded by creatures. They’re swarming all over it.”

   “Maybe it’s not the police department. How can you tell?”

   “There’s a parking lot across from it full of black-and-whites.”

   “Wonderful.” 

   She pulled to a halt. Reba parked behind them.

   “What’s up?” asked Reba.

   Victoria told her.

   “Damn,” growled Mannering. “Those things got my buddies there. I hate those things! Let me see.”

   Halverson handed the goggles to Mannering. 

   Mannering placed them on his head. He shook his head disconsolately at the sight of the rampaging ghouls. He could see three ghouls tearing the throat out of a police officer, who was blasting them in their hearts with his pistol to no avail. 

   Other than that, Mannering saw no signs of life. Scores of ghouls were staggering in and out of the police department at will.

   “It doesn’t look like there’s anyone in there beside those things,” he said.

   Mannering handed the goggles back to Halverson. 

   “What should we do?” asked Reba.

   “We should check out the department just to make sure,” answered Mannering.

   “There are too many of those things over there,” said Halverson.

   “I hate leaving my buddies in there to get torn apart.” Mannering’s voice cracked.

   A straggling female creature in its thirties lurched down the sidewalk toward them. When Mannering clapped eyes on it, he lost it.

   In an access of rage, he leapt out of his seat, charged the thing, and lopped its rotting head off with one powerful stroke of the cleaver. The head dribbled down the sidewalk. Mannering ran after the bobbing skull. 

   The head was still alive. It grimaced at him with its foul, decaying mouth. Mannering snatched one of his Glocks out of his waistband and blew a hole in the middle of the skull’s forehead. The head stopped grimacing.

   Mannering grabbed the head by its black hair and hauled it back to the carts. 

   Halverson watched Mannering carrying the head toward him. With its thick black hair and broad features, it had the face of a female Eskimo, it looked like to Halverson. The face’s cheekbones were exposed due to the disintegration and putrefaction of the flesh that had once enveloped them. As well, half of its thick grey lips had been eaten away by the ravaging effects of the plague. 

   “Don’t bring that thing back here,” said Reba in disgust. “Get rid of it.”

   Mannering kept his own counsel.

   He put the head in the footwell. In silence, he retrieved a shovel, sat down, and started sharpening the end of its wooden handle with his cleaver. He whittled the handle to a point. He laid his cleaver down. 

   Steadying the upside-down head in the footwell with his feet squeezing the skull in place, he plunged the sharpened end of the handle into the bottom of the severed head, through the throat, and into the brain. 

   He lifted the impaled head above the cart. He flourished the head, waving it at the creatures, trying to inflame them.

   “You think you’re bad!” he snarled. “We’re ten times worse!”

   “Just get rid of that thing,” said Reba. 

   Mannering ignored her. 

   He twisted around in his seat and manhandled the moneybags forward. “What’s in these bags, anyway?” he said, straining to shift them.

   Reba said nothing.

   Mannering took the blade of the shovel and inserted it behind one of the moneybags. He shoved the moneybag against the blade to hold the shovel in place with the ghastly head looming over the motor cart. 

   Reba climbed out of the driver’s seat. “I’m not driving with that thing leering over me.”

   Mannering exchanged seats with her, nothing loath. “Fine with me.”

   He raised a war whoop and drove toward the creature-infested one-story brick police department.

   “What are you doing?” cried Reba in terror.

   “There’s only one thing these ghouls understand. Attack!”

   Mannering flicked on his headlights.

   “The lights will attract the things,” said Reba.

   “Good.” He turned on the high beams.

   When the streeling ghouls saw the beams thrown by the headlights, they faced the lights and shambled toward the onrushing motor cart.

   Mannering leaned on his horn.

   “Take a look at your friend’s head on the end of a stake!” Mannering hollered at the creatures.

   One hand on the steering wheel, Mannering opened fire with the Glock in his other, cutting down the two nearest ghouls on a dime. These two especially scraggy creatures fell in heaps of bones and rags on the sidewalk. 

   “If you want to commit suicide, don’t do it with me around,” Reba told Mannering.

   A clutch of creatures stumbled out of the police station’s front door to investigate the gun reports. Two of the creatures wore black police uniforms.

   When Mannering set eyes on the duo he could not pull the trigger. It was hard to shoot fellow officers, even if they were ghouls. He recognized one of the things and that made it harder. The figure’s face was shot all to hell, looking like it had been mauled by a pit bull. Still, Mannering recognized it.

   It was Rodriguez. 

   Strips of moldering flesh dangled in tatters from Rodriguez’s cheekbones, but it was Rodriguez. Mannering was sure of it.

   Overwhelmed, Mannering just sat and stared at him, unable to move.

   Rodriguez had close-cropped black hair and was in his late twenties. He had a wife and two kids, Mannering knew. Mannering had met Rodriguez’s entire family.

   Mannering could not bring himself to pull the trigger on Rodriguez. This was a guy who Mannering had gone on patrol with. They had ridden in the same black-and-white together on numerous occasions.

   Bathed in the beams of the cart’s headlights, Rodriguez and three other creatures scrabbled toward Mannering’s cart.

   Mannering had entertained vague ideas of dashing into the building and grabbing guns and ammo when he had first stormed the station, but now he knew he had a snowball’s chance in hell of pulling it off. The station was riddled with creatures, he could see from here.

   And just like that, out of nowhere, Rodriguez had entered the picture.

   It was too much for Mannering to come to grips with. He sat motionless in a state of emotional paralysis. 

   “Do something!” Reba cried into Mannering’s face, as the creatures closed in on the motor cart.

   Rodriguez and a middle-aged creature had already reached the cart’s front fender. Their hands curled like claws, the two creatures groped toward Mannering and Reba.

   Mannering shook himself out of his funk.

   He threw the motor cart into reverse. 

   Twenty feet later he managed to turn the cart around on the sidewalk and headed back toward Halverson, Victoria, and Becker.

   Agitated by Mannering’s earlier gunshots, a couple dozen creatures had congregated around the police station’s entrance and were now plodding after Mannering’s vehicle.

   






   

   CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

   

   “What was that all about?” said Halverson, as he watched Mannering return.

   “I thought I could duck in there, get my hands on some guns and ammo, and duck out,” said Mannering. He shook his head. “There are just too many of them.”

   “It looked like you froze out there.”

   “I saw a partner of mine. It’s hard to pull the trigger on a buddy.”

   “It’s not your buddy anymore. It’s a creature.”

   “I kept telling myself that when I saw him, but the words didn’t sink in.”

   “Kill your lights.”

   Mannering doused the headlights.

   “Why did you turn them on in the first place?” asked Halverson. “The ghouls are attracted to light and sound.”

   “I know. It was shock and awe. I wanted to hit them with everything I had—bright lights, blaring noises, and guns blazing—to disorient them.”

   “It got ’em all worked up,” said Reba. “That’s all.”

   Mannering shook his head. “Those things are too stupid to feel fear. It’s impossible to shock and awe them.”

   “Life is meaningless to them.”

   “Only creatures that want to go on living can feel fear,” said Halverson. “Those things are already dead. They can’t feel any emotions. The only thing they want to do is eat living flesh.”

   “How do you deal with things like that?”

   “You kill them. There’s no other way to deal with them.”

   “It’s them or us, huh?”

   “I’m afraid so.”

   “Now what do we do?”

   “Good question.”

   “It looks like we’re not gonna be able to get any guns here,” said Mannering, “so there’s no point in staying here.”

   “Let’s go back to Wilshire,” said Victoria. “Then we can head west to my house on 26th Street.”

   “Then what?”

   “Then we go to the ocean,” put in Halverson. 

   “What’s there?”

   “Maybe we can find a boat. Maybe there are more survivors there. I don’t know. Does anybody else have a better idea?”

   “We need to get out of here,” said Becker, who had up to this point remained silent.

   “It ain’t safe here with all those things milling around,” said Mannering. “That’s for sure.”

   Halverson and the others drove back to Wilshire. 

   Halverson figured this was as good a time as any to put his call through to the Agency.

   He pulled his satphone out of his trouser pocket. He switched the phone on, punched in the access code, and put in a call to the Agency. He listened intently to the phone ring four times, hoping beyond hope that somebody would answer. 

   Somebody picked up. “Hello.”

   Halverson clenched the phone in eagerness at the sound of another voice, his knuckles turning white.

   “Hello,” said Halverson. “Could I speak to Scot Mellors, the deputy director of the NCS?”

   He kept his voice low so Victoria wouldn’t be tempted to eavesdrop.

   “Who is this?” said the man at the other end of the line.

   “Halverson.”

   “Halverson? We’ve been trying to contact you for days. Where have you been?”

   “I’m in LA. Who is this?”

   Halverson thought he recognized the man’s voice, but he couldn’t place it.

   “This is Greg Coogan.”

   “Coogan?”

   Halverson knew Coogan. They were both about the same age and were in the black ops division of the National Clandestine Service. 

   “We’ve been trying to contact all our agents to get a sitrep from wherever they are,” said Coogan.

   “I tried to phone in earlier, but my phone wasn’t working.”

   “What’s it like in Los Angeles?”

   “It’s a disaster. The whole city’s either burning or already burned. The plague hit here. Infected people are attacking and eating whoever’s left alive.”

   “Yeah. Those are the kinds of reports we’re getting from everywhere.”

   “Is the whole country infected?”

   “As far as we know, this plague is worldwide.”

   “Where’s the president?”

   “What’s left of the government is holed up in the Mount Weather Emergency Operations Center just outside Bluemont, Virginia. It’s bombproof and we’ve got our own air supply to protect us from breathing in pathogens. The Pentagon command center is at Site R near Waynesboro, Pennsylvania.”

   Halverson listened in awe. “Site R. That’s Raven Rock, right?”

   “Yeah.”

   “Have they found out what caused this plague in China?”

   “Don’t tell anyone I told you this,” said Coogan, lowering his voice.

   “What are you talking about?”

   “Listen to me.”

   “Shoot.”

   “The plague didn’t start in China,” said Coogan in earnest.

   “The first outbreak was reported in China.” Halverson knew because he was working on the Agency investigation of the disease before he flew to LA.

   “That was disinformation spread by the Agency.”

   “What are you talking about?”

   “This is what really happened, and nobody outside of the Agency is supposed to know this.”

   “There’s nobody left living to tell it to anyway.”

   “Did you ever hear of the Erasmus medical center in Rotterdam?”

   “Holland?”

   “Yeah.”

   “Never heard of this Erasmus place.”

   “They have special labs there for studying the H5N1 bird flu virus. They have a BSL3-plus lab there.”

   “You’re losing me.”

   “A Biosafety Level 3 Enhanced lab. The air pressure in the lab is lower than in the surrounding area so the air will always be sucked into the lab and never escape it. There is no chance for the virus to escape. Virus filters purify the air. The lab can be entered only through a locked chamber by vaccinated researchers in special full-body hazmat uniforms, basically spacesuits. These researchers breathe their own purified air through powered respirators.”

   “I get the idea.”

   “These researchers work in hermetically sealed ‘biological safety work bench isolators.’”

   “Say again.”

   “These isolators prevent contaminated air from escaping into the atmosphere. Even waste is sterilized before being thrown out.”

   “So what happened?” asked Halverson on tenterhooks, trying to get Coogan to cut to the chase.

   “This research group has an environmental permit from the Ministry for Infrastructure and the Environment. The Erasmus facilities have the highest level of security to prevent anyone from stealing the virus. Also, there’s an isolation room if somebody by some remote chance does get infected.”

   “Somebody stole this bird flu virus from Erasmus? Is that what you’re saying?”

   “Worse than that.”

   Halverson shook his head in confusion, trying to digest Coogan’s news. “Bird flu doesn’t cause zombies. Not that I ever heard of.”

   “This isn’t H5N1, or bird flu as it’s popularly called. H5N1 spreads between people only in very rare cases. When it does spread, it’s 60 percent fatal. It’s one of the deadliest microbes known to man. The Spanish flu back in 1918 killed 50 million people, but it had a kill ratio of only 3 percent. Can you imagine what would happen if H5N1 could spread as easily as the Spanish flu did between people?”

   “I don’t see how this ties in with these flesh-eating creatures that are rising from the dead.”

   “The researchers were working on a man-made version of H5N1, one that is highly infectious and spreads rapidly between people.”

   “Why? Were they making it for germ warfare?”

   “They were making it to help invent a vaccination for H5N1. To make a long story short, they were able to mutate the H5N1 in their Erasmus labs into a highly infectious disease that has no known cure, is a hundred percent fatal, and causes reanimation in the infected victims.”

   “I don’t understand. We made this synthetic disease and infected ourselves with it?” Halverson shook his head in confusion. 

   “The US National Science Advisory Board for Biosecurity told the Erasmus center not to publicize the results of their findings lest terrorists might create the disease in their own labs and use it in biological warfare against the US.”

   “What happened? Did Erasmus publish their results and a terrorist concocted the disease in a homemade lab and contaminated America?”

   “No. The Erasmus results are still classified.”

   “Then what happened?” Halverson couldn’t get his head around Coogan’s intel.

   “The unthinkable happened. An equipment malfunction. The highly toxic man-made so-called zombie virus escaped into the atmosphere.” 

   “We did it to ourselves!” exclaimed Halverson, unable to keep his voice down.

   Victoria turned to look at him with puzzlement. 

   “That’s why our boss Mellors and DCI Slocum don’t want anyone to know about this,” said Coogan. “Absolutely nobody must know. I shouldn’t even have told you, but I had to tell someone. It’s just too ghastly to keep bottled up inside me.”

   “Does the president know about this?”

   “I don’t know. Only a handful of people know about it.” 

   Floored, Halverson said, “I can’t believe this is really happening.”

   “We—”

   Halverson heard a commotion over the line. People were shouting in the background. Shots rang out. Halverson heard a loud bang as though Coogan’s phone had hit something hard like a table or the floor. 

   “Coogan?” said Halverson. 

   “Who’s he talking to?” asked someone in the background.

   Halverson thought he could hear Coogan groaning something into his phone’s transmitter. Halverson strained his ears to make out what Coogan was saying. No soap. Two more shots rang out. Coogan stopped groaning. 

   “Who is this?” somebody said into Coogan’s handset. 

   It wasn’t Coogan, Halverson realized.

   It sounded like the NCS deputy director’s voice, decided Halverson. Scot Mellors himself. But it was hard to tell from just a couple of words. Halverson was torn between deciding to reply or remain silent.

   On the one hand, this might be his boss he was talking to, figured Halverson. On the other, this was definitely the guy who had either shot or was complicit in the shooting of Coogan.

   Halverson didn’t answer. Whoever had killed Coogan would obviously do the same to anybody who knew what Coogan had known—and that now included Halverson.

   Halverson ended the transmission. 

   






   

   CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

   

   “Who were you talking to?” asked Victoria.

   “My source,” answered Halverson, still shaken, putting away the satphone.

   “Did you find anything out?”

   “It’s not just California. The whole world’s infected with plague.”

   Victoria stopped the motor cart. “Then where are we gonna go if no place is safe?”

   Reba, Mannering, and Becker pulled to a halt behind Victoria.

   “What now?” said Becker.

   “He says the whole world’s got plague,” said Victoria.

   All eyes turned to Halverson.

   “Who says?” asked Becker.

   “My source,” answered Halverson guardedly. 

   He had to watch how much he told them. What Coogan had just told him was eyes-only intel. Only a person with the highest clearance could gain access to it. Not only that, what Coogan had just revealed over the phone had got him murdered. If Halverson informed anybody of the intel, he would be putting that person’s life as much at risk as was his own already.

   “I heard you say something about the president on the phone,” said Victoria.

   “The president is apparently safe.”

   “At least we have some government left,” said Becker. “That’s encouraging.”

   Not if they’re out to kill you, thought Halverson, the idea of Coogan’s murder at the hands of Agency personnel fresh in his mind. 

   “Who told you this?” Reba asked Halverson.

   “I have a source in the government.”

   “Yeah, but who?”

   “Journalists aren’t allowed to reveal their sources.”

   “But this is an emergency. We need to know if we can trust this source.”

   “She’s got a point,” agreed Becker.

   “Why can’t you tell us?” asked Mannering.

   “There’s an unwritten rule between journalists and their sources,” answered Halverson. “Journalists don’t ID their sources unless those sources want to be ID’d.”

   “If we don’t know the ID of this source, how can we know if what you’re telling us isn’t bullshit?” said Reba. 

   “You have to trust me.”

   “Famous last words,” said Becker.

   “I went to the Columbia School of Journalism. I know about the ethical rights of journalists.”

   Halverson did actually attend Columbia on a scholarship to their renowned School of Journalism. That was also where the CIA had recruited him. 

   “Balderdash,” huffed Becker. “I always get ticked off when I hear reporters talking about ethics. You people have the mores of snakes. You overstep the bounds of privacy every day in your jobs as high-paid hacks and then you have the gall to say you’re ethical.”

   “The people have the right to know the truth.”

   “They don’t have the right to inspect my anus.”

   “I think I’m gonna be sick,” said Reba, forming a mental image of Becker’s words.

   “You’re a public figure,” Halverson told Becker. “You must have known when you got into that line of work that you would lead a fishbowl life that would be scrutinized, publicized, and dissected, whether you liked it or not.”

   “Not to the point where you reporters trump up charges against me just to sell copy.”

   “Whatever,” said Reba. “The fact is, if we don’t know the ID of this source, why should we put any stock in what he says?”

   “I’m just relating to you what I was told,” said Halverson. “You can believe whatever you want.”

   “I know firsthand how you hacks devoid of ethics operate,” said Becker. “You’ll turn over every rock to see what crawls out in the name of ‘truth’ and the people’s supposed ‘right to know.’”

   “I’m not telling you what to think.”

   “If JFK was alive today, I can’t imagine what kind of dreck about him you guys would be digging up and exposing in the name of ‘truth.’ You guys weren’t so self-serving and full of yourselves back in the day.”

   “I don’t care about any of this,” burst Victoria. “I just want to find Shawna.”

   “But if the whole world’s infected, where do we go?” said Reba.

   “If this, if that,” said Mannering. “I’m tired of ifs. We gotta go somewhere, no matter what.”

   “There’s one of those things in the alley,” said Reba.

   Halverson scoped out a narrow alley on his left. Skirted by apartment house garages, green Dumpsters, and blue recycling bins, the pothole-pocked alley was uneven and sorely in need of new asphalt. 

   A thirtysomething shirtless reedy male was opening a blue plastic recycling bin, tipping it to one side, poking his head inside it, and rooting through its contents twenty-odd feet from Halverson.

   Clad in scruffy jeans, the male had a hirsute face and scraggly, dirty hair.

   “We should split,” said Mannering. “There’s probably more of those things in the alley.”

   “He isn’t one of them,” said Halverson. “He’s a homeless guy.”

   “Look at him,” said Reba. “He’s a filthy mess. Worms are probably eating his dead body right now.” 

   “If he was one of them, he wouldn’t be Dumpster diving.”

   “There you go with the ifs again,” said Mannering. “No more ifs, ands, and buts.”

   “Hello!” Halverson hailed the man. 

   The man pulled his head out of the recycling bin. He looked toward Halverson.

   The guy looked out of it, decided Halverson. His spaced-out brown eyes took in Halverson. Then they took in the sight of the grotesque head impaled on a stick protruding from the back of Mannering’s cart. The guy freaked out.

   “I tell you, he’s one of them,” said Reba. “Look at those staring, whacked-out eyes of his.”

   “There are a lot of infected creatures in this neighborhood,” Halverson warned the guy. “You need to watch out.”

   “Just another day in paradise,” said the vagabond. He bowed his head and clutched his grizzled, ragged, begrimed black hair with one hand.

   “They carry the plague.”

   “It’s always something.” The man resumed pawing through the refuse in the recycling bin.

   “There’s no point in recycling,” said Reba. “You won’t get paid.”

   “So what else is new?” The man plunged his head back into the blue bin.

   “Do you want to join up with us?” asked Halverson.

   “I don’t want that stinking bum sitting next to me,” said Becker. “He’s probably covered with lice and bugs.”

   “No!” said the man into the bin, his voice echoing in the plastic chamber. 

   “Thank goodness.” Becker heaved a sigh of relief.

   “He’s totally out of it,” said Reba, gazing at the transient.

   “Let’s beat it,” said Mannering. 

   Something fell out of the sky and thudded on the sidewalk in front of Halverson. He started. 

   The six-foot-four blonde creature now sprawled on the sidewalk in a yellow and green, flowered print dress had broken at least one of its legs when it landed and was encountering difficulty trying to stand up, it looked like to Halverson.

   Halverson craned his neck upward.

   A three-story avocado stucco apartment house bordered the sprung sidewalk. Another creature was preparing to take a hike off a third-story balcony. 

   A black fortysomething male in an ill-fitting off-the-rack suit, this creature was even taller than the blonde. The creature’s black jacket hung open and its glossy gold lining was torn and dangling over the creature’s trousers. The bespectacled creature had black hair and a black mustache, both tinged with white. The ghoul was climbing over the wrought iron balustrade that bordered the balcony.

   Mannering didn’t wait for the thing to jump. He drove his cart to the blonde creature on the sidewalk, snapped up his cleaver from the footwell, and whacked off the blonde’s grimacing head. 

   Driving forward he narrowly missed being crushed by the second creature, which chose to take a dive off the balcony at that moment.

   Halverson and the others rode back to Wilshire.

   






   

   CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

   

   When they reached Wilshire they saw two teenagers bashing in the display window of a computer store with two metal wastebaskets they had procured from the sidewalk.

   The window shattered. The teenagers banged out the remaining glass jags that protruded from the window stiles, tossed away the wastebaskets, and bolted into the store.

   “Looks like looters up ahead,” said Victoria.

   “At least they’re not creatures,” said Becker.

   “I suppose I should bust the punks,” said Mannering.

   “Aren’t you forgetting something?”

   “What?”

   “What are you gonna do with them after you bust them? The creatures control the jailhouse.”

   “I could shoot the punks. I’m within my rights as a police officer to shoot looters.”

   “They’re just kids,” said Reba. “And besides, we did the same thing.”

   “What do you mean?” Mannering asked suspiciously.

   Reba hemmed and hawed, wary of informing him about the money in the sacks they were carrying. “When we stole the phone battery from the phone store.”

   Mannering pooh-poohed the notion. “That was just petty theft. Those boys are jacking laptops, it looks like.”

   “What about the food we stole?”

   “That was petty theft, too.”

   Reba rolled her eyes. “You’re blind to your own faults.”

   “I don’t see why they’re ripping off the laptops,” said Halverson. “What do they plan on doing with them? The Internet’s down.”

   “They’re not gonna use them,” said Mannering. “They’re gonna sell them.”

   “So who’s gonna want to buy them with the Internet down?”

   “The fact of the matter is they’re robbing the store. That’s all I know.”

   “The owner of the store is probably dead by now.”

   “That may be. That’s not my call. I don’t make the law, I enforce it. Looting is illegal.”

   “Those kids can’t buy the laptops legally. How can they if there’s nobody here to buy the laptops from?” asked Reba.

   “That’s true.” Mannering scratched his bald pate. “I never thought of that.”

   “We need to save our ammunition for the creatures,” said Halverson. 

   “Maybe the kids want to join up with us,” said Reba. 

   The two teenagers burst out of the store. Each of them cradled a foot-high stack of laptops in his arms. They took one look at Halverson and the others and bailed out in the opposite direction.

   “I guess not,” said Halverson.

   “Are you going after them?” Becker asked Mannering.

   “If this was any other time, I would, but not the way things are now,” answered Mannering. “We’re just like those kids. No different.”

   “You finally realized that?” said Reba. 

   Mannering turned on her. “I’ve been wondering. Where’d you guys get those sacks you’ve been carrying around with you?”

   Halverson, Reba, Victoria, and Becker said nothing. 

   “Maybe you guys did a little shoplifting yourselves, huh?” said Mannering.

   He shifted around in his seat and pulled the nearest moneybag in the back of the cart toward him. 

   Her eyes wide, Reba exchanged looks with Halverson. 

   Mannering unfastened the rope tied around the neck of the moneybag. He peeked inside.

   “Lookee, lookee what I found,” he said. “Whose money is this?”

   “Ours,” said Becker.

   “What are you gonna do?” Reba asked Mannering timidly. “Bust us?”

   “If it really is your money, why would I bust you?” answered Mannering. He dug around in the sack with his hand. He withdrew a stack of hundred-dollar bills secured by a rubber band and flipped through them. “This ain’t exactly chump change.”

   He stuffed the stack of C-notes back into the sack.

   “I suppose you want in,” said Becker. 

   “Being a police officer isn’t the highest paid job in the world.” 

   “That’s what I thought.”

   “You can have Felix’s share,” Reba told Mannering. 

   “You’re all forgetting one thing,” said Halverson. 

   The others looked at him.

   “That money’s useless if nobody’s left alive,” he went on. 

   “We’re seeing people here and there,” said Mannering. “I’m sure we’ll find more.”

   “In any case, it’s better to have money than not to have it,” said Becker. 

   “Who said that?” asked Victoria. “Shaw?”

   “It was Hemingway in To Have and Have Not,” answered Mannering.

   “It wasn’t either of them,” said Becker. “It was me. You never know when we’re gonna need money.”

   “We always need money,” said Mannering. 

   “You’re not gonna bust us?” asked Reba.

   “For what? For guarding our money?” Mannering shook his head. “No.”

   “Hank, I like the way you think,” said Becker. 

   “Times they are a-changing.”

   “The more they change, the more they stay the same, like the French say.”

   “This calls for a celebration.” Mannering popped open a can of beer.

   “How can you fight those things if you get soused?” said Halverson.

   “You mean, how can I fight those things if I stay sober?”

   “He’s got a point,” Becker told Halverson. “It’s hard enough on the eyes just looking at those monsters when you’re sober.”

   Mannering shotgunned warm beer. He pulled a face and wiped suds off his mouth with the back of his hand. 

   “This stuff’s getting warmer by the minute,” he said. “Oh, well. Eat, drink, and be merry, for tomorrow we die.” Belching, he crumpled and tossed away the empty beer can.

   “I hope you’re wrong about that,” said Becker.

   “Do you really think we’ve got much longer to live, Senator?”

   Mannering’s words put a chill in the air. An uneasy silence followed.

   “That reminds me,” said Becker. “I need to catch some z’s. I’m beat.”

   “I thought you were hungry,” said Halverson.

   Becker scooped up an open plastic bag of Fritos from the rear of the motor cart. “I’ve been eating these things. They’re not very filling, though.”

   Halverson gazed up at the sky. It was still hazy with smoke borne by the offshore breeze.

   “We’re not gonna be able to sneak in any rack time,” he said. “It looks like it’s getting lighter. Dawn must be right around the corner.”

   Becker looked up.

   Two seagulls gyred and cried overhead on the lookout for food, gliding in the currents of gusting Santa Ana winds.

   “At least there’s some sort of life still left on this planet,” said Becker, watching the swooping gulls. 

   “The plague must not affect all living things,” said Halverson.

   “Maybe it doesn’t spread between species.”

   “I don’t have any problem sleeping in the daytime,” said Mannering. “You get used to it when you work a lot of graveyard shifts like I do.” 

   “We don’t have time to sleep,” said Victoria. “I have to find my child before it’s too late.”

   Reba yawned and stretched her arms over her head. “I’m beat, too.”

   Halverson picked up on a herd of the living dead massing about a block away to the east. 

   “We can’t sleep here,” he said. “We’ve got guests.” 

   “Not again,” said Reba.

   Victoria put her motor cart in gear and drove west on the sidewalk.

   They had to keep driving on the sidewalks because the streets were still chockfull of abandoned motor vehicles.

   “I miss the smell of cooking,” sighed Becker. “Right about now the aroma of bacon and eggs frying in a pan would be heavenly.”

   “All I can smell is smoke,” said Mannering from his seat beside Reba in the cart behind Becker’s. “And it’s stinging my eyes.”

   “Is there anything more mouthwatering than the pungent odor of bacon frying in the morning?”

   “A fat steak sizzling on a barbecue is pretty damn mouthwatering, too,” said Halverson.

   Just the image of the steak he was conjuring in his mind was tantalizing, decided Halverson. Out of the corner of his eye, he glimpsed the curve of Victoria’s cleavage exposed now that the top three buttons of her blouse were undone as she sat in the driver’s seat beside him. Had they always been undone? He could not recall. All he knew was this was the first time he had become aware of her prominent breasts. 

   “Happy days are over,” said Reba. “We have to fight the plague. Every day now will be a battle for this planet.”

   Reba was right, Halverson knew. They couldn’t waste their time daydreaming about succulent steaks and open blouses and the way things used to be. They all had to get their heads around the fact that things had changed for the worse, and it didn’t look like things were going to improve any time soon.

   What was he thinking of anyway? he wondered. His life was a train wreck when it came to personal relationships. It was one of the hazards of his profession. How could he confide in anyone when he was a professional spy? There was always a wall between him and other people, including women. The life of a spy was a lonely one. Neither the plague nor anything else was going to change that.

   He had no time to think of Victoria. He had to focus on surviving one more day, as did they all. 

   While they drove across the street to the next block, Halverson discerned two figures walking on the sidewalk out of the west toward them. 

   It didn’t look good, he decided. Creatures not only behind them but now in front of them, as well, could spell a debacle. The creatures could whipsaw Halverson and his crew. 

   






   

   CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

   

   Halverson raised his night-vision goggles to his head. They had been hanging around his neck. 

   “Do you see what I see?” asked Victoria.

   “I’m trying to get a better look at them,” answered Halverson, peering through his goggles.

   “Friend or foe?”

   In the electric green landscape, Halverson made out two males. One looked about six feet tall. The other looked a tad shy of it. 

   The shorter one was rangy and sixtysomething with a grey crew cut. He was holding something to his throat and talking to his companion. Halverson was too far away to hear him. Likewise, the guy was too far away for Halverson to identify the object in the guy’s hand, especially with the greenish tint the NVGs afforded the object. Whatever it was appeared to be about half a foot long.

   The guy’s tall companion looked to Halverson like he was pushing thirty. He was wearing an aloha shirt, khaki Bermuda shorts, and leather sandals. There was a large object perched on his right shoulder and appeared to be moving. 

   “We need to get closer,” said Halverson. 

   Victoria shrugged. “It’s your swan song.”

   “I think they’re OK. They’re not lurching. They’re walking purposefully. They don’t have that thousand yard stare of the creatures, but—” 

   “But what?”

   “We need to get closer so I can see what they’re carrying.” He removed the goggles. 

   “What’s wrong?”

   “These things aren’t helping much,” said Halverson, glancing down at his goggles.

   As the two figures came closer into view, Halverson could see that he was right. There was something alive sitting on the tall man’s shoulder.

   “What’s that on his shoulder?” asked Victoria.

   “It looks like a giant lizard of some sort. Maybe it’s a Gila monster.”

   “No. I bet I know what it is. It looks like an iguana. A friend of mine has one for a pet. Hers is much smaller. I guess hers is a baby.”

   “That one looks like it’s at least two feet long. Aren’t they poisonous?”

   “A Gila monster’s venomous, not iguanas. Iguanas might bite, though. I don’t know.” She watched the iguana. “It has pretty colors.”

   The iguana was a bright green, with fluorescent orange and lavender splotches.

   “Those guys must be OK,” said Halverson. “I can’t imagine zombies keeping an iguana for a pet.”

   “What’s that old guy have in his hand?”

   “I’ve been trying to figure that out.” Now that the guy was closer Halverson got a better view of the object. “It looks like a microphone.”

   “Yeah.”

   Circumspectly, Victoria drove to a halt in front of them. She wasn’t a hundred percent convinced they were human. 

   “Hello,” Halverson greeted them.

   “Hi,” said the tall man with the iguana. “I’m Sean. That’s Ron. And this is Newton the iguana.” Sean nodded toward the pet sitting on his shoulder.

   “Glad to meet you. I’m Chad and that’s Victoria.”

   “Isn’t he dangerous?” Victoria asked, gesturing toward the iguana.

   “No, not at all. He’s a green iguana. He’s a herbivore. He eats plants. He’s very laid back. He’ll sit on my shoulder for hours at a time.” Sean glanced at the iguana on his shoulder and smiled. “He doesn’t want to move unless he absolutely has to.” 

   With its serrated dorsal crest and expansive dewlap, it looked ominous, like a small dinosaur, decided Halverson. 

   “You don’t see many of those around here,” he said.

   “They have to be kept warm,” said Sean. “Iguanas need to live in a tropical environment.”

   “Then he should love these Santa Ana winds.”

   “Isn’t it kind of a hassle carrying him around with you?” asked Victoria.

   “Actually, he helps me—both Ron and me, that is.”

   “How?”

   “He’s our watchdog.”

   Victoria looked puzzled. “I don’t get it.”

   “He has excellent vision, better than ours, in the daytime. He can see those flesh-eaters sooner than we can.”

   Mannering, Reba, and Becker drove up. 

   “What is this?” asked Becker, sizing up Sean and Ron and their pet. “A traveling circus?”

   Sean didn’t look amused. “Not only can he see better than us in the daytime, Newton also has a third eye.”

   Becker scrutinized the iguana. “Whatever that thing is, I see only two eyes on it.”

   “It’s on the top of his head. It’s a pineal eye. It’s white. It doesn’t see images, but it senses motion. It comes in handy when the flesh-eaters start diving off the roofs of buildings. Do you know about that?”

   “We found out about it firsthand,” said Halverson. 

   “Newton can see those things above us before we can.”

   “Anything that gives you an edge,” said Mannering.

   “Excuse me,” Becker told Halverson. “But why are we stopping to have a kaffeeklatsch here? I hate to remind you there’s a mob of those starving things following us.”

   Halverson wondered if Becker had any redeeming values. 

   Ron put the microphone against his throat. “Where are you headed?” he asked Halverson in a metallic purr.

   “He had an operation on his vocal cords,” explained Sean, glancing at the mike. “Cancer, you know.”

   “We’re heading west,” said Halverson. “What about you?”

   “We’re from Culver City. We’re going north. We heard Washington might not be infected.”

   “There’s a rumor going around to that effect.”

   “How’s Culver City?” asked Victoria. 

   Sean shook his head. “It’s infested with cannibals.”

   “They’re not really cannibals. They’re dead.”

   “For dead things, they sure get around.”

   “They contracted the plague and are now the living dead,” said Halverson.

   “Whatever they are, they’re all over the place.”

   “They bit my wife,” said Ron with the help of the mike. “She was on her deathbed when she got up and attacked me. She came within inches of biting me. I had to run for my life.”

   “Sorry to hear that,” said Victoria.

   “She was already dead when she came after you, if it’s any consolation,” said Halverson.

   “You can’t imagine what it was like.” Ron hung fire, waxing gloomy at the memory. “My whole life’s been turned upside down.”

   “None of us is getting off easy,” said Halverson. “I’m trying to find my brother. I don’t know if he’s infected or not.”

   “I’m trying to find my little girl,” said Victoria. 

   “We need to suck it up and keep going.”

   “But I saw my wife literally torn apart by those ghouls,” said Ron. “It happened right in front of my eyes in my own living room. I snatched her out of their hands and ran. I thought I could stanch her bleeding and save her, but like I already told you . . .”

   Victoria started trembling, fretting that Shawna might have met with the same fate. 

   “We ran into a pack of those creatures maybe ten blocks south of here,” said Sean. “There must’ve been thousands of them.”

   “They seem to hunt in packs,” said Halverson. “That’s what makes them so dangerous. There are so many of them.”

   Sean nodded. “It’s easy to kill the stragglers. They’re lousy fighters because they’re so slow and uncoordinated.”

   “We’ve been walking all night and we’re wiped out,” said Ron.

   “We haven’t got any sleep either,” said Halverson.

   “How can anyone sleep knowing those things are roaming around?”

   “Maybe there’s safety in numbers,” said Sean. “Maybe we should join you guys.”

   Victoria was about to say something when Mannering cut her off.

   “We don’t have room for any more,” he said. 

   “That’s true,” added Becker.

   Mannering was gazing at a moneybag in his cart. It was obvious to Halverson that Mannering didn’t want any more partners to share the money with and thereby diminish his cut. The same went for Becker. After all, he was the guy who had tried to steal the loot and increase his share earlier, Halverson knew.

   “Don’t you guys have any luggage?” Victoria asked Sean.

   “We were fleeing for our lives,” Sean answered. “We didn’t have time to take anything with us.”

   “We don’t even have any money,” said Ron in his electronically modulated voice.

   “Why do you need money if the population is wiped out everywhere?” said Halverson. “Money only matters if you live in some kind of functioning society.”

   “That’s for sure,” said Becker. “Money should be the last thing on your minds.”

   Halverson shot Becker a look, seizing Becker’s disingenuousness. In point of fact, Halverson figured money was the only thing on Becker’s mind.

   “It all boils down to survival now,” said Halverson.

   “There’s got to be some place that’s not contaminated with plague,” said Sean.

   “We need to keep hoping that’s true,” said Victoria. “Everybody can’t be infected.”

   “I have a headache,” said Reba. “We need to hole up somewhere and get some sleep.”

   “Like where?”

   “Any of these buildings will do.” Reba gestured to the buildings that lined the sidewalk.

   “They could be infested with creatures, for all we know.”

   “Let’s go inside and find out.”

   “We might wake up surrounded by ghouls,” said Halverson. “Then we’d be trapped. We need to keep moving.”

   Newton the iguana began to hiss, bob his head, and extend his dewlap on Sean’s shoulder. 

   






   

   CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

   

   Newton the iguana as a rule didn’t like the night. He didn’t like the cold. Tonight was an exception. The hot Santa Ana winds kept the temperature up into the eighties or maybe even the nineties. 

   Newton didn’t like any temperature lower than eighty degrees.

   His idea of heaven was lying on a hot rock in the middle of a desert on a blazing hot summer day soaking up rays. As far as he was concerned, nothing came close to equaling that sumptuous feeling.

   Newton didn’t like the dark either. He couldn’t see in the dark. A predator could be lurking in the dark.

   In the daylight his vision was so keen he could even see ultraviolet wavelengths.

   Right now Newton enjoyed the body heat emanating from Sean’s shoulder. Newton could feel the pleasurable warmth spreading through his belly. 

   Newton knew it wouldn’t be dark much longer. He sensed that dawn would break soon and he would be able to luxuriate in the SoCal sunshine. All told, he would rather be in hot, sultry Colombia, but SoCal wasn’t bad. 

   The food here wasn’t as good as it was in his hometown of Medellín, Colombia. Newton didn’t mind as long as long as he ate his full share of leaves, flowers, and fruits. Wild plums were a favorite of his in Medellín. Here in SoCal he liked bougainvillea leaves to munch on. 

   Just thinking about flowers and leaves made his mouth water. He ached to nosh on flowers and leaves in the near future.

   He didn’t like the animal life here. Back in Colombia they didn’t have two-legged creatures that dropped out of the sky without warning. Luckily, his white pineal eye in the top of his head could detect them above him and warn him of their presence. 

   He had no doubt these two-legged creatures that dropped out of the sky would eat him without the slightest reluctance. Their body heat was even lower than his. He had no idea what that meant, except it probably boded ill for him. He certainly wouldn’t want to sit on one of their shoulders like he was doing now on Sean’s. 

   With his pineal eye he twigged movement above him. Not good. A hawk? he wondered. No. He hated hawks. If it was a hawk, Newton would have frozen in order not to be seen. But it wasn’t a hawk. It was bigger than a hawk.

   It was bigger and it was descending. Not good at all.

   He had no desire to be in the flight path of one of those two-legged, frigid things that couldn’t even fly.

   Newton fell to hissing and bobbing his head.

   






   

   CHAPTER FIFTY

   

   “Those things are near,” said Sean, glancing askance at Newton’s antics.

   “I don’t see any,” said Mannering, scanning the vicinity. 

   Before the words were out of his mouth, one of the creatures fell out of the air and thudded onto the sidewalk the better part of three feet in front of Victoria’s motor cart. She let out a scream of surprise. 

   Halverson started in his seat beside her.

   “We need to move away from here,” he said. “There’s probably more where that one came from.”

   He craned his neck upward and searched the top of the six-story corporate building that loomed above him on his right. Another creature was on its way down even as Halverson looked up. It thudded next to the first creature and started squirming on the sidewalk. 

   Both of its decomposing legs had suffered compound fractures in the fall.

   Victoria lost no time in putting the cart in gear and driving forward around the writhing creatures. 

   The first creature was a female with a short brunette beehive hairdo. The middle-aged creature wore spectacles with clear plastic frames. With a pockmarked face with livid, sloughing skin, the creature had contrived to stand up but was struggling to remain upright since both of its feet had been fractured in its fall. 

   The creature was essaying to walk on the sides of its broken feet, but with little success. Nevertheless, it took a swipe at Halverson with its gnarled, deteriorating fingers as he rode in his cart past it. 

   Halverson shied away from the hand before it could make contact with his flesh.

   At that moment, the display window of the shoe store behind Sean and Ron exploded outward. Lumbering ghouls crashed through the glass, showering both the sidewalk and the two men with shivers of glass.

   Ghouls pawed and elbowed the glass in the display window shattering it, even as jagged shards of it sliced through their clothing and limbs. The creatures used their heads, too, to bash through the window, ignorant of the edged fragments of glass that slit their faces and throats.

   As the creatures stomped through the display case, they kicked new shoes out onto the glass-strewn sidewalk.

   A sixtysomething white-haired female ghoul with a particularly twisted and rotting face had both of her ears sheared off by glass as she plowed through the display window headfirst. One ear remained pinned on a tooth of glass that projected from a window stile.

   Ghouls continued piling through the broken window and onto the sidewalk, heedless of the shoes they stumbled on and the glass fragments that littered the cement. 

   Sean and Ron had been standing the closest to the window when it had burst out of the shoe store.

   It had happened so suddenly they had not had time to react. 

   They stood nonplussed, as shivers of glass flew over them. At last their bodies kicked into gear. They cringed as the glass pelted them. Newton the iguana dug his claws into Sean’s shoulder to gain purchase as Sean hunched to shield himself from the hurtling glass.

   One of the ghouls reached for Newton’s tail.

   Newton felt the ghoul’s cold dead flesh as it grabbed his tail. Newton let his tail break off in the ghoul’s hand and sprang off Sean’s shoulder. Newton hit the sidewalk, unhurt, and scampered underneath a Cadillac parked on Wilshire. 

   Sean wasn’t so fortunate. A ghoul snared Sean’s neck, sank its sallow teeth into his throat, and ripped out the jugular, along with a blob of bloody flesh. Sean screamed in pain and horror.

   Ron tried to rend the creature away from Sean and stanch the blood fountaining from Sean’s throat. 

   A stocky ghoul traipsing up to Ron’s side had other ideas. The creature collared Ron’s throat, clamped its teeth around Ron’s nose, and tore the nose off his face, splashing Ron’s face with blood. The creature stood in front of Ron and chewed his nose. Ron’s eyes bugged out of his head on account of the pain that shot through his mutilated face.

   Victoria reversed her motor cart and drove toward the melee.

   Halverson whipped out his Mossberg and fired blasts at the creatures mobbing Sean and Ron. 

   Scores of ragged creatures were now piling out of the broken display window. As soon as they stepped onto the sidewalk they surrounded Sean and Ron. 

   Ron continued to try to fight free of the ghouls. 

   Meanwhile, Sean sank to the sidewalk in a heap, unconscious from loss of blood that still flowed from his wounded neck. The gutter ran with his blood. Ghouls crouched over him, sealing his fate. 

   Halverson discharged more rounds into the ghouls. 

   Mannering entered the fracas firing both of his Glocks as Reba drove him toward Halverson’s cart. 

   There were simply too many of the creatures, and Halverson and Mannering both knew it. 

   Halverson also knew that Sean was beyond help and that Ron had been infected when the ghoul had bitten his nose off. Nevertheless, Halverson and Mannering tried to barge their way through the ghouls to free Ron from the grasps of the creatures. 

   But the sidewalk was thick with creatures that kept pouring out of the shoe store. 

   Any moment now, the creatures would polish off Sean and Ron and turn their attentions to Halverson and the others, Halverson knew.

   “We better pull out of here,” he said as he fired another blast at the creatures with his shotgun.

   Mannering heard one of his Glocks click empty. “We don’t have much choice. There’s no way we can mow down all those things without more firepower.”

   “And all this racket we’re making will attract more of those things. We may end up getting hemmed in,” said Mannering, craning his neck around making sure the coast was clear behind them. 

   “Where’d Newton go?” asked Victoria. “I think he got away.”

   “He ran into the road somewhere. We’ll never find him. He can take care of himself.”

   Becker drove up to them after hanging back on the sidelines. “We don’t have time to worry about a stupid iguana for Christ’s sake. We need to get out of here.”

   “And thanks for your help,” said Mannering.

   “I was guarding the money.”

   “Oh yeah. I guess that’s why you didn’t run away. You wanted to make sure all of the money’s safe.”

   “Stop it,” said Reba. “Let’s just get out of here while we still can.”

   The creatures were finishing tearing apart Sean and Ron and were now moving as one in an undulating wave of lurching limbs in the direction of Halverson, Victoria, Reba, Mannering, and Becker. 

   A fat male creature with slicked-back black hair was chewing on Sean’s or Ron’s bloody liver as it shuffled in the crowd. A cloud of buzzing flies converged around the creature’s head. Indifferently, the creature gulped down some of the flies as they congregated on the liver that was dripping blood on the sidewalk.

   Victoria looked away in disgust.

   “I’m getting Shawna now,” she said and drove her motor cart westward with Halverson riding shotgun.

   Reba and Mannering followed in the next motor cart. 

   Becker’s cart trundled after them.

   






   

   CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

   

   The sun was peeking over the horizon, throwing the first faint oyster light of day over the cityscape that reeked of destruction, both literally and figuratively. Where once protruded the hard right angles of buildings’ cornices jostling to cram the skyline, there were now, for the most part, the uneven, sloping edges of charred, caved-in, smoking roofs of a city bowing in defeat. 

   “What a mess,” said Victoria.

   Still, some of the buildings had managed to survive the fires and remained intact. 

   “We’re not dead yet,” said Halverson.

   “I hope my house didn’t burn down. If Shawna’s not there, I don’t know where else to look for her.”

   “Don’t worry about it. We’ll find out soon.”

   “At least, we can see those things better in the daylight.” 

   “And they can see us better.”

   “You sound like you’re the one who’s worrying.”

   “Just being realistic.”

   They drove down Wilshire to 26th Street. They made good time now that the sun was out and they could see where they were going. The problem of the derelict motor vehicles in the road remained. To avoid them they kept on the sidewalks.

   As long as they didn’t run into any of the ghouls shambling around, they should arrive at Victoria’s house soon, decided Halverson.

   He heard a rumbling overhead like that of a plane. Eagerly, he looked up. It might be a passenger jet, he hoped, meaning there were more survivors of the plague. 

   “Is that a jet?” asked Victoria, pricking up her ears at the roaring.

   It was flying awfully low for a passenger jet, decided Halverson. In fact, it wasn’t a passenger jet.

   “No,” he answered.

   “Then what is it?”

   “It’s a drone.”

   He recognized it. It had the gawky, unmistakable shape of an MQ-1 Predator. Besides using them for recce, the Agency used them to take out al-Qaeda terrorists in the Middle East. The federal government wasn’t allowed by law to use armed drones domestically. The question was, what was it doing here?

   Halverson heard honking behind him. He turned his head around.

   It was Reba and she was waving at the drone.

   “There’s a plane,” she said.

   “It can’t hear your honking from here. Only those creatures will hear you.”

   Reba brought her cart to a halt. She ceased honking.

   She and Mannering gazed into the smoke-hazy sky and waved excitedly at the drone.

   Victoria stopped her cart.

   Becker followed suit. Likewise, he commenced waving at the aircraft.

   “They’re coming to rescue us!” exclaimed Reba, smiling.

   “They can’t see us,” said Halverson.

   “Why not? They’re not flying very high.”

   “That’s not a plane.”

   “What do you think it is? A bird?”

   “It’s a drone,” said Mannering, less exuberant now, and lowered his hands. “The government flies those things over Afghanistan. They don’t have pilots.”

   “It still has a camera,” said Becker, who continued waving at the aircraft. “They use drones for surveillance. The government’s probably searching for survivors of the plague.”

   “Drones are also used to attack people,” said Halverson. “That one’s an MQ-1 Predator. It’s used to kill terrorists.”

   “It is a weird-looking plane,” said Victoria, shielding her eyes from the sun as she watched the silver drone cruising overhead.

   “They’re searching for survivors,” insisted Becker. 

   “The government’s prohibited by law from flying armed drones in domestic airspace,” said Halverson, eying the drone suspiciously. “You should know that as an ex-senator.”

   Becker shrugged it off. “These are special times. We’re in a catastrophe. The government’s using everything it can to save our country and the citizens in it. That’s the great thing about drones. They can be used in search-and-rescue missions in hostile territory.”

   “Makes sense to me,” said Mannering from his seat beside Reba. 

   Becker stood up in his cart and waved at the drone.

   “Then why are they sending a Predator?” said Halverson. “Why not an unarmed Global Hawk?”

   “Because that’s all they’ve got. How do I know?” Becker stopped waving. “And how do you know so much about drones?”

   “I already told you. I’m a journalist.”

   “You know way too much for a mere hack.” Becker hung fire. “Why do you think they sent the drone here?”

   “I don’t know.”

   “It’s obvious,” said Mannering. “The drone’s flying recce. The government wants to get some idea of the scope of the disaster.”

   Halverson raised his pump-action shotgun to take aim at the drone. He wondered if he could hit it from this distance.

   “What the hell are you doing, you idiot?” said Mannering. He glowered at Halverson. “That’s our only chance for help you’re trying to shoot down.”

   Halverson lowered the shotgun. 

   He didn’t like the idea that the drone had suddenly appeared after he had learned of the government’s involvement in creating the mutant virus that had wreaked havoc on mankind. He didn’t believe in coincidences. 

   But how could the Agency have found out exactly where he was? he asked himself. It was simple. They could have traced his call. But why send the drone? To keep tabs on him? 

   The drone kept flying in the same direction through the smoky sky without altering its course. There was no indication the craft had registered the presence of human life, decided Halverson.

   “They didn’t see us,” said Reba, crestfallen.

   “They can’t see though the smoke, maybe,” said Mannering. 

   “It might turn back any minute now,” said Becker. 

   “I’m not waiting,” said Victoria. “My house is just ahead.”

   






   

   CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO

   

   Victoria drove two blocks down 26th Street to her compact Spanish-style yellow-painted stucco bungalow that had a pitched, red, pantiled roof. She didn’t care if the others were following her or not. The sooner she found Shawna the better. 

   Her house hadn’t burned, she saw with relief. That in itself was miraculous.

   She turned into the driveway and parked in front of the garage door.

   “Nice crib,” said Halverson, admiring the cozy bungalow with its red-tiled roof and small windows with black wrought iron grilles. 

   “I like it.”

   “You’re lucky it didn’t burn down,” said Halverson. 

   “I know. If only Shawna’s all right.”

   A terracotta footpath led from the driveway to the varnished wooden, chased front door of the bungalow.

   “I hope she’s here,” said Halverson.

   “If she’s not, I don’t know where else to look.”

   “I know what you mean. I don’t know where to look for Dan.”

   “Your brother?”

   “Yeah.”

   “Maybe he’s at home.”

   Halverson had never thought of that. It was so obvious that he had glossed over it. But it didn’t help.

   “The problem is he moved recently and he didn’t get a chance to tell me his new address,” he said. “We don’t see each other very often. He lives here, and I live in Virginia.”

   Reba and Mannering pulled into the driveway behind Victoria.

   “I thought you were waiting for the drone to return,” Victoria told Reba.

   “We can wait here,” said Reba.

   “We figured you might need help,” said Mannering.

   Becker pulled into the driveway.

   “Look who the cat dragged in,” said Reba.

   “I used to hate my job, dealing with all the riffraff and morally challenged scumbags of the world,” said Mannering. “Compared to this plague shit, that was heaven.”

   “Morally challenged?” said Becker, pretending to be impressed with Mannering’s selection of words.

   “You act surprised that a cop could have gone to college and gotten a degree.”

   “I thought you spent all your leisure time getting soused.” 

   “That came after college.” 

   “When you had to deal with the riffraff.”

   “And don’t forget the morally challenged scumbags,” said Mannering, staring pointedly at Becker.

   “Are you trying to insinuate something?”

   Mannering said nothing. 

   “If the shoe fits . . . ,” chipped in Reba.

   Becker shot her a dirty look.

   Halverson and Victoria clambered out of their motor cart.

   Mannering followed them as they trod the curved path to the door. A foot-high green ceramic planter with pink begonias bracketed either side of the doorjamb on the terracotta patio. 

   When they reached the door, Halverson and Victoria noticed it was hanging ajar some two inches. 

   Not good, decided Halverson. 

   Victoria took another view of it. “Shawna must be here.”

   She shoved open the door and strode eagerly into the living room.

   Halverson and Mannering exchanged looks. Halverson raised his weapon, and Mannering did likewise. 

   Guns at the ready, they slipped into the living room.

   “Shawna!” called Victoria. 

   A foreboding silence filled the house. A white lace curtain stirred at the behest of a breeze that stole through the open window into the living room. 

   Halverson didn’t hear anything other than the rippling and gentle slapping of the curtain’s fabric in the wind. 

   A brightly colored throw rug lay in front of a fawn leather sofa that faced a fifty-inch flat-panel high-definition plasma TV mounted on the wall. 

   Halverson cast around the room, saw no signs of life. 

   Victoria headed down the hallway into Shawna’s bedroom. Victoria couldn’t restrain herself. She sprang into the bedroom and searched for Shawna.

   A little girl was sitting on a wooden stool watching a blank TV screen, her back toward Victoria.

   Victoria was beside herself with joy. Overcome, she just stood there watching Shawna for a moment.

   Victoria came to her senses. She decided she wanted to capture this moment for eternity. She withdrew her cell phone from her purse, trained the video recorder on Shawna, and said, “Shawna.”

   Shawna turned around slowly. 

   Victoria had the video recorder on and was watching Shawna through the lens as Shawna turned her head.

   “It’s me, sweetie,” said Victoria.

   Her face drawn, her eyes hollow, Shawna was hanging her mouth open as she turned around, got to her feet, and approached Victoria. She was wearing a pink pinafore that reached her knees.

   Shawna looked terrible, decided Victoria as she lowered her cell phone. She decided she didn’t want to record this moment for posterity.

   Her hair a mass of snarls, Shawna trudged toward Victoria with outstretched arms.

   Halverson burst into the bedroom. He shoved Shawna away from Victoria with his shotgun’s muzzle.

   Shawna tripped over her feet and fell to the floor. She landed on her knees. 

   “What are you doing!” cried Victoria.

   “She’s one of them,” said Halverson.

   Shawna struggled to her feet, her face livid. She continued to hang her mouth open exposing yellow and black cracked teeth.

   “She’s just suffering from stress and exhaustion,” said Victoria, holding out her arms beckoning to Shawna. 

   Shawna gazed at Victoria through clouded eyes and trudged toward her.

   “Shawna’s dead,” said Halverson. “That’s not Shawna.”

   Shawna clasped Victoria’s outstretched arm and drew it toward her gaping mouth in order to bite it.

   Halverson could not bring himself to kill the creature. He knew it would break Victoria’s heart. But if Shawna bit Victoria and infected her, it would mean a death sentence for Victoria.

   Mannering blustered into the bedroom. His eyes fell on Shawna leaning over to chew Victoria’s forearm. 

   “Kill it for Christ’s sake!” he blurted.

   His words shook Halverson out of his trance induced by indecision. 

   The Persuader was a long weapon and Shawna’s bedroom was snug. Halverson didn’t have much room to wield the shotgun.

   In order to discharge it he had to back away from Shawna and Victoria to gain enough room to whip the Persuader around and level it at Shawna’s growling face.

   At point-blank range he blew the creature’s head off, even as Victoria screamed, “No!”

   The creature’s brain and gobbets of skull splattered the bed’s flowered counterpane. The rest of the creature dropped to the floor with a thud.

   Victoria burst into tears. 

   Halverson attempted to mollify her, but she fought him off. 

   “You killed Shawna,” she said.

   “Shawna was already dead,” he said. “That wasn’t Shawna.”

   “That was a ghoul,” Mannering told Victoria. “He had to kill it to save you from being infected.” He pointed at the corpse crumpled on the floor. “Look how decomposed the body is. It was already dead.”

   Victoria glanced at Shawna’s cadaver for a second. She could not stand the sight any longer. Overcome with grief, she looked away. Sobbing, she sat on the bed. 

   “There was nothing else I could do,” said Halverson.

   He knew he had made the right decision. Yet he felt queasy eying the dead girl. 

   A six two overweight thirtysomething male figure filled the doorway. He was wearing a black suit. His cashmere and wool jacket’s collar had been torn off and was dangling askew around his neck. His yellow silk tie had gotten turned around somewhere along the line so it was hanging down his back. 

   Scowling with white-filmed eyes, the creature lurched out of the doorway toward Mannering. 

   Mannering plugged it twice in the chest with his pistol. 

   The suit jerked back a step but didn’t fall. It wasn’t dead. It wasn’t even wounded. But the creature’s retreating permitted Mannering enough time to bring his pistol to bear on the thing’s forehead. 

   Mannering squeezed his Glock’s trigger. The round drove into the thing’s forehead and tore a tennis ball–sized hole out of the back of the thing’s skull, taking with it bone spalls and blobs of brains that slammed into the wall behind it and dribbled down the ecru paint. 

   “We gotta get out of here,” he said.

   The creature fell back against the wall and slid down it until it sat dead on the floor. The creature’s head drooped forward on its white-shirted chest.

   Halverson snagged Victoria’s wrist and wrenched her off the bed. “We have to go.”

   “There may be more of those things in here,” said Mannering.

   He craned his neck around, checking to make sure no creatures were sneaking up on him from behind. 

   An amazon staggered out of the bathroom and groped for Mannering just as he entered the corridor outside Shawna’s bedroom. 

   The creature had spiky grey hair that stuck out of its head like it had stuck its finger in an electric socket. Its face looked like it had gone through a meat grinder. Maggots were now writhing out of the suppurating flesh.

   Mannering dodged the creature’s hand. Wincing in disgust at the sight of the creature, Mannering squeezed off a round into one of the creature’s white-coated eyes. The 9 mm slug made short shrift of the creature’s brain. 

   Mannering, Halverson, and Victoria stormed out of the front door of the bungalow. 

   They piled into their motor carts.

   Since Victoria was in no condition to drive, Halverson climbed into the driver’s seat of their cart. 

   Mannering sat beside Reba in her cart.

   Another ghoul lumbered out of the bungalow’s front door and stumbled toward Halverson. 

   Halverson blew the creature’s head off. 

   Becker backed out of the driveway first, followed by Reba, and then, lastly, Halverson. 

   They headed back toward Wilshire. 

   






   

   CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE

   

   Victoria was slow to recover from her ordeal at the bungalow. She sat in her seat sobbing as Halverson drove their motor cart down the sidewalk.

   “What happened back there?” Reba asked Halverson.

   “Never mind,” he answered.

   “What do you mean, never mind? You all look like you went through the wringer.”

   “Victoria’s daughter is dead,” said Mannering beside Reba.

   “Oh.” Reba’s face drained of color. “Sorry to hear that.”

   “I don’t know about the rest of you, but I’ve had it up to here with these things whatever they are,” announced Becker.

   “You’re preaching to the choir,” said Mannering.

   Halverson picked up on a gaggle of creatures milling on the other side of the street. “Bogies at nine o’clock.”

   “Let’s do something,” said Becker.

   “Like what?” said Mannering.

   “We must be able to do something.”

   “We’re listening.”

   “You have our attention,” said Reba.

   “Let’s do something,” repeated Becker.

   “We’ll head for the shore once we get back to Wilshire,” said Halverson.

   “What good will that do?”

   “Maybe it’s safer there.”

   “Why should it be?”

   “These things can’t swim, as far as I know. At least, when we’re on the beach they won’t be able to attack us out of the west.”

   “What kind of a reason is that? They’ll still be able to attack us from every other direction.”

   “Maybe we can find a boat and put to sea.”

   “Maybe. Is that the best you can do—maybe?”

   Becker’s jacking him was taxing Halverson’s nerves. 

   “Do you have a better idea?” snapped Halverson.

   “We need to do something.”

   “We’re waiting,” said Mannering.

   “We need to do something.”

   “You’re a big help, Senator,” Reba said wearily. 

   Halverson heard a buzzing from his leg. It was his satphone.

   Mellors? he wondered. The man that had had Greg Coogan wasted or had wasted him himself.

   Should he answer it?

   He decided yes. What harm could it do? He might even learn something. He had plenty of questions for Mellors. That was for sure.

   One hand on the steering wheel, Halverson fished his satphone out of his trouser pocket with the other. He took the call.

   “Hello,” he said.

   He listened.

   A moment of silence.

   Then click. 

   What was that all about? he wondered.

   Victoria was coming out of her daze. “Who was that?”

   “Wrong number,” he said, not believing it.

   He put away the satphone. 

   They reached Wilshire.

   Halverson turned left on it.

   A couple of fleecy clouds scudded by overhead.

   “It would be nice if we knew what we were doing,” said Becker.

   Reba whooped. 

   Everybody turned to face her to see what the excitement was all about.

   “That plane’s coming back,” she said, looking westerly in the sky as she drove. 

   “Maybe they saw us the last time,” gushed Becker.

   He waved at the drone.

   “We have to make sure they see us this time,” said Mannering.

   “Waving isn’t enough,” said Reba.

   “Maybe if we set a fire,” said Becker.

   “There are too many little fires burning already,” said Mannering. “We need to do something that will stand out.”

   “How about firing your gun?” said Reba.

   Mannering shrugged. “Might work.”

   “We’d be in business if we had a flare gun,” said Becker. “The drone’s camera would pick up on a flare.”

   “Is there an Army & Navy store around here somewhere?”

   “We’re not gonna have time to find one of those before the drone passes over us.”

   Mannering scoped out the neighborhood. He didn’t see anything remotely resembling an Army & Navy store. Not even a Sears Roebuck.

   He withdrew his Glock from his waistband, aimed straight up into the sky, and squeezed off a round. 

   Whether or not the drone detected the gun’s report he didn’t know. All he knew was that a knot of zombies about a block away heard the crack and started shuffling toward the motor carts.

   “Aren’t you forgetting something?” said Halverson. “That drone doesn’t have a pilot. How’s it gonna detect a loud noise?”

   “Drones have sensors on them,” said Becker. “You know that.”

   “They don’t key on noises the last I heard.”

   “The ghouls heard the gunshot,” said Victoria, glancing at the creatures stumbling toward them. 

   “Drones have infrared sensors,” said Mannering, putting away his Glock. “They should be able to key on our body heat.”

   “But the fires burning around us are emitting heat, too,” said Halverson. “Too many sources of heat may be confusing the sensors.”

   “If we only had a flag we could wave,” said Becker. “Or something like a flag.”

   Halverson noticed a tiny red dot appear on his chest.

   






   

   CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR

   

   On the spot, adrenaline surging through his system, Halverson took stock of the neighboring buildings, searching for the most durable one. Eyes wild, he slammed on his brakes, throwing Victoria forward in her seat.

   Flabbergasted, she sat up straight. She stared at him like he had lost his mind.

   “Everybody into the bank!” he screamed and bolted out of his cart.

   He scrammed for the bank on his right.

   “What the hell’s going on!” yelled Becker.

   “Run for cover!”

   Baffled, the others decided to run after Halverson into the bank. They piled into the bank in a mass of confusion.

   “What’s this all about?” said Mannering.

   “The plane’s not gonna see us if we’re in here,” said Reba, put out. 

   Halverson’s eyes flicked around the bank’s interior. “We need to get behind the safe! It’s our only chance!”

   “Why are you having a cow?” demanded Becker. “Are you losing it? Pull yourself together, man!”

   “The vault’s behind the tellers’ windows,” said Mannering.

   “And those windows are bulletproof,” said Halverson. “That’ll help.”

   “But we can’t get into the tellers office without a key card.” 

   Halverson dashed toward the back door. “Let’s get outside the building so we’re behind the vault.”

   Becker shook his head in confusion. “First you want us inside the building. Now you want us outside it. You’ve got to be nuts!”

   They heard a shrieking whistle in the sky above.

   “Everybody out!” hollered Halverson. 

   “What’s that sound?” said Becker, his eyes popping out of his head.

   They scrambled through the back door.

   A split second later, the bank exploded. A screaming missile tore into the bank from the side of the building that faced the street.

   Halverson hit the asphalt of the parking lot behind the bank. Discombobulated, the others followed suit. 

   The asphalt rocked and trembled beneath them. Debris from the bank’s roof hurtled through the air onto cars parked in the lot. 

   Dark smoke mushroomed from the collapsing bank.

   Halverson’s ears were ringing from the blast. He was having trouble hearing. He saw a hectic-faced Becker lying prostrate on the asphalt, gazing at him and working his mouth. Halverson thought he could make out Becker’s words.

   “What the hell was that?” Becker was asking.

   “An AGM-114 Hellfire missile,” answered Halverson. At least that was what he thought he had said. He didn’t know for sure. He couldn’t hear his own voice.

   He heard his ears pop. Then he heard Mannering speaking.

   “Are you telling me they returned fire at us because I shot into the sky?” said Mannering incredulously. 

   Halverson wiped dust and dirt from his face, his eyes smarting from the smoke. He knew Mannering was wrong in his assessment. Halverson knew the drone had fired at him. It had targeted him in its red laser sights. He decided it wasn’t a good idea for him to let the others know the truth. They might turn on him. 

   “They must have thought you were shooting at them,” said Reba, facedown on the asphalt.

   “Like I could do any damage with a pistol from this distance,” said Mannering.

   What Halverson couldn’t dope out was how the drone had located him. How could it know exactly where he was? He tried to recall the sequence of events that led to the assault. When did the drone appear over them? What was he doing when it appeared? 

   Something clicked in his mind as he remembered . . . He was driving the motor cart and he had heard his satphone ring. He had answered it. That was why the Agency had called him! They had wanted to make sure he still had the phone. Once they had heard his voice, they knew the phone was on his person. The satphone had GPS, he recalled. They were tracking him with his phone.

   He had to get rid of it. They would try to kill him again if they thought he was still alive. If they tracked his phone moving again after their missile attack, they would figure he was still alive and attack again. 

   He struggled to his feet. His knees were sore. He had barked them when he had dived onto the asphalt. 

   He looked around. He spotted a pack of zombies shambling on the other side of the street. He removed his satphone from his pocket and hurled the device at them.

   The satphone landed at their feet and skidded to a halt on the cement sidewalk. The creatures paid no attention to it. Only living things interested them. 

   “What did you do that for?” asked Victoria, standing up beside him. 

   She brushed dirt off her blouse and arms. 

   “It’s broken,” he lied. 

   “Not much of a weapon, is it?” she said, watching the creatures ignore it at their feet.

   “I’m totally confused,” said Reba, standing up. “Did the drone just try to kill us, or what?”

   Becker was lucky to be alive. He had barely squeezed through the bank’s back door when the missile had slammed into the bank. The force of the blast had blown him the rest of the way through the door and sent him somersaulting into the parking lot. 

   “I ache all over,” he groaned, sitting on the asphalt beside a black BMW sedan.

   Mannering sat on the hood of a silver Mustang GT, his hands gripping the front of the hood. “I can’t get my head around it. Why did that plane try to kill us?”

   “It wasn’t the plane,” said Halverson. “It was the people operating it.”

   “Same question. Why?”

   “I’d say the government is operating that drone,” said Becker, adjusting his disheveled jacket as he sat. “Who else would have access to a drone, especially a Predator armed with a missile?”

   “Sounds right to me. The question remains, though. Why?”

   “Maybe they thought we were zombies,” said Victoria.

   “How could they mistake us for zombies?” said Becker. 

   “I don’t know. None of it makes any sense to me.” 

   “Why is the government trying to kill their own people?”

   “Don’t look at me,” said Reba. “I stupidly thought they were gonna rescue us.”

   Becker managed to stand up, levering himself off the ground with the help of the BMW’s front bumper. He smoothed his jacket. Then he faced Halverson.

   “Something’s bothering me about this whole affair,” said Becker.

   “Only one thing?” said Mannering.

   “How did you know before the fact that that drone was going to attack us?” Becker asked Halverson.

   “If it wasn’t for him, we’d all be dead,” said Mannering. “I wouldn’t complain about it if I was you.”

   “I’m trying to find out what’s what.” Becker returned his attention to Halverson. “How did you know?”

   Halverson figured he should level with them on that score. “I saw a red laser dot on my chest. I figured the laser was coming from the drone.” 

   “Maybe it was simply sensing you. How did you know it was targeting you?”

   “A red laser dot aimed at your chest is not a good sign.”

   “I wouldn’t want one on mine,” agreed Mannering. 

   “Can we stop with the Twenty Questions?” said Reba. “We need to regroup and take stock of our situation.” 

   “Not until somebody answers my question,” said Becker. “Why does our own government want us dead?”

   






   

   CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE

   

   Nobody answered right away.

   “Beats me,” said Mannering. “I’m not sure of anything anymore. I’m not even sure if we have any government left.”

   “Somebody’s operating that drone,” said Becker, shooting his cuffs. “My bet is it’s the government.”

   “You won’t get any argument out of me.”

   Becker addressed Halverson again. “Why did the government try to kill us?” Becker paused in thought then added, “Or was the government trying to kill you specifically?”

   Becker was coming uncomfortably close to the truth, decided Halverson. Halverson figured the missile had indeed been meant for him and for him alone. The deaths of the others would have been mere collateral damage as far as Mellors and the Agency were concerned.

   The others didn’t know what Halverson knew—that the plague that had ravaged the human race had been created in an American-sponsored experiment in a lab in Rotterdam. 

   Then again maybe the Hellfire missile had been meant for all of them, decided Halverson. Maybe Mellors and the Agency suspected Halverson had told the others about the lab accident in Rotterdam and therefore, as far as Mellors was concerned, Halverson and his entire group had to be terminated with extreme prejudice. 

   All Halverson knew for sure was that Mellors wanted him dead. The missile attack was the proof of the pudding.

   “We’re waiting,” said Becker.

   “Why would they want to kill me?” said Halverson. 

   “You tell us.”

   “This is getting us nowhere,” said Reba. “We can make up any story we want. The fact is we just don’t know why any of this is happening.”

   “I think Halverson knows more than he’s telling us.”

   They heard the drone flying overhead again. All eyes looked upward apprehensively. 

   “Is that drone coming in for a second attempt?” asked Mannering, squinting at the drone.

   As if in response to his question, another missile flared out from under the Predator’s fuselage. 

   Everybody hit the asphalt. 

   The Hellfire missile shrieked through the sky and walloped the pack of flesh-eaters maundering around on the sidewalk across the street. 

   The sidewalk, the buildings skirting it, and a bunch of ghouls exploded into the air. Arms, legs, torsos, heads, masonry, chunks of cement, steel girders, rebar, and shards of glass rained down on the missile’s crater that now pocked the sidewalk where the ghouls had stood but moments earlier. 

   Smoke plumed into the sky and wafted in the gusting offshore Santa Ana winds.

   “Maybe they really did think we were zombies, too, when they blasted us,” said Mannering, taking in the devastation across the street.

   Halverson knew Mannering was mistaken, but kept his own counsel. There was no doubt now in Halverson’s mind that the first missile had been meant for him. The second missile, like the one before it, had zeroed in on his satphone, which had been lying on the sidewalk amidst the creatures when the missile struck.

   Realizing the drone couldn’t track him now, he sighed with relief. At least that was one problem he didn’t have to worry about anymore.

   “We need to get moving,” he said.

   He and the others walked out of the parking lot, down the alley, and out onto the sidewalk in front of what used to be the bank. Debris from the bank was scattered on the sidewalk.

   Halverson inspected the motor carts. Two of them seemed to be in OK condition while the third had sustained damage in the initial missile assault.

   Mannering saw the same thing. “This sucks, you know,” he said evenly, quietly, then burst into laughter. 

   “What are you laughing at?” demanded Becker when he clapped eyes on the damaged vehicle. “That’s my vehicle.”

   “I’m just laughing at this mess we’re in. We are so fucked.”

   Mannering continued laughing. 

   “You’re cockeyed, that’s what you are,” said Becker. 

   “I wish.”

   Another brood of ghouls was assembling at the eastern end of the block. 

   “There’s more of those things coming,” said Reba.

   “So what else is new?” said Mannering. 

   “And there’s more on the other side of the street headed this way.”

   Indeed, a pack of creatures had spotted them on the sidewalk opposite them and was preparing to cross the street through the abandoned cars.

   Mannering kept chuckling.

   “You need to get a grip,” said Becker.

   Mannering stopped laughing. “So what do we do now?”

   “We fix my vehicle.”

   Halverson approached the upended motor cart and inspected it. It was tipped on its side and the front axle was clearly broken.

   “Nobody’s fixing that,” he said. 

   “We’ve only got room for four people in the remaining two carts,” said Reba.

   “The question is, which four?” said Becker.

   “It was your cart that got busted,” said Mannering.

   “It could just as easily have been yours.”

   Victoria put into words what everybody else was thinking but didn’t want to say. “We could dump out some of the moneybags and put somebody in the back of a cart.”

   “No way,” said Becker.

   “Absolutely not,” said Mannering. 

   “Hell no,” said Reba.

   “That money’s not gonna do us much good if everybody in the world is dead,” said Halverson.

   “We don’t know that everybody’s dead,” said Becker. “Frankly, that’s hard for me to swallow. It’s a big world out there. The idea that a single virus could wipe out the entire population of earth is flat-out nonsense.”

   “The black death nearly did it back in the Middle Ages.”

   “The fact is it didn’t do it.”

   “Then who wants to stay behind?”

   Nobody answered.

   “We don’t have a whole lot of time here, people, to figure this out,” said Mannering. “Those things are getting nearer every minute.”

   A throng of the creatures shuffled relentlessly down the sidewalk toward them.

   “I say we leave Halverson behind,” said Becker. 

   “Why?” said Mannering.

   “He’s the one that caused this missile attack in the first place. If it wasn’t for him, we’d still have three carts.”

   “If it wasn’t for him, we’d all be lying dead here beside these motor carts.”

   “But we wouldn’t even have been attacked if it wasn’t for him. I say Halverson stays behind.”

   “That’s funny. I was thinking of nominating you to stay behind.”

   Becker did a double take. He couldn’t believe his ears. “You’re my second choice.”

   “You know why I picked you?”

   “Because all you care about is your own skin?”

   “No. Because all you care about is your own skin. Remember when you tried to abscond with the money?”

   “He has a point,” said Reba.

   “Yeah,” said Victoria. She faced Becker. “Why should we do you any favors?”

   “You couldn’t even save your own daughter,” said Becker. “What gives you the right to decide who stays behind?”

   Victoria’s face drained of blood. She looked ill at the mention of Shawna. 

   “You ought to watch your mouth,” Halverson told Becker, grabbing Becker by the lapels of his jacket.

   “You ought to do the right thing and stay behind because you’re the one causing all of our problems,” said Becker, trying to disentangle himself from Halverson’s grip.

   Sneering, Halverson shoved Becker away from him. 

   Becker stumbled backward. Recovering his balance he smoothed his jacket as though it had been contaminated. 

   “If we all kill each other, we’ll have plenty of room in the carts,” said Mannering. 

   “I’m the only one here fit to make a decision. I’m an ex-senator. I know how to lead. None of you do. You’ve all proven yourselves unfit for leadership. And I say Halverson stays behind.”

   Becker walked over to his upended cart, retrieved one of the moneybags that had spilled onto the cracked cement sidewalk, and hauled the sack to Victoria’s motor cart. He proceeded to hike the sack into the back of the cart with a grunt.

   “Now get out of the cart,” he told Halverson.

   “What about the other moneybag on the sidewalk?” put in Mannering. 

   “That’s Halverson’s cut. We’re not greedy. We’ll leave it for him. We’re not monsters here.”

   Mannering snickered. “And besides our not being monsters, it won’t fit in the remaining carts, anyway.”

   Becker gave Mannering a look.

   Halverson didn’t budge from his seat. He was damned if he was going to take orders from Becker. 

   Becker confronted Halverson. “Well, what’s taking you so long?”

   The zombies directly behind them crept closer, lurching and scrabbling down the sidewalk, while the creatures on the other side of the street tried to blaze a trail through the labyrinth of cars parked on the street.

   Somehow a tall, reedy, black twentysomething male creature had gotten farther through the cars than his companions. The creature had a hatchet face and wore faded blue jeans. A white rope instead of a belt held its jeans up. The creature screwed up its face, extended its scraggly bony hands, and closed in on Victoria.

   Halverson whipped the Mossberg Persuader around, squeezed the trigger, and blew the creature’s face off.

   “We’re running out of time,” said Halverson.

   






   

   CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX

   

   “You mean you’re running out of time,” said Becker. “Your moneybag is over there waiting for you.” He pointed at the moneybag lying on the sidewalk next to the disabled motor cart.

   “I said, we’re running out of time,” reiterated Halverson.

   “Then I suggest you get out of that cart and start running because you’re the one who doesn’t have a ride,” said Becker. 

   “He has a gun, though,” said Mannering, watching them with interest. 

   “He’ll need one to fight off the ghouls.”

   “You miss my point.”

   “What are you trying to say? Don’t beat around the bush. Spit it out.”

   “I’m saying he has a gun and you don’t. Why should he take orders from you?”

   “Because I’m the leader now.”

   “Who the hell put you in charge?” demanded Reba. 

   “I’m the only one here with any experience in leadership.”

   “And you’re the one who tried to steal our money.”

   “Fuck him,” Mannering told Reba. “Let’s beat it.”

   Reba and Mannering climbed into their motor cart. Reba took the wheel.

   Halverson and Victoria followed suit. Victoria took the driver’s seat. 

   Zombies started groping at Becker’s sleeves. Terrified, he fought them off, punching and kicking them. He couldn’t stand the sensation of their decomposing faces on his fists, which sank into the gunky rot and slid around before hitting bone.

   He knew nothing about fighting, anyway. The only fighting he knew about was political infighting. Still, he punched and kicked for all he was worth. He knew he was dead meat if those things got ahold of him.

   Victoria fired her motor cart’s engine. She and Halverson pulled away.

   Reba twisted the key in her motor cart’s ignition. The battery wheezed. The engine didn’t turn over. 

   “Do it again,” Mannering urged her, his expression tense.

   Frantically, Reba turned the key again.

   A zombie swiped at Mannering’s head. Mannering ducked.

   “Keep it turned,” he told Reba.

   The engine sputtered to life. 

   Reba started the cart forward.

   Becker broke free of a ghoul’s grasp, bolted after the cart, snagged Reba’s arm, and wrenched her out of the driver’s eat.

   As Reba’s foot came off the gas pedal, the cart slowed down.

   Reba screamed when Becker flung her away from the cart. She stumbled and fell into the road, where a pack of zombies were threading their way through the derelict serried vehicles.

   Lying on her back, paralyzed with fear, she didn’t know what to do. She knew she had to act quickly—whatever she did. Creatures surrounded her and were already scrabbling for her as she lay on the asphalt. 

   When she tried to stand up amidst the groping moldering hands, she realized she had twisted her ankle or worse during her fall. She would not be able to run if she stood. She had to come up with another plan.

   She weighed her options in nanoseconds. Running was out of the question. As was fighting. She couldn’t very well fight off all these creatures as she lay helpless on her back. Besides, she didn’t have a weapon. Picking a battle here would be insanity on her part. 

   She seized on the only option that remained to her, as far as she saw it. She decided to slide under the nearest car, just as a short, stocky male creature grabbed her leg.

   She kicked free of the creature’s grasp and slid on her back under the car. 

   The problem was she didn’t like being enclosed in tight places. She had barely any room to maneuver underneath the low chassis. The greasy chassis was less than an inch away from her face. A drop of grease fell onto her cheek.

   She didn’t know if she had claustrophobia. All she knew was she felt like she was suffocating wedged under the car. 

   She turned her head to her right and saw a zombie getting down on its hands and knees beside the car. The creature reached under the car and tried to pull her out. She felt the creature’s hand tugging on her thigh. She swatted the thing’s hand away with her hand.

   She screamed. 

   Maybe if she screamed, Hank and the others would help her, she decided. She couldn’t think of anything else to do. 

   She felt trapped. 

   It was getting even worse as she realized zombies all around the car were crouching down and reaching under the car to pull her out. She felt gnarly hands picking at her from all sides. 

   Her heart in her mouth, she twisted her head to and fro seeking for a space on either side of the car where she could slide out and escape. But there wasn’t any space. The creatures were packed everywhere around the vehicle.

   Her predicament reminded her of the time when she was a little girl and she and her brother had run away from a bully in their neighborhood one night. They fled to their car parked in front of their house. She couldn’t think of anywhere else to go, so she rolled under the car. Her brother hid behind the car. 

   The bully ran up to their car, found her brother, and demanded to know where his sister was. Reba was terrified her brother would tell the bully where she was hiding. She thought she was going to die then under the car. She feared her brother would tell the bully and then the bully would either drag her out from under the car and beat her up or jump up and down on the car’s hood and crush her underneath. 

   Her brother said he didn’t know where she was.

   She heard the bully shove her brother against the car.

   Her chest heaving, she waited for the bully to peek under the car. The bully must not have thought of it. 

   In the end, the bully stalked off . . .

   Only it was worse this time with the zombies, she knew. There wasn’t just one bully out there. There were dozens of flesh-eating ghouls bent on devouring her. 

   Where was Hank? she wondered frantically. Hadn’t he heard her scream? And what about Victoria and Chad? Why weren’t they coming to help her?

   She felt at least four hands trying to grab her feet. 

   She slid on her back toward the front of the car to escape their clutches.

   Then hands reached under the front of the car and grabbed her hair to hoick her out. 

   Oh my God! she thought.

   She grabbed the chassis above her to prevent them from pulling her out from under the car. Now she could feel them hauling on her hair and her feet at the same time. 

   They were tearing her hair out of her head, sending shooting pain through her scalp.

   At her lower extremities, it felt like they were going to tear her legs off if she didn’t let go of the chassis above her. 

   She heard a gunshot.

   Maybe somebody would try to help her now—if she could last any longer. 

   She screamed again. 

   Her eyes bugged out of her head when she saw a small creature pushing ten roll under the car and nestle beside her. The creature moaned. It took a bite out of one of her arms that was holding onto the chassis for purchase. 

   Reba was so petrified her scream caught in her throat.

   






   

   CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN

   

   On the sidewalk, when Becker climbed into the driver’s seat vacated by Reba, Mannering tried to shove him off the cart. 

   Becker held on for dear life. The creatures were converging all around them and he knew if he let go, it would be the end of him. He wouldn’t stand a chance outside of the cart. 

   “Get out of here, you bastard!” Mannering yelled at him.

   Becker would have none of it. He fought to maintain his grasp on the steering wheel as Mannering continued to try to shove him out of the cart.

   “I’ll die if you leave me behind!” Becker cried.

   “I hope so!” snarled Mannering, grappling with him. “You don’t deserve to live.”

   “I have as much right as anybody else. What gives you the right to decide?”

   Becker’s face flushed with effort as he struggled to hang onto the wheel.

   “What gave you the right to throw Reba out of the cart?” demanded Mannering.

   “I’ll say it again. What gives you the right to decide who lives and who dies?”

   “This,” said Mannering. He pulled out his Glock and leveled it at Becker. “Now let go.”

   With his free hand Becker tried to wrest the pistol from Mannering.

   Mannering fired.

   The round hit Becker in the arm. Becker screamed, let go of the steering wheel, and recoiled from the cart, clutching his wounded arm. A look of stunned disbelief swept over his face. He couldn’t believe Mannering had shot him.

   Frenzied by the sight and odor of the fresh blood oozing from Becker’s arm, ghouls clawed and trampled over each other trying to reach him first. 

   Mannering slid into the driver’s seat. 

   “Reba!” he bellowed. 

   He scoped the area for her. He had heard her screaming earlier but he had been too preoccupied fighting off Becker to notice the location of her screams. 

   He couldn’t see hide nor hair of her. 

   He fired at a zombie that was reaching for him. The bullet hit it in the head. The sneering face of the creature jerked back. The creature dropped dead.

   “Reba!”

   He couldn’t hear her screaming anymore. 

   “Did you see where Reba went?” he asked Halverson and Victoria, who were in their cart up ahead.

   “I saw her roll into the road, but I lost track of her,” answered Halverson.

   “Reba!” Mannering called out again.

   No answer.

   Two shirtless male creatures lunged at Mannering. The taller creature had a greenish hue to his waxy, rotting complexion.

   As he sat in the cart’s driver’s seat, Mannering slapped the creature’s groping hands away from him. 

   “We gotta go!” said Halverson. “They’re all over the place.”

   “We can’t leave Reba,” said Victoria beside him.

   “We don’t even know where she is.”

   Mannering squeezed off a round into the shorter ghoul that was closing in on him. The 9 mm bullet slammed into the creature’s forehead. 

   To Mannering’s left two creatures held Becker by his arms. Each creature was trying to yank one of Becker’s arms off to devour it.

   “Help me!” screamed Becker.

   Halverson trained his Persuader on one of the creatures and blew it away. The thing fell dead and released Becker’s arm. The other creature continued to tug on Becker’s arm that had the gunshot wound. 

   Halverson couldn’t get a clear shot at the ghoul. Becker was standing in Halverson’s line of fire. 

   The creature’s yanking on Becker’s wounded arm was exacerbating the pain that was already flowing in waves from Becker’s wound. Becker yelped.

   Agitated by the sight of the fresh blood pouring from the wound, the creature hiked even harder on Becker’s arm, groaning and opening and closing its mouth in anticipation of its upcoming meal. 

   Most of the flesh had rotted off the creature’s jaws, exposing its chipped teeth and rancid green gums. The creature opened its jaws and chewed off three of Becker’s fingers. 

   Becker screamed and tried with all his might to pull his wounded arm free of the ghoul. The ghoul’s grip was like steel now that the creature had tasted blood. 

   Mannering brought his pistol to bear on the ghoul’s head and squeezed the trigger. 

   The gun clicked empty. 

   A grimacing creature with a shock of white hair and whelks on its beak sneaked up behind Becker and took a bite out of Becker’s neck, severing his jugular and sending blood spurting out all over the sidewalk.

   Becker’s eyes bulged out of his head at the shock to his system. 

   Mannering fired again, this time at the ghoul that had chewed Becker’s throat. Snick. Nothing doing. Mannering was out of ammo.

   Mannering entertained the fleeting thought of jumping out of his cart and coming to Becker’s aid, but even as he thought about it two creatures stumbled between him and Becker, scowling and scrabbling toward Mannering.

   Mannering remained in his seat and swatted at the ghouls as they barged toward him. Another ghoul attacked him from the passenger side of the cart. 

   Mannering put the cart in gear and peeled off. He knew he had no chance if he stayed here. 

   “Becker’s done for,” he said, driving up to Victoria and Halverson.

   A horde of zombies shambled toward them.

   “What’s that noise?” asked Victoria.

   “It sounds like some kind of generator,” said Halverson, peering toward the end of the block up ahead. 

   He picked up on a yellow portable generator used by the city’s transportation department when they conducted road repair work. 

   “The things are headed in that direction, too,” said Mannering, watching creatures from across the street staggering toward the generator.

   “The noise attracts them,” said Victoria.

   “We have to get there before they do or they’ll cut us off and trap us between two fronts,” said Halverson.

   Victoria glanced back at Becker. “What about Becker?”

   Two creatures were in the process of tearing one of Becker’s legs out of his hip. 

   “Whatever,” said Mannering. 

   “He’s still alive,” insisted Victoria, annoyed at Mannering’s indifference.

   “Not for long. He’s had it. Why do you care, anyway? He’s a scumbag who threw Reba to those things and tried to rob us.”

   “So we stand by and let him get killed?”

   “Yep.”

   Two car lengths behind Becker in the road, a creature stood up with a foot and a shoe in its mouth. 

   “Oh my God!” gasped Victoria. She covered her mouth with her hand.

   “What?” said Mannering.

   “Isn’t that Reba’s shoe in that thing’s mouth?”

   Mannering shook his head. “I never got a good look at her shoes. I don’t know.”

   At that moment, another creature rose beside its fellow zombie munching on a blood-soaked foot in a matching shoe. 

   “We can’t leave Reba,” pleaded Victoria.

   “I don’t see what we can do for her now,” said Mannering, watching the creatures in disgust. “They’re tearing her apart. They’ll massacre us if we go back for her.”

   “We have to get to the end of this block before the creatures cut us off,” said Halverson. “We have to go now.”

   Victoria and Mannering drove their motor carts forward. Halverson rode beside Victoria. Wincing, they listened to Becker’s screams as the creatures tore him asunder. 

   






   

   CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT

   

   “That generator’s probably been running all night long,” said Mannering.

   “It must’ve been going when the plague hit and nobody turned it off,” said Halverson.

   “Do you have any spare clips?”

   Halverson felt his trouser pockets. “I’m all out.”

   “Not good. Both Glocks are empty.”

   “I’ve only got a few more cartridges for the shotgun left.”

   Halverson dug the last three red cartridges out of his pocket and fed them into the Mossberg’s magazine. 

   “I still have my trusty cleaver,” said Mannering, “but we are seriously in need of more firepower.”

   “We can’t fight them here. We have to get out.”

   They drove toward the end of the block. 

   Suddenly Mannering bellowed a curse. His motor cart limped to a halt.

   “We can’t stop here,” said Halverson. “Keep going.”

   “I got a fucking flat.”

   They were twenty-odd feet from the corner where the generator was rumbling. 

   “You’ll have to make a run for it,” said Halverson.

   “What about the money?”

   “We’ll have to come back for it later.” 

   Halverson had no intention of coming back for it. He was just trying to allay Mannering’s concerns about it. The bottom line was they had to keep going, whether they had the money or not. He wanted Mannering to forget about the money and concentrate on surviving.

   On Mannering’s right, a creature burst out of a beauty salon’s plate-glass door that advertised Brazilian Blowouts for $150. Nothing was cheap on Wilshire in Santa Monica, Halverson knew. 

   It was a city of the well-heeled and the down-at-the-heel. It was a small city, but it wasn’t much different than its big-city neighbor Los Angeles in that respect—except everything was more expensive. This Santa Monica beauty boutique the Living Ends was no exception. 

   The female creature’s hair was the best part of the ghoul. Halverson didn’t know a Brazilian Blowout from a blow-dry, but compared to the rest of the creature, its brunette hair was drop-dead gorgeous. The creature’s face was an oozing mass of suppuration and disintegration and had gums and cracked teeth the green hue of the Wicked Witch of the West’s complexion. 

   Mannering was facing in the opposite direction when it happened and had no idea the creature was lurching toward him. 

   “Look out behind you!” exclaimed Halverson.

   Mannering whirled around. As he did so, the creature snatched Mannering’s arm and took a bite out of his forearm.

   Mannering cursed. Cleaver in hand, he swung his uninjured arm toward the creature and beheaded it. The head, Brazilian Blowout and all, plunked down on the sidewalk in front of the salon. 

   Blood poured out of Mannering’s wounded arm. He tried not to think about the pain.

   “Are you OK?” asked Victoria.

   “It got me,” answered Mannering.

   Nobody said anything. Everybody knew what it meant. A tension-fraught silence hung heavy in the air.

   At last, Halverson broke the nerve-racking quiet. “We need to keep going.”

   “I’ll have to keep up with you on my feet,” said Mannering. 

   He tried to stanch the bleeding in his arm by compressing the wound with his right hand. He clambered out of his motor cart. 

   “You can throw the money out of the back of our cart and sit in the back,” said Halverson. 

   “What’s the point? You and I both know it’s over for me.”

   “Don’t talk like that,” said Victoria. “As long as you’re alive, there’s hope.”

   “Not for me. I’m infected now. I’m fucked. I’m a walking dead man.”

   “Maybe they can find a cure for this.”

   “By then I’ll be dead.” Mannering paused. He gazed at the generator up ahead. “Isn’t that a jackhammer lying on the road near the generator?”

   “Looks like it,” said Halverson, following the direction of Mannering’s gaze.

   “I’ll stall these ghouls while you two beat it.”

   “What are you thinking?”

   Mannering winced at the pain in his wounded arm. He shook it off. He struck out for the generator at a brisk clip. 

   “I think I found us some firepower,” he answered. 

   “What are you talking about?”

   “That jackhammer. The generator’s on. The power’s working. You’ll see.”

   Mannering jogged up to the jackhammer in under a minute. 

   Meanwhile, creatures were already into the middle of the street as they made their crossing. 

   Victoria and Halverson drove up to Mannering.

   Mannering lifted the heavy jackhammer. He switched it on. The jackhammer vibrated and jerked in his hands as it clattered, raising a racket. The shuddering of the equipment irritated the wound in his arm. He grimaced. His arm ached and started bleeding again. 

   “You guys get out of here,” he yelled to Victoria and Halverson over the deafening cacophony of the jackhammer.

   Victoria was reluctant to leave. 

   “Go ahead,” Mannering went on. “I’ll try to take out as many of those things as I can to slow them down.”

   “Are you sure?” asked Victoria.

   “Just get out of here before it’s too late.”

   Creatures inched dangerously close to the motor cart. 

   Victoria accelerated. She drove into the gnarl of cars abandoned on the street then veered onto the next block’s sidewalk.

   Halverson blasted a zombie that had wandered too close to them. The creature’s head burst into skull fragments and brain pudding that bedecked a scarlet custom-made Ferrari’s hood.

   Creatures massed around Mannering, who hollered at them and held the pounding jackhammer up in his arms. 

   Whenever a creature came at him, he thrust the jackhammer into its face and made mincemeat of it with the driving blows of the edged cutting tool.

   “Come and get it!” thundered Mannering.

   A seventysomething tall creature hobbled toward him. It had a bald pate, close-cropped grey hair, and lousy posture. The geezer zombie was wearing a black Hollywood Park cap. It halted toward Mannering on its bum pins. It opened its mouth and groped toward him.

   Unable to raise the jackhammer high enough to reach the ghoul’s head, Mannering jammed the smoking, raucous tool into the geezer zombie’s rib cage. The rapid thrusting of the tool’s drill pulped the creature’s chest. The drill bored all the way through the rib cage, the heart, and the creature’s back.

   But the creature kept plodding toward Mannering.

   Mannering wrested the jackhammer out of the creature’s rib cage and this time mustered enough strength to aim higher at the creature’s screwed-up, emaciated face. He managed to home in on the creature’s bulbous nose and atomized it with the rapid metallic jabs of the jackhammer’s drill. 

   The drill crashed through the skull and decomposed flesh as easily as through an egg, obliterating the diseased reanimated brain encased in the cranium. Its face an unrecognizable mask of mush, the geezer zombie dropped dead at Mannering’s feet. Mannering kicked the creature away from him.

   More creatures swarmed around Mannering. There was no end to them as far as Mannering could see. 

   He kept jamming away at them with the jackhammer overheating in his hands. As soon as he dropped one creature, another one took its place in short order. 

   A wall of corpses was piling up in front of Mannering some five bodies high. Still, ineluctably the creatures kept coming. 

   Mannering kept drilling the walking dead with the juddering jackhammer. The strain of holding the heavy jackhammer high in his hands was taking its toll on him. He could barely hold his arms up. 

   It was only with great effort now that he could lift the jackhammer waist high. He bored the smoking jackhammer through the next zombie’s entrails all the way through the spine and out the other end without even slowing down the grimacing creature. 

   The creature kept walking toward him, heedless that it had no spine or stomach left as intestines spooled out in front of it. 

   Mannering kept his back to the chugging generator to prevent any creatures from bushwhacking him from behind. He remained vulnerable on his flanks, however. 

   As he buried his jackhammer to the hilt into the stomach of one creature, another creature staggered toward him on his left and clawed his head. 

   Mannering tried to hoick the jackhammer out of the stomach of the creature in front of him, but there were several other creatures lined up behind their mate exerting pressure on the creature forcing it into Mannering, rendering it impossible for Mannering to withdraw the jackhammer in order to turn it on the creature bearing down on his left. 

   The creature on his left opened its toothy open mouth and descended on Mannering’s carotid artery.

   






   

   CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE

   

   Victoria kept driving toward the ocean.

   Halverson glanced over his shoulder at Mannering, but could not see him any longer. All Halverson could see were zombies swarming over the generator like bees on a hive. 

   Halverson flinched in shock as he saw an amputated arm suddenly catapulted out of the pile of creatures. As the arm plummeted, a creature snatched it out of the sky, stuffed it into its yawning mouth, and buried its teeth into the bloody flesh.

   His gorge rising, Halverson turned away from the mayhem, unable to watch the slaughter any longer.

   Victoria saw the same thing in the rearview mirror and gasped. Unconsciously, she released her foot from the gas pedal. 

   The cart slowed down.

   “Keep driving,” urged Halverson. “Those things will come after us as soon as they finish with Hank.”

   Victoria pulled herself together and accelerated.

   They didn’t see any creatures in front of them.

   “At least there aren’t any of those things ahead of us,” said Victoria. “They can’t box us in.”

   “Maybe we can make good time now,” said Halverson.

   “Why are we in such a rush? Where are we going?”

   “We gotta get out of this area. We’re going to the coast.”

   “But what’s there? Do you think it’s any better there?”

   “Maybe,” he lied.

   “Do you really think things are gonna get any better?”

   “The only good day was yesterday,” said Halverson.

   “What’s that supposed to mean?”

   “It’s the motto of the SEALs.”

   “Are you a SEAL?”

   “No.”

   He didn’t like lying to her, but lying was part and parcel of the job of spying. He felt uncomfortable lying to her. He wanted to tell her the truth. But in the end, he decided, it was probably best for her that she didn’t know what he knew about the origin of the plague at the Erasmus medical center. That knowledge alone would be enough to get her killed, along with him, by the government.

   “Then how would you know about the motto of the SEALs?” she asked.

   “I told you, I do a lot of research for my articles.”

   One eyebrow cocked, she looked at him skeptically, doubtful he was leveling with her.

   From what Coogan had told him over the phone, Halverson knew the coast wouldn’t be any better than anywhere else. The whole world was a wasteland now, overrun with the infected living dead. The manmade plague had wiped out most of the human race.

   There could still be pockets of survivors, like him and Victoria, out there somewhere, he suspected. After all, his boss Mellors and a contingent of the Agency as well as of the executive branch of the federal government were holed up in Mount Weather in Virginia.

   In Mellors’s case it wasn’t exactly a good thing that he was still alive, not for Halverson. Halverson was convinced Mellors had tried to take him out with the missile fired by the drone. And Halverson figured Mellors wasn’t the only one in on the attempt on Halverson’s life.

   However, it proved that survivors of the plague existed. Whether they were enemies or friends remained to be seen. The important point was that Halverson and Victoria weren’t the only ones left on earth. After the missile attack, Halverson was having second thoughts about finding other survivors. He and Victoria might live longer if they avoided other humans, especially if those humans worked for the government. 

   On the other hand, it would be tough sledding for the two of them to make it on their own. To do so they would have to start a farm or commandeer one somewhere and become self-sufficient. It wouldn’t be easy, he knew. 

   It would make more sense from a self-defense standpoint to join up with other survivors and form some kind of society with division of labor. That way they would have a better chance of defending themselves from zombie attacks. In the end, there was safety in numbers.

   Of course, none of that mattered if they didn’t live through the day. The immediate goal was to survive.

   He heard a noise overhead. He looked up. As he had feared, he saw the drone.

   “The drone’s back,” said Victoria anxiously. 

   “The question is, can it see us?”

   Halverson felt relieved on one account—at least the drone could not home in on the GPS signal in his satphone to track him any longer. But did the drone possess some other means of tracking and ID’ing him?

   “My question is, why does it want to kill us?” said Victoria.

   What were its orders? wondered Halverson. Was its mission to hunt down and kill him or to hunt down and kill any and all survivors? Why would anyone, even the government, want to kill all survivors?

   “I don’t know what its mission is,” said Halverson. 

   “Maybe it’s programmed to kill zombies.”

   Halverson watched the drone rumble above them. He didn’t notice any red laser dots on his chest. That was a good sign. Maybe his jettisoned satphone was still generating a GPS signal and the drone was searching for it, he decided. 

   “I don’t want to take any chances with that thing,” he said. “Pull under that marquee so it can’t see us.”

   Victoria steered under the marquee of a hotel, out of view of the drone. 

   “Drones are operated by the federal government,” she said. “The government’s not supposed to kill their own citizens.”

   “They’re not supposed to. But who’s to tell the feds what they can or can’t do?”

   “How many missiles can a drone carry?”

   “Depends on the drone. That’s an MQ-1 Predator. It carries two AGM-114 Hellfire missiles.”

   “It already fired two missiles. It must be empty now.”

   “If that’s the same drone that fired at us before. But it might be a different one.”

   “I don’t understand why they’re attacking us? It makes no sense.”

   It would make sense to her, he decided, if he told her that he knew too much for the Agency to allow him to live. But he was sworn to secrecy. He could not tell her anything he learned at the Agency. And, for her own safety’s sake, the less she knew of the catastrophe that had occurred at the Erasmus medical center, the better for her. 

   “Whether it makes sense or not, we have to deal with it,” said Halverson. “Just think about it. A world full of flesh-eating ghouls? None of it makes any sense. The world is chaos.”

   “The person who’s operating that drone must be nearby. Maybe we can find him somehow and get him to stop shooting at us.”

   Halverson shook his head, no. “He could be anywhere. Most of the piloting of drones is done from Creech Air Force Base northwest of Las Vegas. All you need is a satellite link to fly one.”

   She searched his face. “How can you know all this?” 

   “I do research for my articles.”

   “I think there’s more to you than meets the eye.”

   “That could be said of anyone.”

   Unsatisfied with his answer, she shook her head. She changed the subject.

   “Whoever’s flying it should be killing ghouls, not humans,” she said. She pounded the steering wheel in exasperation.

   Halverson could not hear the drone overhead.

   “I think it’s gone,” he said. “Let keep going.”

   Victoria put the motor cart in gear. She ventured out from under the shade of the marquee.

   “Sometimes I think we’d be better off dead,” she said.

   “One thing we have in our favor is the smoke. Drones can’t see through smoke,” said Halverson, scanning the skies for any trace of the drone.

   Victoria coughed. “It’s havoc on our lungs, though.”

   “A couple more miles and we’ll be at the coast.”

   “If only we don’t meet up with any more ghouls.”

   They drove for a mile through desolate and ruined Santa Monica.

   “They don’t seem to be around here,” said Halverson.

   Even Wilshire was less congested with abandoned motor vehicles in this part of town than it had been farther east.

   “Maybe it’s safe for us to rest here,” said Victoria. “I’m dead on my feet.”

   Halverson thought about it. “We better keep moving. These buildings could be infested with creatures.”

   “How do they keep finding us?”

   “We’re not exactly hiding.”

   Halverson started as somebody screamed. It sounded to Halverson like it was coming from one of the cars parked on Wilshire. 

   “What was that?” asked Victoria, goggle-eyed. 

   Halverson scoped out the abandoned cars. At first blush, he missed it. Then, out of the corner of his eye, he caught sight of a Chrysler sedan rocking in the road. The car wasn’t only rocking. Its windows were being splashed with blood from its interior as a creature was tearing apart a thirtyish woman in the front seat.

   The woman frantically hammered the car’s horn with her dying breaths.

   “We can’t do anything for her now,” said Halverson.

   






   

   CHAPTER SIXTY

   

   Less than ten minutes later, Halverson and Victoria reached the coast.

   They drove onto Ocean Avenue, which skirted a bluff that overlooked the Pacific Coast Highway and the Pacific Ocean. A palm-studded pocket park of neatly trimmed grass carpeted the western border of the avenue that included the bluff that was verged by a concrete fence with three rails.

   Victoria crossed over Ocean Avenue and drove onto the dirt path that ran through the park parallel to the shoreline. They could see the Santa Monica Pier bisecting the ocean nearby. 

   With a motionless Ferris wheel, unique for its solar power, and a yellow rollercoaster at its base, the weathered sepia wooden pier jutted into the shimmering mirrorlike sea.

   “Where now?” asked Victoria.

   “To the pier,” answered Halverson.

   “The creatures could trap us there.”

   “From there we’ll take a boat and get out of here.”

   “What boat?”

   Halverson pointed toward the end of the jetty. “Isn’t that a boat tied to the end of the pier?”

   Victoria squinted at the pier’s edge that protruded behind a two-story, mustard-roofed Mexican restaurant nestled on wooden planks supported by pilings anchored in the sand underwater. A small skiff bobbed on rollers undulating into the pilings at the end of the pier. 

   “Looks like it,” she said. 

   “That’s our ticket out of here.”

   “That little boat won’t take us far.”

   “We’re not putting out to sea. We’ll sail like a coaster till we find somewhere safe on land.”

   As they reached the road to the pier, they noticed a herd of creatures gathering near the intersection.

   “We need to get to the intersection before they do, or they’ll cut us off from the pier,” said Halverson.

   “I’m already flooring the gas pedal.”

   The motor cart raced along the dirt road, kicking up rooster tails of dust behind its rear wheels.

   On the beach down below the bluff Halverson could make out eight volleyball nets pitched in the sand with a square concrete one-story restroom nearby. Beyond the restroom stood a faded sky blue lifeguard tower with an American flag flying above it. The flag slatted in the prevailing high winds, while shrieking seagulls swooped and glided on shaky white wings in the offshore, blustering gusts. 

   Near the ocean, just east of the high-water mark, fifty-five- gallon rusted, yellow oil drums were half buried in the sand fifteen or so feet away from each other in a row along the coastline out of reach of the incoming, boiling surf. 

   Past the volleyball nets was a tractor parked next to a runoff ditch. Behind the tractor canted two attachable blades for grading sand on the beach’s volleyball pitches. 

   Out in the ocean, a rocky, black breakwater cropped up surrounded by surf and swirling spume. About a hundred feet beyond the breakwater to its south, a buoy was bobbing and swaying in the ocean.

   Bordering the beach side of PCH stood an array of mostly three-story apartment houses, asphalt parking lots with tollbooths, greasy spoons, as well as upscale restaurants. Most of the apartment houses were painted subdued greys and duns, except for an exotic flare-up of color now and then like Day-Glo purple and screaming yellow.

   Victoria reached the road driving full tilt. She hung a right with such velocity the cart all but tipped over. She careered down the steep, narrow, asphalt road that passed over a service road for coastal shops, as she blazed toward the pier. 

   They were in luck, decided Halverson. The pier looked deserted. He didn’t see any creatures milling on it. 

   Victoria drove onto the jetty’s promenade of bumpy weathered wooden planks. 

   Deserted souvenir shops lined either side of the pier. On the southern side, amusement rides, gaming arcades, and cafés stood interspersed with the souvenir shops. A parking lot stretched behind the Ferris wheel and bumper cars.

   Halverson craned his neck around. He could see that the creatures were lumbering after them down the steep grade he and Victoria had just traversed. 

   “We’re gonna have to block the pier’s entrance,” he said.

   “Why?”

   “I want to make sure we have enough time to get onto the boat and out of here before those things get anywhere near us.”

   “Just how are we gonna block the pier?”

   Halverson thought about it, scoping the jetty. “There are cars parked near the Ferris wheel. We can line those up and block the pier’s entrance.”

   They parked in the lot near the side of the pier. Muddy, dark green seawater impregnated with algae crashed and frothed against the pilings underneath them, casting foam up toward the floorboards. Countless barnacles engirdled and crusted the aging pilings all the way up to water level. 

   “Oh, look,” said Victoria plaintively.

   Halverson followed her gaze. 

   Banks of smoke scudded over the ocean and smutched the sky as the Santa Monica Mountains burned around the bay. Even Malibu was in flames, Halverson could see as he looked north at the smoking bight where the exclusive enclave lay ensconced in the hills that ran down to the coastline. 

   “Nobody’s safe anymore,” said Halverson. 

   He had no doubt the creatures were running amok in Malibu just like they were everywhere else in Southern California—everywhere else in the world, for that matter, according to what Greg Coogan had told him over the satphone. 

   “It’s heartbreaking,” said Victoria.

   The sun-baked, scenic SoCal littoral was going down in flames, and there wasn’t a thing anybody could do about it, Halverson decided. 

   Halverson glimpsed a vanguard of the creatures slogging down the steep road from Ocean Avenue to the pier.

   “We need to get moving to throw up a barricade,” he said.

   “I can’t believe we’re being wiped out by a bunch of brain-dead retards that can barely figure out how to walk.”

   “Their brains are the only things about them that aren’t dead.”

   “Their brains are as good as dead if all they can think about is eating and nothing else.” 

   






   

   CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE

   

   Halverson and Victoria sprinted into the parking lot to seek out cars to use in a makeshift barricade on the pier.

   “Some cars might have keys in them,” said Halverson. “The plague could have hit the drivers when they were still in their cars.”

   Victoria spotted a key dangling out of a white BMW sedan’s ignition. The BMW’s driver’s side door was hanging open.

   “Here’s one,” she said and ducked into the driver’s seat.

   She drove the BMW to the pier’s promenade.

   The bigger the car, the better, Halverson knew, for purposes of a barricade. He cast around for SUVs. He trotted up to one and examined it. No key. He tried another. No dice.

   He hit pay dirt with the third SUV, a black Ford Explorer. The key was seated in the ignition. As long as there wasn’t a plague victim inside the vehicle, he was in business. He searched the Explorer’s interior. It looked empty. 

   He got into the SUV, fired the ignition, and drove the Explorer onto the promenade. He found the choke point on the pier and parked the SUV across it to block it. He waved at Victoria, who had driven farther down the pier where she was waiting for him. 

   She acknowledged his signal and drove to him.

   “Park your car bumper to bumper with the SUV,” said Halverson.

   “We still need one more,” said Victoria, finishing parking and noticing a gap between the BMW and the pier’s south side.

   Concern etched on his face, Halverson watched the first contingent of creatures as they skittered onto the beginning of the pier.

   He contemplated the space between the BMW and the pier’s edge. “A small car should fill the bill.”

   Halverson and Victoria belted back to the parking lot, mindful of the encroaching creatures traipsing toward them.

   Neither Halverson nor Victoria had any luck locating a vehicle with keys in it. 

   “We’re gonna have to push a small car to the barricade,” said Halverson.

   He sprang toward an ancient VW Bug. 

   He yanked off his shirt, wrapped it around his elbow, and jammed his elbow through the driver’s side window. The glass shattered. He jumped into the car, released the emergency hand brake, popped the clutch, and put the stick shift into neutral. He used to know how to bump start these old Beetles that had stick shifts, but, if memory served, the key needed to be in the ignition before you could bump start the car.

   In any case, it didn’t matter, he decided. He ought to be able to push the VW to the barricade.

   He scrambled out of the car, shut the door, put his arm through the broken window, grabbed the steering wheel, and started pushing the VW out of the parking lot.

   Victoria scurried over to help him. 

   She ran behind the vehicle’s rear rusted chrome bumper, doubled over, seized it with both hands, and helped Halverson shove the Bug forward.

   Fortunately, the lot was flat so they had no difficulty pushing the vehicle onto the pier. They pushed the car onto the plank floor of the pier.

   Halverson guided the VW to the choke point. 

   The creatures mobbing behind Halverson and Victoria groaned with hunger as they stumbled toward the duo.

   Sweating, Halverson pushed and steered the Bug behind the BMW. There was no more room on the pier for him to stand on as he walked beside the Bug guiding it forward. 

   “Let go,” he said.

   Victoria stopped pushing the Bug.

   Halverson steered it one last time behind the BMW, let go of the VW’s door, withdrew from the vehicle, and backed away from it to its rear as it trundled slowly toward the BMW’s tailgate. Once the Bug was in position behind the BMW, he abruptly hauled on the Bug’s rear bumper to prevent the car from moving any farther.

   For the moment the Beetle stood still without rolling.

   “They’ll be able to push it out of the way without its brake on,” said Victoria. 

   “I know. Hold onto the bumper while I’m gone.”

   She stepped behind the Bug and grabbed the rear bumper. “Where are you going?”

   “I’ll be right back.”

   Halverson scrambled over the wall of vehicles to the motor cart parked ten-plus feet away from the barricade. He snagged a pitchfork from the cart, charged back to the VW, and jabbed the pitchfork’s prongs into the front tires. He stood and listened to the air hiss out of the tires as they flattened.

   “It’s not going anywhere now,” he said.

   He clambered over the blockade to Victoria’s side and flattened the VW’s rear tires. 

   Studying the BMW and the Explorer he decided to flatten all of the tires to prevent the creatures from wriggling under the chassis.

   Again using the pitchfork he flattened the four tires facing him then climbed over the blockade and polished off the four remaining ones.

   “That should stop those things from crawling under the cars,” he said.

   He saw the creatures approaching inevitably closer. Victoria saw them too. She was still standing outside of the barricade. She hustled to the BMW, climbed onto the hood, slid across the hood on her bottom, and hopped down on Halverson’s side.

   “What’s to stop them from crawling over the cars?” she asked.

   “They’re too uncoordinated,” he answered. “But they might be able to crawl all over each other and get over the cars,” he added, rubbing his chin in thought. “Do you have any matches?”

   “No.”

   He scanned the pier behind them. He darted to a café. 

   Barging into it he spotted cartons of cigarettes for sale on a shelf behind the counter. He knew there had to be matches nearby. He spotted an open cardboard box full of match folders on the shelf under the cigarette cartons. He plucked a match folder out of the box. 

   Now all he needed was an accelerant. 

   He cast around the café. He noticed liquor bottles lined on shelves behind the bar.

   Victoria screamed. 

   Halverson wheeled around in her direction. He saw a creature inching over the BMW’s hood.

   Halverson bolted toward the motor cart, snared the Mossberg, and bustled toward the creature. Training the shotgun on the creature’s sneering head, Halverson blasted the head and vaporized its skull. 

   He handed the shotgun to Victoria. “I’ll be right back.”

   He bolted back to the café. He searched the shelves of liquor behind the bar. He spotted a bottle of vodka. He figured the vodka had enough alcohol in it to be flammable.

   He leapt over the bar, grabbed the bottle of vodka, and climbed back over the counter.

   He heard the crack of a gunshot. Then another.

   Vodka bottle in hand, he raced back to the barricade, just in time to see Victoria blowing away a creature trying to squeeze between the passenger side of the Beetle and the BMW’s rear bumper.

   He realized he still had his shirt wrapped around his arm. He unwound the shirt from his arm and tore the shirt into three pieces. 

   He struck the top of the vodka bottle against the SUV’s hood and broke open the bottle’s neck, spilling out liquor. He tilted the broken bottle over the three strips of his shirt and doused them with vodka. 

   He found the SUV’s gas cap, twisted it open, and shoved one of the cloth strips into the opening of the fuel tank. He repeated the procedure with the gas caps on the other two cars. 

   A twentysomething light-skinned black female creature with long black hair and greenish, rotting teeth was trying to squirm over the BMW’s hood. 

   Victoria squeezed the shotgun’s trigger and blew the creature off the hood. Headless, the creature rolled off the pier and toppled into the sand. After the creature’s chest hit the damp sand with a squelch, a wave rolled over the corpse and carried it farther up the beach. 

   “This should hold them for a while,” said Halverson.

   Victoria lowered the Persuader and watched him, wondering what he was talking about.

   He fished the match folder out of his trouser pocket, opened the folder, tore out a match, and struck the match’s red tip against the emery strip at the base of the folder. The match didn’t light. He struck the match again. Again no soap. He heard thumping at the barricade and looked up.

   He saw two creatures banging on the SUV’s side windows, trying to break through them so they could crawl through the vehicle to the other side of the blockade.

   Halverson struck the match again. This time the match burst into a corolla of flame. He darted over to the vodka-soaked rag hanging out of the BMW’s fuel tank and torched the rag’s sodden tip. 

   While he strode toward the SUV’s gas tank, match in hand, the match went out. He tossed the spent, smoking match away, tore a fresh one out of the matchbook, and struck the match’s tip against the matchbook’s brown emery strip.

   The match flamed. He lit the saturated rag in the SUV’s gas tank and scuttled toward the VW’s gas tank. 

   He ignited the rag dangling out of the VW’s gas tank.

   “Run!” he called out.

   He and Victoria scrammed over the weathered, creaky wooden floorboards toward the end of the pier. 

   They cringed as they heard the BMW burst into flames behind them. 

   Breathing hard, they turned around and watched the conflagration. The SUV and the Bug exploded almost simultaneously, spewing flames skyward.

   “How long will those burn?” asked Victoria.

   “Depends on how much gas they have in their tanks. Hopefully, the SUV, at least, has a lot.”

   “It seems to be holding the ghouls for the moment.”

   She didn’t sound too certain of herself, decided Halverson. 

   He watched the creatures thrashing their arms at the lurching, wavering flames.

   “It can’t hold them forever,” he said above the roar and crackle of the fire. “We’re just buying time till we can board that skiff and put out to sea.”

   He heard a commotion underneath the pier. He strode to the edge of it and looked down. 

   Creatures were milling on the sand between the pilings underneath the pier. 

   Victoria followed him and peered down. “Can they climb those pilings?”

   “I doubt it. They’re too spastic to shinny up those pilings.”

   Farther north on the beach he could make out creatures thronging onto the sand from PCH. They seemed to be chasing something scurrying through the sand.

   He squinted to discern the object. He could not believe his eyes when he made it out.

   






   

   CHAPTER SIXTY-TWO

   

   “Isn’t that Newton the iguana on the beach over there?” he said.

   Victoria peered in the direction Halverson nodded at. 

   “Yeah, I think it is,” she said, smiling. “Look at him run. Where’s he going?”

   “It looks like he’s headed here.”

   Halverson started jumping up and down and waving at the iguana. “Over here, Newton!” he hollered. 

   Halverson felt like a fool. Only an idiot would call to an iguana, he figured. But he had to admit it felt good to see the fluorescent orange and lavender reptile.

   Victoria joined in, cheering Newton and waving at him, too. 

   She suddenly turned grim. “He won’t make it here with all these ghouls swarming on the pier and under it.”

   “He’s moving pretty fast. But you’re right. I don’t see how he can get past these things on the pier and surrounding it.”

   The iguana came to an abrupt halt and spun around to face the creatures pursuing him. He hissed at them and expanded his dewlap to make himself appear larger and more threatening.

   Unfazed, the ghouls kept trudging toward him through the sand.

   The iguana whirled around, shot across the sand, and scurried into the ocean, where it writhed like an eel through the water.

   “Can iguanas swim?” asked Victoria.

   “Apparently.”

   “What about the creatures?”

   “I don’t see how they can do much of anything except stumble around like winos.”

   “Good for Newton.” 

   Halverson watched as the ghouls squelched through the wet sand and into the onrushing surf in their efforts to catch Newton. The ghouls kept scrabbling through the water until their heads disappeared beneath the three-foot-high swells pounding against their dead bodies. After the waves passed over them, the ghouls continued their trek into the ocean and disappeared out of sight under the water.

   Halverson thought he could distinguish something knifing rapidly through the water toward the pier. He ran to the end of the pier to get a better look at the swimmer. Just as he had thought. He recognized the bright lavender and orange colors of the iguana’s skin slicing through the sea. 

   “He’s heading here,” said Halverson.

   Victoria ran over to Halverson to watch Newton.

   The iguana made a beeline through the water toward the edge of the pier. 

   “What’s he gonna do when he gets here?” asked Victoria with concern.

   As if to answer her question, Newton reached the corner piling underneath Halverson and Victoria, sank his claws into the wet brown wood, and scrambled up it to the top of the pier. He mounted the wooden handrail in front of them and looked at them.

   Victoria laughed. “I think he recognizes us.”

   Halverson smiled. He couldn’t remember smiling in a long time. All it took was an iguana to cheer him up, he decided. 

   Then Halverson cut his eyes to the right and down at the skiff floating near the pilings and his good humor vanished. 

   “What?” said Victoria, picking up on his change in mood.

   “That skiff’s taking on water.”

   “Maybe the waves are just splashing into the skiff,” said Victoria, trying to sound hopeful.

   “It’s not the waves.”

   “It’s always something,” Victoria said miserably.

   “That skiff’s got a hole in the bottom of it.”

   “Isn’t there some way to plug the hole?”

   “With what? Even if we could, it wouldn’t last very long. The hole’s too big. No, that skiff’s not going anywhere.”

   “Now what do we do?”

   “We have to find another way out of here.”

   Victoria gazed at the burning blockade of cars on the pier. “We don’t have a whole lot of time.”

   Halverson leaned over the edge of the pier and looked down at the pilings. Armies of ghouls were mobbing under the wooden floor planks, meandering between the pilings, and wading into the muddy surf.

   Several of the creatures started banging their fists against the pilings in seeming frustration. Other creatures weltered into the ocean and disappeared under the swells.

   “We should be safe here as long as that blockade holds,” said Halverson.

   “Then what?”

   Even as she spoke, a tiny girl ghoul managed to slink around the blockade somehow. Her blonde tresses on fire, she shambled toward the end of the pier.

   Victoria froze at the sight. The girl reminded her of Shawna.

   Halverson snatched the Persuader from Victoria’s hands, swung the barrel upward, and trained it on the creature’s flaming head. He squeezed the trigger. With sinking heart, he heard a click.

   Undaunted, shotgun in hand, he charged the tot.

   Louring, she reached out to claw him.

   He reversed the position of the shotgun in his hands and now gripped its muzzle. With both of his hands he swung the shotgun’s stock at her head. 

   Taking the full brunt of the blow upside its head, the creature pitched off the wharf into the pounding surf below.

   Halverson took the shotgun and inspected the barricade to make sure none of the other creatures were breaching it.

   Satisfied with his examination, he jogged back to Victoria.

   She was sobbing, her head bowed, overcome with images of Shawna flooding her mind. 

   Halverson draped his arm over her shoulder to comfort her. Things were going from bad to worse, he knew. The shotgun was empty. He had no more ammo in his pockets. The pier might wind up as their deathbed.

   He stared out at the flint green ocean as clouds of smoke drifted over it. He did a double take.

   He thought he could make out a sailboat floating on the undulating sea in the distance.

   “Am I imagining that?” he asked.

   “What?” she said, raising her head.

   He pointed at the vessel.

   “It looks like a sailboat,” she said.

   






   

   CHAPTER SIXTY-THREE

   

   Halverson called out and commenced jumping up and down waving exuberantly to the sailboat. Victoria joined him. 

   The sailboat didn’t change direction.

   “Maybe we’re too far away for them to see us,” said Victoria, ceasing waving.

   Halverson followed suit. He noticed the boat was sailing with the wind. He thought about it.

   “I wonder if anybody’s on that boat,” he said.

   Victoria squinted and raised her hand over her eyes to shield them from the sun. “I can’t see anyone from this distance.”

   “There’s no way to tell if anyone’s onboard.” 

   “Wouldn’t they head over here if there was?”

   “Unless they couldn’t see us or they thought we were infected.”

   “This is stupid. They’re so close. Why can’t they just come over here and check us out to see that we’re OK?”

   “Not only that, we have that fire burning on the pier. They ought to be able to see the flames if nothing else.”

   Victoria shrugged in dismay. “I guess we’ll never know if anyone’s piloting that boat or not.”

   “There’s only one way to find out for sure.”

   “What’s that?”

   He faced her. “Can you swim?”

   “No.”

   “Then it’s on me.”

   “You’re not thinking of swimming all the way to that boat. That’s a long way.”

   “I can make it. We don’t have much choice. That boat is the only chance we have of escaping the ghouls.”

   “There must be another way.”

   “There isn’t. And I have to go ASAP. The longer I wait, the farther that boat gets away from us. I’ll get the boat’s captain to come back here and pick you up.”

   Victoria sighed. “What do I do in the meantime?”

   “Guard the barricade.”

   “With what?”

   He handed her the shotgun. “You can use this as a club.” 

   “Wonderful,” she said, accepting the weapon. “I’ll tell you one thing. I’m not letting those things turn me into one of them. If they breach the barricade, I’m drowning myself in the ocean.”

   “I don’t think it’ll come to that. With that sailboat we still have a chance.”

   Newton the iguana sat on the railing looking up at them, trying to figure out what was going on. 

   Halverson wasn’t sure he could swim the entire distance to the boat, even though he had said he could. It would depend on the currents, he supposed. When he had attended the Agency’s Camp Peary for training in the field, part of the program had been to send him to the SEALs to learn all aspects of swimming, including long-distance swimming. 

   He had attended the Naval Special Warfare Center at the Naval Amphibious Base in Coronado, California, to take the BUD/S (Basic Underwater Demolition/SEAL) course. During the drownproofing test, his trainers had bound his arms behind his back and tossed him into a pool to see if he could survive without drowning. That was one of the easier exams. At least it was over with pretty quickly.

   He gazed into the rippling water.

   There was nothing for it. He climbed onto the railing beside Newton and dove into the ocean. 

   He had one thing in his favor. He wouldn’t have to worry about hypothermia. It was a hot day and the water was mild. He struck out at a steady pace. The last thing he wanted to do was burn himself out by swimming too fast. There was no real rush—except that the boat was continually sailing farther away from him. That could be a problem, depending on its speed. If it was heaving faster than he was swimming, obviously he would never reach it.

   Maintaining a firm, steady pace was the best thing he could do at this point, he decided. He hated leaving Victoria by herself to face the ghouls on the pier, but he saw no way around it. Their only chance for survival lay in that sailboat.

   He kept stroking through the ocean toward the sailboat, breathing at a steady rate. The seas weren’t rough. He didn’t have to fight high waves. 

   He could make it, he told himself. Never give up. Never quit. He would reach that boat if it killed him.

   He found himself fighting a current. He had to swim harder. He couldn’t allow himself to be borne along by the current, which was streaming in the wrong direction. He kicked harder and increased his strokes, bound and determined to break free from the current’s potent grip. 

   He felt himself breaking out of the current. He kept stroking until he had completely freed himself from its watery shackles.

   He peered at the sailboat. He tried to gauge its distance. He seemed to be gaining on it, but it was still a long ways off. As long as he kept gaining on it, he would finally reach it.

   The question was, how long could he maintain this pace?

   Another concern was niggling at the back of his mind. He wondered if there were sharks in Santa Monica Bay. He didn’t think there were. On the other hand, he had heard of shark attacks along the Southern California coastline.

   He pricked up his ears at a rumbling overhead. He glanced up into the smoky sky. The drone was flying over him.

   He didn’t think it could sense him in the vast expanse of the ocean, especially with the veil of smoke wafting above the water.

   As the drone flew directly over him, he held his breath and dove underwater.

   There was no sense in taking any chances of being discovered. He swam submerged for the better part of a minute. 

   He surfaced, gulping for air as water streamed down his face. He dog-paddled and turned around to face the pier. It was farther away than the sailboat, he saw. He was past the point of no return.

   He was getting tired. He dog-paddled for a few minutes. He couldn’t rest too long or the boat might sail out of his swimming range. 

   He resumed swimming toward the sailboat. He still couldn’t see anyone onboard. If he slowed his pace, he would never catch up to the boat. He had to reach it before he needed another rest.

   He swam faster, closing the gap between him and the wayward boat.

   His lungs felt like they were getting ready to burst. 

   It was a question of mind over matter now. In his mind’s eye he envisioned himself already at the boat, just as a karate student at a dojo learned to envision his hand already through a block of wood he was about to chop in half. Halverson had to will himself to reach the boat.

   The boat appeared to be less than twenty feet away. The exhausting ordeal was getting to him. He didn’t think he could swim another stroke. 

   He had to reach deep down inside himself to pull out one last furious burst of stroking.

   He struggled to pull alongside the sailboat. He espied an aluminum ladder hanging down the starboard flank.

   Reaching out of the ocean, he grabbed a rung. At the end of his rope, he hauled himself aboard.

   He tumbled onto the deck and lay supine, gasping, his muscles limp like jelly, unable to move another inch.

   Through the deafening roar of his hammering heartbeat and his inhaling lungs, he thought he heard footsteps coming up the companionway from the deck below. At last, the pilot had spotted him or had heard him clamber aboard the boat.

   Halverson had barely enough energy left to tilt his head up and look toward the wheelhouse. The decomposing, sickly green face of a male twentysomething ghoul bobbed into Halverson’s view as the thing clumped up the companionway. Green slabs of flesh were melting off its face and attracting a swarm of bluebottles. The creature was wearing a torn, grime-streaked wife-beater. 

   As soon as the creature clapped its white eyes on Halverson, it bared its green teeth and green gums and moaned with hunger. 

   Jesus Christ! thought Halverson.

   






   

   CHAPTER SIXTY-FOUR

   

   When Victoria picked up on the drone flying over her, she ducked into the Mexican restaurant to hide. She didn’t consciously think about it. It was more of a reflex reaction. After all, a drone had fired a missile at them earlier, though she had no idea why.

   None of anything that had happened since yesterday made the slightest bit of sense to her. Pestilence, flesh-eating zombies, missile-firing drones, what next? she wondered. Martians? The world was well and truly falling apart at the seams. 

   The roaring of the drone tailed off into the distance. 

   Circumspectly, Victoria emerged from the restaurant.

   Newton the iguana was lying motionless and contented on the top rail at the end of the pier, soaking up the warmth of the sun’s rays. The sun had baked off the briny seawater that had soaked him during his swim to the pier.

   Victoria walked around the restaurant to scope out the blockade a hundred-plus feet from the other side of the building.

   She froze in her tracks at the sight.

   A male teenage creature was in the process of tumbling over the BMW’s hood onto Victoria’s side of the burning barricade of cars. Somehow, the thing had crawled onto the BMW’s burning hood, even as the thing itself was burning. 

   Both of the creature’s arms and its hair were being immolated. The creature ignored the flames. Awkwardly, it contrived to get to its feet on the dock’s wooden floorboards and traipsed toward Victoria. 

   Victoria knew the thing wouldn’t die until its brains boiled inside its skull. Apparently, the blazes on its scalp hadn’t burned through its skull to the grey matter. 

   Victoria refused to let the creature cow her. Shotgun in hand, Victoria rushed the scrabbling, flaming thing.

   Running toward the creature she didn’t know how she was going to attack it. She just knew she had to stop it posthaste.

   When she reached it, she started jabbing the shotgun’s muzzle at the creature’s chest, knocking the creature back. 

   Then an idea coalesced in her mind. She knew what she was going to do.

   With the shotgun she shoved the creature toward the edge of the pier and with one final, forceful shove knocked the creature off the pier into the roiling water below. She peeked over the edge of the dock and watched the creature flailing in the crashing surf. A two-foot wave slammed into the creature’s head and doused the flames on it. 

   Now the creature wouldn’t die from the blazes, she realized. As long as its brain remained undamaged, the creature would shamble on ad infinitum.

   It didn’t matter to her one way or the other whether the creature lived or died. As long as it wasn’t on her side of the pier, she could care less about the ghoul. 

   She eyeballed the barricade. The flames on it were burning lower. Sooner or later they would die out altogether. How much longer did she have before more of the creatures broke through? she wondered. 

   She felt confident she could fight them off if they crawled over the blockade one at a time. However, when they started breaching the barricade in numbers, she would have to retreat or they would surround her and kill her. 

   She glanced in the offing in the direction of the sailboat. The craft was still sailing out to sea, she realized, disheartened. Halverson could have drowned by now for all she knew. Her shoulders slumped.

   Then she straightened up. She wasn’t about to give up. She still had some fight left in her. 

   A boat with a captain and passengers in it might float this way, she decided. It wasn’t over till it was over. As long as she was drawing breath, there was a chance she could get out of this debacle.

   And then there was Halverson. He might still be out there, she knew, still alive, still swimming to the boat.

   Victoria noticed the moneybags lumped in the back of the motor cart parked nearby. She decided to drive the cart to the end of the dock so she and Halverson could load the sacks quickly onto the boat when he arrived—if he arrived. In any case, she wanted to be prepared to embark at a moment’s notice. 

   She checked one last time to make sure none of the creatures were surmounting the barricade.

   Then she climbed into the motor cart, fired the ignition, put the cart into gear, and drove along the creaking wooden planks of the pier’s floorboard until she reached Newton, who was basking in the sun on the top rail at the end of the pier.

   She searched the blue and green marbled ocean for the sailboat. To her right, isolated arching palm trees studded the beach. Also on the beach were maundering zombies stomping through the sand. 

   She swept her eyes westward across the sea till they lighted on the sailboat. The boat was still sailing away from the pier, she saw. She sighed. If only the boat was at least sailing in this direction . . . 

   She decided to return to the barricade, where she could spot in short order any zombie trying to breach it.

   The name of the game was survival. She was trying to hold on as long as she possibly could. It was crucial for her to kill the creatures as soon as they got past the barricade, where they were at their most vulnerable. 

   Otherwise, they would gather together after passing over the wall of cars and attack her en masse. As soon as they banded together they would become invincible by sheer weight of numbers.

   She withdrew her cell phone from her pant pocket to see if she could make a call to her mother in Santa Barbara. Maybe the phones were working now, Victoria hoped. They weren’t. Nothing worked. They might as well be back in the days of the covered wagon. Time to suck it up and be a pioneer. Why not? Her ancestors had done it. Why couldn’t she? Instead of battling Indians she was battling zombies. 

   Her heart accelerated as she spotted another creature trying to make its way over the burning cars. She braced for another attack. 

   






   

   CHAPTER SIXTY-FIVE

   

   Flat on his back on the sailboat’s wet, rocking deck, played out, Halverson wasn’t sure he could move a muscle as he watched the creature shuffle toward him, its jaws wide. 

   He knew he had to do something. His basic instincts were flashing red, warning him that he had but two choices left: fight or flight. He wasn’t going to flee back into the ocean, that was for sure—or his trek out here had been all for naught. If he returned to the ocean, he figured that would be the last of him. He had to find the strength deep down inside him to fight it out with the creature.

   He yawned, still unable to move his body.

   He had a killer headache, his eyes burned, and his lungs ached. But he knew if he didn’t do something—and soon—that thing in the wife-beater was going to have him for lunch.

   Halverson had to keep going to save himself and Victoria. He and Victoria were the only two persons that mattered to him anymore.

   Despite his pain and fatigue, he willed himself to move as the creature crouched down beside his chest and prepared to gorge on his throat.

   Halverson delivered a sharp jab to the creature’s solar plexus to keep the creature at bay. His fist landed in mushy decaying flesh. He wanted to punch the thing in its face, but its face was so rotten and flyblown he dared not touch it lest he become infected. Indeed, maggots were squirming in and out of the creature’s nostrils and cheeks. 

   Halverson wanted to throw up at the sight. 

   Instead, he mustered the energy to roll to his right out from under the descending ghoul. Standing behind the ghoul, he kicked it in its butt. The creature staggered forward and fell on its stomach on the deck. 

   The creature thrashed its arms as it tried to stand up.

   Halverson was standing feebly, bowed forward, his hands braced on his weakened knees, breathing deeply, trying to regain his strength.

   The creature managed to find its footing. It advanced on Halverson.

   Halverson wished he had more energy, but he would just have to make do with what little he had left. He cast around the boat for a weapon of some sort. Something he could club the creature’s skull in with. 

   He picked up on a boat hook lying on the port side of the deck.

   As the creature moved in on him for the kill, Halverson lunged for the boat hook. He snatched it up from the deck with his right hand, held onto the pole with both hands, and thrust it at the creature that was following him. He drove the spike at the end of the pole into the creature’s chest, stopping the creature in its tracks.

   Try as he might, the creature could not advance now that it was pinned on the boat hook.

   Halverson strode forward and shoved the creature backward until it toppled over the gunwale into the ocean. Halverson wrenched the boat hook free of the creature’s chest in the midst of the creature’s fall. He dropped the boat hook on the deck.

   Now he had to turn the sailboat around and tack close-hauled into the wind toward the pier. 

   He hoped Victoria was OK. He could see the cars still burning on the wharf. That was a good sign. As long as they were still burning, they should keep the creatures from advancing to the end of the pier where Victoria was waiting for him. Hopefully. 

   He could not see her from here. The pier was too far away. Sailing was second nature to him because of his SEAL training. If anyone could sail there in time to save her, he could. 

   The wind whipped into his face as he stood at the wheel of the twenty-foot sailboat. 

   

   






   

   CHAPTER SIXTY-SIX

   

   Victoria slammed the butt of the Mossberg into the six five creature that was lumbering toward her in burning, smoking clothing. The thing had a massive tombstonelike head. She couldn’t miss it if she tried. She connected with the shotgun’s stock. The shotgun’s steel muzzle vibrated in her hands and all the way down her arms as the stock slammed into the creature’s skull. 

   Not good, she decided, her arms twinging. It felt like striking a steel girder.

   The creature pitched to its right, but didn’t fall over. The stock not only didn’t crack the creature’s skull, it didn’t damage the thing’s brain either.

   Victoria cursed. The creature’s skull was too big and thick, she decided. She wasn’t going to be able to kill the ghoul this way.

   She backed away from the ghoul. As she did so, three more ghouls tumbled over the burning blockade, their ragged clothes on fire. She wouldn’t be able to fight them all off anymore. There were too many of them. She had to retreat.

   Her heart in her mouth, she whipped to the end of the pier. 

   In desperation she peered out to sea. She saw the sailboat heading in her direction. Halverson had made it! she saw. But would he get back here before the zombies got to her? 

   She glanced back at the blockade of cars. She shook her head despondently. Too many of the creatures were crawling over the burning cars. Even though the creatures were on fire, they kept shambling down the pier toward her, their arms outstretched before them. 

   She didn’t think Halverson would get back to the pier before the creatures reached her and tore her apart. She couldn’t stand the idea of them devouring her flesh and ripping her apart. She thought she would rather drown than go through that ordeal, despite the fact that from all she had heard drowning wasn’t a pleasant way to go, either. 

   From his perch on the pier’s railing Newton saw the ghouls approaching and hissed at them. He inflated his dewlap to frighten them. 

   But nothing frightened the ghouls, Victoria knew. They were already dead. They couldn’t care less about anything. As a result, they feared nothing. 

   If she had just one bullet left for the shotgun, she could at least blow her own head off, she decided. Death by gunshot would be preferable to being torn apart or drowning. But the gun was empty.

   She heard someone yelling her name.

   It was Halverson, she realized.

   He was telling her to do something. She couldn’t make out what. The raucous wind was swallowing his words.

   She saw him motioning to her on the sailboat. He looked like he had a coil of rope in his hands as he stood on the deck near the wheel.

   “Catch the painter!” he called out. “Tie it to the pier!”

   He flung the coiled painter at her. Loops of it landed on the pier. She dashed up to the painter and snapped up a length of it.

   “Swing it around the rail and throw it back to me!” shouted Halverson.

   The painter was pulling her toward the edge of the pier, she realized anxiously. Hurriedly, she looped the painter once around the rail at the edge of the pier then prepared to hurl the rest of the painter off the pier at Halverson. 

   She hoped she possessed enough strength to heave the painter far enough to reach the boat. The longer she dallied, the longer the distance would be between her and the boat. 

   She hurled the painter at the boat with all the strength she could summon. 

   Aided by the gusting wind, the end of the painter flew through the air and landed on the boat’s bow. 

   Halverson scrambled to retrieve the painter before it slid off the bow. He latched onto the painter and wound it around a steel cleat on the slippery deck to moor the boat to the rail.

   Meanwhile, on the pier three zombies were closing in on Victoria.

   






   

   CHAPTER SIXTY-SEVEN

   

   Halverson dove into the ocean. He swam to the pier. He had seen the ghouls swarming around Victoria and knew she couldn’t fight them off by herself.

   He dog-paddled up to one of the pier’s pilings and embraced it. He started shinnying his way up the wet brown wooden piling. He managed to gain purchase clawing the barnacles that girdled the wood, cutting his hands as he grabbed the sharp crustaceans and hauled himself up.

   Whenever he saw a wave approach, he stopped climbing and hugged the piling until the wave rolled over him. Otherwise, the wave would sweep him against the pile or off the pile into the water below. After the wave passed, he resumed climbing. 

   He reached the pier’s floorboards. He grabbed the railing and hauled himself over it and onto the pier just as a tall creature pushing seven feet with a tombstone head lunged at Victoria. The creature’s shabby clothing was on fire, and its features were seared. Its eyebrows and lips had been burned off its face.

   Halverson kicked Tombstone Head away from her. The creature recoiled, staggering backward.

   Halverson took the shotgun from Victoria and charged the stumbling creature. He grabbed the muzzle with both hands and swung the stock at the creature’s monolithic head. He didn’t hear the skull crack, but the impact of the jolt sent vibrations all the way down both of his arms.

   Tombstone Head shuffled around groggily. Other than its daze, the creature showed no ill effects from the wallop. 

   The creature’s head felt like it was made out of cement, decided Halverson. He didn’t know if he had the strength to bash Tombstone Head’s brains in. 

   Halverson opted for another means of attack. 

   He kept poking the Mossberg into Tombstone Head’s chest, driving the ghoul back toward the edge of the pier. Despite its immense size, the creature didn’t possess any more strength than any of the other creatures Halverson had encountered. He was able to drive the ghoul backward.

   When Tombstone Head backed all the way to the end of the pier, the rail prevented the ghoul from falling into the ocean. 

   Now what? wondered Halverson. How was he going to push Tombstone Head over the rail into the ocean? The ghoul was built like a tank.

   Halverson observed that Tombstone Head’s center of gravity was high on account of his great height, which would make Tombstone Head vulnerable to falling over the rail. All the ghoul needed was a strong push in the right place. 

   Halverson sprang to Tombstone Head’s side at the rail, cocked the shotgun like it was a bat, and swung the shotgun with all the strength he could muster into the ghoul’s throat, continuing his swing till Tombstone Head pitched off balance over the rail into the crashing surf below. 

   The two other ghouls moved in on Victoria. 

   Halverson knew she couldn’t fight off both of them at the same time. While one attacked her in the front, the other could whipsaw her by bushwhacking her from behind.

   Halverson hustled toward the afire fortysomething female creature plodding nearest him, swung the shotgun at it, and creamed the back of its skull with the stock. Halverson heard the sickening muffled crunch of the ghoul’s skull splitting open. 

   The creature dropped to the floorboards. The stench of the ghoul’s burning dead flesh suffused Halverson’s nostrils. He fought off the urge to wretch.

   The third creature wasn’t in flames anymore, though its singed body and clothing were still smoking and sloughing off cinders as it stumbled forward. 

   Victoria was pushing at the creature, fending it off with her outthrust arms and kicking legs, desperately striving to forestall it from biting her. 

   Halverson noticed the creature was shorter than him and even an inch or two shorter than Victoria. He decided to launch his attack from above.

   He raised the shotgun over his head like a sledgehammer, pummeled the smoldering crown of the ghoul’s head with the stock, and rived the ghoul’s skull, sending the creature to its knees and then flat onto its stomach, motionless on the pier’s planks. 

   “There’s another one coming,” said Victoria, gazing toward the Mexican restaurant in front of them.

   Breathing hard after felling the ghouls, Halverson followed her gaze. Aghast, he could not believe his eyes.

   “Christ!” he said.

   “What? It’s just another zombie.”

   “No, it’s not.”

   “What do you mean?”

   Halverson scrutinized the creature’s features to make sure. After all, the face was a shambles what with the advanced degree of decomposition that had taken place on it. He could be mistaken.

   The dark hair was combed in the same style—to the creature’s right. The broad no-nonsense nose looked the same. The ears flat to the sides of the head looked similar, though the fact that the earlobe had disintegrated and fallen off the left ear complicated matters of identification.

   The eyes didn’t help, not with that patina of white film on them. Neither did the mouth. The lips had rotted away, revealing crooked bottle green teeth and gums.

   Maybe he was mistaken, Halverson hoped with a sigh of relief.

   But then he twigged the dirty cast wrapped around the creature’s left leg and (the capper) the silver Arabic puzzle ring wrapped around the creature’s left forefinger.

   Halverson glanced down at an identical ring on his own left forefinger. There was no doubt in his mind now.

   “That’s my brother Dan,” he said and, shutting his eyes, clutched his forehead.

   






   

   CHAPTER SIXTY-EIGHT

   

   “How can you tell? His face is half-eaten away,” said Victoria.

   “When we were teenagers, my mother gave us identical silver puzzle rings and we both put them on the same finger.”

   Halverson held up his left forefinger.

   She saw the same ring on the creature’s left forefinger. Her breath caught.

   “I know what you’re going through,” she said.

   “I hate having him walking around like that.”

   “Then kill him. Like you killed Shawna,” said Victoria glumly, recalling Shawna’s demise.

   Halverson agonized over the idea. “I don’t know if I can do that. I don’t know if I can bring myself to kill my own brother.”

   “Remember what you told me about Shawna back in my house? ‘That’s not Shawna anymore,’ you said. ‘It’s one of those things.’”

   But it looked like Dan, decided Halverson, and therein lay the problem. It was much easier for him to kill a stranger that had turned into a ghoul than it was for him to kill his own brother that had turned—especially if he had to kill his fake brother by moving in close to it and dashing its brains in. Killing Dan with a bullet would have been easier. But Halverson didn’t have that option. 

   Shotgun in hand, he gnashed his teeth and took two steps toward Dan then brought up. Halverson could not face wasting Dan. Halverson dropped the shotgun.

   “I can’t kill him,” he said.

   “I’ll do it for you,” said Victoria, walking up to him. 

   She leaned over to pick up the shotgun.

   At that moment, Halverson spied a pack of at least a dozen ghouls shuffling toward them. Three males—a Korean, a Vietnamese, and a Russian—were lurching at the forefront, their scruffy clothes smoking. 

   Behind them, back at the barricade of cars, Halverson could make out the fire that engulfed the cars spreading to the pier. Jagged, crackling flames started shooting from the pier’s floorboards on the western side of the barricade, throwing the dark figures of zombies shuffling in front of them into stark relief.

   The teeth of the flames gnawed the floorboards like the maw of a ravenous, growling beast chomping its way to the end of the pier.

   Several of the creatures closest to the flames staggered away from the lambent yellow blazes with the putrescent flesh melting off their grotesque faces and gleaming like molten wax in the coruscating fire. 

   “We don’t have time,” said Halverson. “We have to get out of here. There’s only one way out now.”

   He grasped her hand and they bolted toward the end of the pier.

   When they reached the railing, Victoria said, “We have to throw the moneybags onboard.”

   Halverson retrieved one of the moneybags from the back of the motor cart. He hauled the moneybag across the pier toward the boat. Straining his back he hoicked the sack up onto the top railing, where Newton the iguana was lying and watching with interest less than two feet away. 

   Halverson steadied the moneybag on the railing so it wouldn’t fall into the ocean.

   “Pull on the painter to bring the boat closer to us,” he said.

   Victoria grasped the damp painter and struggled to haul the boat into the wind toward the pier. Holding onto the painter she gasped for breath.

   “It’d be easier if the wind wasn’t fighting me,” she said.

   “That’s enough. If the boat gets too close to the pier, it might crash into the pier and get damaged. We can’t risk that happening.”

   Halverson grabbed the moneybag and heaved it toward the sailboat that was rolling on the incoming waves.

   The moneybag plunked onto the shifting deck.

   “Good shot,” said Victoria.

   “I got lucky. I’m not sure I can do it again,” said Halverson.

   His back hurt. He felt like he had hyperextended a muscle in it when he had tossed the moneybag. Hopefully, it was just a twinge. 

   He retreated to the motor cart and retrieved the other moneybag. He hauled the moneybag across the moist floorboards to the railing. He managed to lift the moneybag onto the railing. 

   “I’m not gonna be able to jump from here to the boat,” said Victoria. 

   “Forget it. We’ll break our necks that way.” 

   Out of the corner of his eye, Halverson picked up on the zombies closing in on them for the kill. 

   “Then how will we get to the boat?” she asked, eyes wide.

   He looked her in the eyes. “You’ll have to get wet.”

   She looked scared. “I told you, I can’t swim.” 

   “You won’t need to. I’ll dive in after you and pull you aboard.”

   Victoria continued to look scared.

   Halverson gripped the moneybag with both hands and flung it onto the sailboat’s deck. 

   “Bull’s eye again,” said Victoria.

   “I’d rather be lucky than good.”

   Halverson heard a ghoul moaning behind him. He swiped the ghoul’s hand away from him before it could claw him.

   “I’m scared to death of drowning,” said Victoria.

   Halverson kicked at the ghoul’s chest to keep it away from him. 

   “Stay away from the pilings,” he told Victoria. “You don’t want the waves to bash you against them.”

   “How do I stay away from them?”

   He grabbed her arm and hustled her over to the north side of the pier. “Jump off there.”

   She bowed under the rail, straightened up, and got ready to jump off the edge of the pier, her heart thumping like a jackhammer in her chest. Holding onto the rail behind her, she stared at the undulating dark water that swirled beneath her. Petrified, she stood leaning over the turbulent ocean. She couldn’t bring herself to take the plunge. 

   Halverson shoved her from behind. 

   She screamed and toppled off the pier into the ocean. 

   Halverson was poised to dive off the pier when a ghoul snuck up behind him and tried to snatch his arm. Halverson wheeled around to fight the creature off. 

   It was his brother. 

   Halverson heard Victoria screaming below him. “Help!”

   The sight of Dan gave Halverson pause. Halverson thought he should kill Dan and put him out of his misery. 

   Another ghoul staggered toward Halverson. 

   Victoria screamed again.

   Halverson dove off the pier.

   He dog-paddled, frantically casting around for her. At last, he saw her hand reaching up out of the water.

   He swam over to her. 

   Beyond her, on the shore, he could see herds of the creatures jumbled on the sand plodding aimlessly. 

   Several of the creatures laid eyes on him and waded into the boiling white surf toward him as waves broke around them and hindered their pursuit. 

   He knew the creatures wouldn’t be able to reach him by walking because of the water’s depth where he was paddling and he knew they didn’t have the necessary coordination to be able to swim out to him. He noticed some of them walking into the water and disappearing under the waves. As the creatures had no air in their lungs, they couldn’t float. What happened to the ghouls after they submerged? he wondered. Did they keep walking under the water forever?

   To hell with the things, Halverson decided.

   Swimming, he added a final burst of speed to reach Victoria before she sank. 

   When he reached her, she attacked him with groping, clawing hands.

   






   

   CHAPTER SIXTY-NINE

   

   Victoria rose to the surface, windmilling her arms, gulping water and coughing. Panic-stricken, she tried to glom onto Halverson’s arms to keep her from drowning, digging her fingernails into his flesh.

   Unable to swim with her grabbing his arms, he fought her off to free himself from her desperate embrace. 

   He wrapped his left arm around her throat, her chin in the crook of his arm, and swam with her floating on her back toward the sailboat that was bobbing up and down on the rolling combers.

   Choking on seawater Victoria continued fighting Halverson, thinking he was trying to strangle her when he had wrapped his arm around her neck. The salt water stung her eyes and was wreaking havoc on her stomach, which was feeling queasy from her swallowing mouthfuls of the ocean. She felt like she was suffocating and, at the same time, felt the urge to vomit, which intensified her sensation of suffocation.

   Death by drowning, she decided. It was even worse than people said it was. And why in the world was Chad trying to strangle her? Maybe she was flipping out. Which would she do first? Go raving mad, drown, or suffocate from being choked to death?

    Halverson grasped the lowest rung on the aluminum ladder on the sailboat’s seaward gunwale and, with his other hand, tried to haul her up over his body so that she could crawl up the ladder. 

   She heard him saying something to her, but she couldn’t make any sense of it. Her mind was logy from lack of oxygen. She was having difficulty focusing. 

   “Crawl up my body,” she strained to hear him saying like he was talking through a pillow.

   As if to emphasize the point, he attempted to pull her head up toward the ladder in the crook of his arm, which choked off her air supply. She felt her face turning red.

   When the next wave raised them and the boat, Halverson managed to drop his arm from around her throat, slide it under her arm, and hold her in this manner. 

   She could breathe freely. She gasped for air. 

   “I can’t hold you like this much longer,” he said, grimacing with effort. “You need to climb up the ladder.”

   Now she could hear what he was saying.

   She reached up and grabbed a rung. Exhausted by her ordeal in the ocean, she pulled herself feebly up Halverson’s body and up the ladder. 

   She crawled over the gunwale and tumbled onto the deck.

   Halverson climbed up the ladder, hauled himself over the gunwale, and jumped onto the deck beside her.

   “Are you OK?” he asked.

   She sat up, her sopping wet hair plastered on her shoulders. 

   “I don’t know,” she spluttered. “I feel sick.”

   “You swallowed seawater.” 

   He belted to the cleat that had the painter tied to it. He undid the painter. He looked up at the end of the pier. 

   Coughing on seawater in her throat and mouth, she followed his gaze. She spat the water out of her mouth and coughed and wheezed.

   They could see Newton’s fluorescent lavender and orange body standing on the pier’s rail. Three ghouls were shambling toward him. 

   “Over here, Newton!” Victoria managed to call out between coughs. Seawater dripping out of her mouth, she leaned over and slapped the moneybag that lay in a lump next to her. 

   A ghoul reached for Newton. 

   Newton leapt off the rail. He sailed through the air, aided by the wind, and landed on the moneybag next to Victoria. 

   She smiled as the iguana scampered off the moneybag onto the deck. An iguana was cheering her up, she decided. What next? She and Chad had saved an iguana, but they couldn’t save their own families.

   Halverson paid out the painter, releasing their mooring, and their boat sailed away from the dock.

   Victoria wobbled on her feet, still woozy from her dip in the ocean.

   She and Halverson watched the zombie-infested pier. One of the creatures managed to climb over the rail and plunged into the ocean. 

   Newton scampered onto the sailboat’s prow in front of Halverson and her and mounted it, joining them.

   She and Halverson took in the shoreline. The wind was swaying the isolated palm trees that studded the beach. A couple of screaking gulls swooped through the smoky air. On the sand thousands of creatures thronged the beach, while hundreds waded into the ocean. 

   “How do we go on living?” she asked.

   “We just do.”
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   Chapter 1

   

   Zombies ten thousand strong massed along the Santa Monica shore, plodding through the sand, lumbering into each other in their unstoppable death march toward the onrushing surf that crashed and boiled at their feet.

   “They’ll do anything to get to us,” said Halverson at the wheel of a twenty-foot sailboat plying the waters some fifty yards from the littoral.

   “They can’t walk on water,” said Victoria, her blonde hair blowing in the gusting wind that billowed the sails.

   Eight years younger than Halverson’s thirty-six years and a mother as well, the couturiere looked like a teenager with her slim figure. 

   She did a double take. “Can they?” she added.

   Halverson watched three of the walking dead as they traipsed into the churning surf, bound and determined to reach him and Victoria aboard the sailboat. The waves pounded the ghouls back. 

   The creatures stumbled in the water and collapsed to their knees, but got up again in their headstrong, albeit mindless, assault and headed toward the sailboat, defying the waves and trudging through the water till their entire decrepit bodies were submerged and only their heads remained visible to the naked eye.

   And then their heads were submerged as well.

   “Doesn’t look that way,” said Halverson. “They may be the next phase in the evolution of man, but they don’t fare too well in the water.”

   “You really think we’re evolving into those things?” Victoria shuddered at the thought. 

   Halverson scanned the beaches swarming with ghouls. “They do seem to be taking over at man’s expense.”

   Victoria shook her head in bafflement. “What the hell happened?” she muttered. 

   Halverson knew what had happened, but it was classified intel. As a black ops agent for the CIA’s National Clandestine Service he could not relate the eyes-only information to a civilian like Victoria. Though at this point, Halverson wondered how much of the CIA was left intact. 

   He heard a rumbling overhead, tilted his head up, and gazed into the sky. 

   It was becoming overcast. Too, smoke hazed the sky. A smattering of clouds scudded across the canopy of diminishing cerulean. Flying among the clouds was a drone—an MQ-1 Predator drone, to be exact, armed with hundred-pound laser-guided Hellfire missiles.

   It was all the proof Halverson needed that some part of the federal government still existed. 

   Victoria followed his gaze. “How many of those drones are there?”

   “Too many.”

   “Is that one gonna shoot at us, too?”

   Halverson’s eyes followed the drone. “It may just be doing recce.” 

   He doubted the drone would fire at them as long as it couldn’t make a positive ID of him. Convinced the government had him in its crosshairs, he nevertheless believed the drone could not ID him at this moment. There was still enough smoke roiling in the sky from the burning ruins of the city to obscure the vision of the drone’s cameras.

   “Like that other one that fired a missile at us at the bank?” she said sarcastically.

   “That drone was keying on the GPS signal emitted by my satphone, which I threw away.”

   “Why would it fire at us?”

   “I don’t know,” he lied. 

   The less he told her about his job, the better off she would be in terms of life expectancy, he figured. The eyes-only intel he carried around in his head concerning the government’s involvement with the creation of the plague would only serve to get her name added to the same hit list his name was already on if he imparted the knowledge to her. 

   As far as he knew, the government was seeking to whack him alone. That would change if Victoria knew as much as he did about them, specifically about the Erasmus Medical Center in Rotterdam and about the superbug the scientists there, by design and aided by American funding, had created in a lab where they mutated H5N1 into the so-called zombie virus that was well on its way to wiping out the human race. 

   She bowed her head and massaged her brow. “This is hopeless. What’s the point?”

   “We’re trying to survive.”

   “You call this surviving? Floating in a sailboat surrounded by flesh-eating creatures?”

   “We’re still alive.”

   “This is more like death on the installment plan,” she said, surveying the slew of ghouls straggling all over the beach.

   “No. We’re not dead yet.”

   “What are we trying to prove?”

   “We’re not trying to prove anything. At least, I’m not. I don’t know about you.”

   “I’m not trying to prove anything.” She shook her shoulder-length hair in the steady sea breeze impregnated with the ocean’s briny odor. “Why do I want to prove anything?”

   “As long as we’re taking breath, we keep going.”

   “OK, Dr. Feelgood.”

   He gave her a look. “If you don’t like it, you can always leave.”

   “You forget. I can’t swim.” 

   “I didn’t forget.”

   She glared at him. 

   Noting her reaction he said, “Then you must want to live as much as I do.”

   “With one qualification—not on these terms.” 

   “Why are you blaming me? These aren’t my terms. We’re both victims of this mess.”

   “Touchy, touchy. Why do you think I’m blaming you?”

   She picked up on Newton the iguana who was standing motionless on the sailboat’s prow. The two-foot-long fluorescent purple and orange iguana shifted his head to take in the walking dead that infested the beach. Hissing, Newton inflated his dewlap at the sight of the creatures. 

   “Newton hates those things as much as we do,” she said. 

   “Anything living hates those things,” said Halverson.

   “You know what scares me more than anything else?”

   “That the earth will never be the same again?”

   She stared at the riot of ghouls that seemed to undulate like a single living creature on the beach’s sand, all gawky arms and legs flailing about. 

   “No,” she said.

   “Then what?”

   “That it’s all pointless. That there’s no point to any of it at all.”

   “Why does it matter to you if there’s no point?” He steered to port so he wouldn’t drift too close to shore where the ghouls awaited with drooling, putrescent mouths. 

   “We have to suffer through this nightmare for no reason. Doesn’t that annoy you?”

   “Why should it? It just is.”

   She shook her head disconsolately. “It seems like a whole lot of hurt for nothing.”

   Halverson knew what she was getting at. He surveyed the palm-studded beach that stretched from the bluffs to the sea. 

   Where once there had been beachgoers screaming with glee as they charged into the ocean, there were now hordes of walking dead battling the waves in confusion. Where once there had been lifeguards patrolling the sands in yellow Land Rovers with surfboards strapped to their roofs, there were now armies of ghouls plowing through that very same sand in search of living meat. 

   Where once the beach had teemed with life in the guise of roller-skaters, skateboarders, and cyclists coasting down the asphalt bikeway that snaked through the sand, there were now punch-drunk ghouls streeling about.

   Where once the beach had smelled fresh with the invigorating scent of brackish sea breezes, the fetid reek of rotting corpses permeated the air. 

   Where once children had flown kites on the sand cheering as their kites soared ever higher, now there were only ghouls that didn’t know which way was up. Where once tykes had ridden the Ferris wheel and the rollercoaster on the Santa Monica Pier screaming with delight, there were now ghouls groaning with desire for the taste of living human flesh. 

   Where once bright-faced volleyball players had spiked balls down over the nets on the volleyball pitches, now the living dead moved in an obscene danse macabre through the shifting sands.

   Where once city workers clad in orange Velcro vests had cleaned the beaches of litter, there was now the litter of walking corpses plodding under the swaying palms. 

   The beast was indeed slouching toward Bethlehem, Halverson decided. It was more than he could stand. Yet he knew he had to stand it. 

   Yes, he well and truly knew what Victoria was getting at. A whole lot of hurt for nothing. 

   A flicker of motion in the rolling dark green and blue waters off to starboard caught his eye. Something was bobbing to the surface. The object was large, bordering on five eight in length. 

   Victoria let out a gasp at the grisly sight. 

   It was a drowned human stiff, rising to the surface on account of its belly being bloated with gas, Halverson realized. The cadaver had towy black hair about an inch in length, a bulbous nose, and blue eyes. The body was wearing an off-the-rack blue button-down oxford shirt whose buttons had popped off thanks to the extreme distension of the belly. Charcoal grey slacks rounded out the corpse’s uninspired wardrobe. 

   For some reason that Halverson could not fathom—considering its appearance and condition—the stiff seemed to be holding its head up in self-importance. It must have been a trick of the light or the rolling of the waves that achieved the effect, Halverson decided. Indeed, how could a cheesy decaying corpse even come close to looking arrogant?

   “Is it one of them?” Victoria asked, shying away from the drifting body.

   “It doesn’t seem to be moving,” answered Halverson, scoping out the floater that was lying on its back rocking in the gentle waves. “Anyway, those things can’t float.”

   “Are you sure?”

   Not really, he decided, but said, “That’s probably a beachgoer who ran into the ocean and drowned trying to escape the ghouls.”

   Except—

   Except the corpse’s eyes suddenly snapped open. 

   Victoria screamed.

   






   

   Chapter 2

   

   The fat man’s eyes stared straight out of his head up into the sky. Hazed with white, they focused on nothing in the vast emptiness of the heavens. His bloated cheeks and blubbery rotting cyanotic lips gave his face a gruesome cast as rolling seawater sluiced over it. His hands appeared deeply furrowed like prunes, precipitated no doubt by long-term saturation, decided Halverson.

   Attached to the corpse’s bottom lip was a crab with its teeth buried in the blue flesh. The fat man didn’t seem to mind. 

   Why should he? decided Halverson. The guy was already dead. Then why did his eyes just flick open?

   “Did you see that?” said Victoria, blue eyes wide.

   “The guy’s eyes?”

   “Yeah. They just popped open. I thought you said he was dead.”

   “He is. He must be. Look at him. His skin. It looks like he’s been submerged for a couple hours at the very least. Probably more.”

   “Then why did his eyes open like that?”

   “Some kind of rigor mortis, I guess. Your nerves can still function after you’re dead.”

   “Is that why he’s moving his arms now?”

   The corpse was indeed stroking its arms, Halverson could see. It was nearing the sailboat’s starboard gunwale. Though the corpse was moving its arms, you couldn’t exactly call it swimming. It was more like the corpse was thrashing its arms in its eagerness to reach the boat.

   Was it a revenant? Halverson wondered.

   “How can it be swimming if it’s dead?” said Victoria.

   Halverson stroked his chin in bewilderment. “If it’s a ghoul, it shouldn’t be able to float. The other ghouls can’t float. They have no air in their lungs and they have no buoyancy. And for sure they lack the coordination to swim.”

   Victoria squinched her face into a grimace of disbelief. “Then you’re saying that guy’s alive?”

   “No. Look at him. He’s all swollen up. He died from drowning.”

   The fat man was approaching the hull of the sailboat as he flailed his arms and kicked his legs. 

   “If he’s dead and not a ghoul, why is he swimming toward us?” asked Victoria. 

   “I can think of only one scenario. He was on the beach when the creatures attacked him. He swam into the ocean to escape them and drowned in his attempted flight. Before he reached the surf, one of the ghouls must’ve bitten him and infected him.”

   “I still don’t get it.”

   “When he drowned, his body sank. Then later, after the gases expanded in his stomach and floated him to the surface, he morphed into a ghoul.” 

   Victoria jacked up her eyebrows. “That simple, huh, Sherlock?”

   “It’s the only explanation I can think of.”

   The corpse was moving dangerously close to the sailboat’s hull, even as the crab devoured the entirety of the stiff’s lower lip. 

   Halverson abandoned the wheel, strode across the deck, and snagged the boat hook. He aimed the tip of the hook at the ghoul’s head and thrust the steel point at one of the ghoul’s open eyes. 

   The undulations of the boat and the waves threw off his aim and caused him to miss his target. The boat hook sank into the ghoul’s cheek, tore the decaying flesh open, then glanced off the skull and into the water. 

   All but stumbling off the edge of the deck, cursing, Halverson contrived to fetch up at the gunwale in the nick of time before he plunged into the sea, maintaining his grasp on the boat hook all the while.

   The ghoul continued floundering within five feet of the boat’s hull. 

   With no one in the wheelhouse, the boat was veering starboard, closing the gap between it and the spastic ghoul. 

   Halverson had no other choice but to bucket across the deck to the wheel, grab it, and steady the sailboat. 

   “You’ll have to take care of that thing while I steer,” he said. “Here’s the boat hook.”

   He tossed it to the deck.

   Victoria retrieved the boat hook. She looked as though she didn’t know what to do with it. 

   “You know the drill,” he said. “Puncture its head. You have to kill the brain to kill the creature.”

   She stepped unsteadily on the rocking boat toward the gunwale. She could see the revolting bloated thing flapping its arms and legs in the water. She brought up the boat hook and drew a bead on the ghoul’s head as the creature rode the waves. 

   “The thing keeps moving,” she said. “I can’t get a good aim at its head.”

   “You’ll just have to take your best shot,” said Halverson at the wheel. “If you miss, try again.” 

   She stepped nearer to the gunwale.

   “Watch your step. Don’t fall overboard, whatever you do,” said Halverson, following her with his eyes.

   Trying to keep her balance on the rocking deck, she held the boat hook with both hands and brought it to bear on the floating ghoul.

   She risked a jab at the thing with the boat hook. The hook’s point drove into the creature’s throat and ripped it apart.

   Meanwhile, the creature swiped at the hook with its arms, managed to snatch it with one hand, and then got a grasp on it with both hands. Victoria stumbled toward the gunwale as the creature yanked on the hook, drawing itself closer to the sailboat. 

   It was all Victoria could do to brace herself against the gunwale and prevent herself from falling overboard as she maintained her grip on the boat hook. 

   Bobbing against the side of the hull now, the creature let go of the boat hook with one hand and grabbed the wooden rail on the gunwale with that same hand and commenced to haul itself up out of the water, all the while gripping the boat hook with its other hand and using the hook’s shaft for purchase. 

   “Let go of the hook!” cried Halverson, seeing her dilemma. 

   Barely able to continue bracing herself against the gunwale, she released the boat hook. 

   The portly creature fell away from the hull and hung from a single hand that gripped the gunwale’s rail. 

   Victoria recovered her equilibrium then backed away from the hull and kicked at the creature’s hand on the rail. The first time she missed the hand. The second she didn’t. The kick landed squarely on the decrepit hand, crushing the water-bloated fingers and dislodging their grasp on the rail. 

   The creature splashed back into the ocean. 

   Gouts of chilly water splattered Victoria’s face as she beheld the creature’s plunge from the gunwale where she clung for dear life. 

   The creature with its distended stomach floated on the rippling waves and batted its arms to no effect, unable to steer itself.

   Victoria was watching the ghoul when she caught sight of a dorsal fin slicing through the ocean in the direction of the flailing creature.

   






   

   Chapter 3

   

   Grey on its flanks with a white belly, the sixteen-year-old twenty-foot-long great white cut through the ocean at speed and homed in on the flubbing ghoul. 

   Halverson watched in fascination as the struggle pitted one killing machine against another. 

   The great white, aka white death, launched the first attack. The shark zeroed in on one of the ghoul’s windmilling arms. Its jaws gaping, the great white snagged the ghoul’s humerus, champed down on it with eighteen thousand newtons of force, jerked its grey head back and forth, and tore the humerus away from the glenohumeral joint that attached the humerus to the scapula. 

   If the ghoul had been a living thing, a torrent of blood would have been unleashed at its mutilated shoulder by the great white’s vicious assault. But the ghoul was dead and did not bleed.

   The ghoul’s arm in its mouth, the great white swam away. Unhappy with the rancid flavor of the decomposed flesh and bone, the shark spat the arm out into the ocean then circled back for a second pass at the ghoul. 

   The ghoul opened its mouth wide, exposing its green, rotting snaggleteeth and awaited the great white. 

   The ghoul didn’t have to wait long. 

   In a matter of seconds the great white was careering through the water, bearing down on the ghoul. As the shark wrapped its jaws around the ghoul’s stomach, the ghoul bent its purulent head down and clamped its jagged teeth into the shark’s skin. 

   The great white reacted instantly, veering to its right at the instant of the zombie bite, carrying the ghoul attached to its left flank like a giant remora as it swam away. The shark tried to shake free of the ghoul, but the living dead creature held fast with its teeth buried into the shark’s flesh. 

   Halverson watched the great white slalom through the sea as it tried to dislodge the ghoul from its side. The one-armed ghoul held on with the death grip of its jaws. 

   The shark bore the ghoul out to sea, continuing to back and fill in its attempts to free itself from the ghoul. 

   “We don’t have to worry about that ghoul attacking us anymore,” said Halverson.

   “That leaves only the thousands of them on the shore to worry about,” said Victoria. 

   “You can waste your time worrying if you want. I’m getting out of here.”

   “If those ghouls on the shore can float out here like fatso on the shark, we’re in deep trouble.”

   “They can’t float. I told you. If they’ve already turned, they can’t float.”

   Halverson steered north up the California coast. 

   “You also told me before that fatso was just a drowned corpse,” said Victoria. 

   “I made a mistake. OK? Is that what you want me to say? Are you happy now?”

   “I’m not happy in any sense of the word. I just don’t think I can believe everything you tell me.”

   That was true, he knew. After all, he was a black ops agent for the CIA and he could not tell her about that, no matter how much he wanted to. It was part of his job to keep his own counsel about his clandestine profession—even if he was aching to burst out to her that the Agency was trying to kill him because he knew the truth about America’s involvement in the scientific mutating of the bird flu into the zombie virus that was in the process of wiping humanity off the face of the earth.

   But he could not tell her.

   He could not tell anyone. He was sworn to secrecy by the organization that hired him. It was driving him nuts, though. He felt like he had to tell someone in order to retain his sanity. 

   Then he told himself to calm down. 

   He thought about it. After all, what good would it do if he told her the truth? Would it change matters any? No, because the truth about the origin of the virus wasn’t the problem at this moment. The problem was the consequence of the origin. The problem was the superabundance of ghouls taking over the planet. 

   He settled on a plan of action.

   “We have to find out if anyone is still alive and link up with them,” he said at the sailboat’s wheel as a wave flung ocean spray into his face. 

   “What good will that do?”

   “Then we can band together and destroy these things.”

   “What if nobody’s left?”

   He glanced at the drone soaring over the zombie-infested beach. “Somebody’s telling that drone what to do, and for sure it’s no ghoul.”

   “You forget. Whoever’s flying that drone wants us dead.” 

   Which was true, he knew. Piloting that drone was the CIA and what was left of the government that had put him on their hit list. 

   “They’re not gonna help us defeat the ghouls,” she added.

   “Not everyone’s gonna be on our side. I never said that. We just have to keep looking.”

   Victoria shrugged then held onto the gunwale and, her spirits sinking, considered the ghouls swarming the beach. “See for yourself. The infected ghouls are taking over. Nothing can stop them.”

   “We can do it.”

   She eyed him somberly. “You’re in a state of denial.”

   “You need to snap out of the funk you’re in.”

   “Open your eyes and look at the beach. That’s our future.”

   “Not if we refuse to accept it.”

   “You can refuse to accept it all you want. It’s still gonna happen.”

   “If you think like a loser, you’re already beat.”

   Breathing in the salty air refreshed Halverson. He felt like he had a chance, no matter how slim. 

   “Everything sucks,” she said. “Haven’t you figured that out yet?” She shook her head incredulously.

   “I never said otherwise. The point is, we have to keep trying.” 

   “I’m tired of arguing about it.”

   “What’s your solution?”

   She said nothing. 

   She rucked her face into a frown as she squinted at something swimming toward them in the water between the shore and the sailboat. 

   “I thought you said those things couldn’t swim,” she said in horror.

   






   

   Chapter 4

   

   Something was in fact swimming from the direction of the shore toward the sailboat, Halverson could see. 

   He could not believe his eyes. 

   He refused to believe it was a ghoul. Those things simply didn’t have the muscular coordination to swim. And yet he had been wrong about the floater as Victoria was so eager to point out. 

   Was he, like she said, in denial? he wondered. Was he looking at the world with the eyes of an optimist instead of with those of a realist? Was he seeing things the way he wanted them to look instead of the way they really did look? He didn’t accept the notion that his judgment was that clouded. 

   Somebody was swimming toward them. Of that he was certain. The question was, who or what was it?

   At that moment he heard someone screaming. At first he thought it was Victoria, but he soon realized it was a man’s voice and it was coming from the swimmer.

   “Help!” he cried as he stroked through the waves in the direction of the sailboat.

   “We both know those things can’t talk,” Halverson told Victoria.

   “I don’t know what to think anymore,” she said. 

   “He’s one of us.”

   “Are you sure?”

   Halverson didn’t answer her. Instead, he steered the sailboat toward the swimmer. 

   “Throw him the life preserver,” he told Victoria.

   She demurred, thinking about it. 

   “Look at him,” said Halverson. “Does that look like a ghoul? He’s just as alive as you or I.” 

   “It looks that way,” was all she said. She made no movement to retrieve the life preserver that was hanging on the mast behind her.

   “You can’t just let him drown. He needs the life preserver.”

   She watched the man struggling to swim toward them. He looked exhausted and seemed to be slowing down, mustering all his strength to manage another stroke.

   She didn’t know what to do.

   At last she made up her mind. 

   She turned around, snatched the round white life preserver from the mast, returned to the gunwale, and hurled the preserver toward the man.

   At the end of his rope the man lunged toward the preserver as it plopped on the ocean’s surface in front of him. He managed to corral the bobbing preserver, gathered it in, and kept himself afloat.

   Victoria pulled on the rope tied to the life preserver and to the sailboat’s mast. 

   The man paddled with what little energy he had left as he clung to the buoyant white donut. 

   When he reached the hull he seized the aluminum ladder and climbed up it onto the deck. Victoria helped him aboard as he reached the gunwale. 

   She scrutinized him warily as he stood on the deck dripping seawater. 

   “I thought I was a goner out there,” said the man, leaning over, his hands on his knees, and trying to catch his breath. He picked up on Victoria staring at him. “What?”

   She hung fire. Then she said, “I hope you’re not one of them.”

   “One of those things on the beach,” the man scoffed. “You gotta be crazy!”

   The five nine man looked like he was pushing forty, decided Halverson watching him from the wheelhouse. The guy had a receding hairline with chestnut hair and looked to be in fairly decent shape except for a slight paunch. Maybe he liked his booze. His blue eyes had pouches under them and stared intently out under his high brow.

   “What’s your name?” asked Halverson.

   “Reno,” answered the man. “Blake Reno. And you?”

   “Chad Halverson. And this is Victoria Brady.”

   “Pleased to meet you. I wish it was under better circumstances.”

   “Don’t we all,” said Victoria.

   “Costaguana. That’s an interesting name for your boat.”

   Now it was Victoria’s turn to say, “What?”

   “I noticed your boat’s name on the stern when I was in the water. The Costaguana.”

   “Oh.” Victoria nodded indifferently. 

   Halverson recognized the name. It was the name of a small republic in Joseph Conrad’s Nostromo. 

   “It sounds familiar to me for some reason,” said Reno. “I can’t quite place it. What’s it mean?”

   “I don’t know,” answered Victoria.

   “That’s odd.”

   “I liked the sound of it,” put in Halverson. He didn’t want to get into the fact that the boat didn’t belong to him and Victoria. 

   “Yeah. It does sound pretty.” Reno scratched his head. “But there’s something about the name that rings a bell.” He shrugged it off. “Oh well. I’ll think of it later. Thanks for helping me.”

   Reno wiped water off his wet clothes.

   “What happened to you?” asked Victoria.

   “I was following a lead for a story I was writing when I was waylaid by those things on the beach, whatever the fuck they are.”

   “You’re a reporter?” 

   “Yeah, a newsman. I plead guilty to all charges, ma’am.”

   “That’s interesting.”

   “Why?”

   Halverson didn’t like the sound of this conversation. He knew where it was going and it could become an uncomfortable situation for him. He was having second thoughts about having taken Reno aboard.

   “Because Chad’s a reporter too,” said Victoria. “Isn’t that a coincidence?”

   “Oh yeah?” said Reno. “Are you a newsman?” he asked Halverson.

   “I write articles for magazines.”

   Reno pulled a face. “I never heard of you.”

   “That makes two of us. I never heard of you either.”

   Reno snickered. “Then you must not read the Times. Like a lot of other people.”

   “The world’s full of journalists I never heard of.”

   “You got that right.” Reno noticed the two damp moneybags lying on the deck near the wheelhouse. “What are those?”

   “You ask a lot of questions,” said Victoria.

   “An occupational hazard.”

   “Why do you want to know what’s in those bags?”

   “I was hoping there was some food in them. I’m starving.” 

   “Join the club.”

   “I guess not, huh?”

   “Right. There’s no food in them.”

   Reno turned away from the moneybags. “I was working on a story about a murder on the beach when I was rudely surprised by those monsters.”

   “They have the plague,” said Halverson. 

   “Whatever they have I don’t want any part of it. I saw them literally tear a woman apart in the parking lot and eat her. I’m not kidding.”

   “Shit happens,” deadpanned Victoria. 

   Reno did a double take.

   “Did they bite you?” asked Halverson, dreading the answer.

   “No,” answered Reno. “They didn’t lay a hand on me. They couldn’t catch me. They run like juicehead klutzes.” 

   Halverson sighed with relief. He didn’t want to have to kill Reno. If the ghouls had bitten Reno, Halverson would’ve had no choice but to blow him away. 

   “Lucky you,” Victoria told Reno. “Now you’re screwed like the rest of us on this boat to nowhere.”

   “What’s with her?” Reno asked Halverson. 

   Halverson raised his eyebrows but said nothing.

   “Haven’t you noticed those things are all over the place?” said Victoria.

   “That bad, huh?” said Reno.

   “Look around you.” Victoria gestured toward the beach crammed with squirming, jerking ghouls bumbling into each other.

   “It could be worse. We could be dead.”

   Reno angled toward one of the moneybags. He leaned over it and started untying its neck. “I swear, these look like—”

   He never completed his sentence.

   Victoria clubbed the back of his head with the stock of a Mossberg pump shotgun that she had retrieved from a wooden chest in the sailboat’s stern.

   Reno groaned and crumpled to the deck. 

   “Lucky for him we’re out of bullets,” said Halverson.

   






   

   Chapter 5

   

   “We’ve got problems,” said Victoria as she gazed down at Reno, who was lying motionless at her feet on the pitching deck. 

   “I noticed,” said Halverson, steadying the wheel.

   “Keep your voice down.”

   “Why? Is he still conscious?”

   “I’m not sure.” She stooped next to him and examined his face. “How can I tell?”

   “Look at his eyes. Do they look focused?” 

   “They’re shut.”

   “Then open them. You didn’t kill him, did you?”

   She winced and bit her lower lip in agitation. “I hope not.” She plucked open his eyelids with her fingers and scoped out his eyes. “They’re unfocused.”

   “Then he’s out cold. Does he have a pulse?”

   “How should I know?”

   “Feel his wrist. Use your fingers, not your thumb.”

   Applying pressure with her fingers to his wrist, she looked relieved. “He’s still alive.”

   “You had me scared for a moment.”

   “But we still have a problem. What are we gonna do with him? He must know those are moneybags that we have on deck.”

   “Looks that way. You’ll have to tie his hands behind his back.”

   “Where’s some rope?” she asked, casting around the deck.

   “I think I saw some in the chest near the stern.”

   Victoria retreated to the stern, opened the wooden chest, searched its interior, and located a coil of rope. She carried the rope back to Reno, rolled him onto his stomach, and tied his wrists together. 

   “I knew we never should’ve picked him up,” she said. “What are we gonna do with him?” 

   “Good question. If he really does know we have money, he’s gonna want some of it, no doubt.”

    “We should have hid it before we pulled him onboard.” 

   “Well, we didn’t, so now we have to deal with it.”

   “How?”

   “For now we’ll have to keep him tied up until we decide what to do.”

   “Then what?”

   “We may have to cut him in on the loot.”

   Victoria screwed up her face. “That could complicate matters.”

   “What do you want to do? Kill him?”

   “No.”

   “Then we keep him tied up.”

   “It’s always something.” She threw up her hands in frustration.

   “It could be worse.”

   “How? Look at all those zombies out there.”

   “We could be dead.”

   “Didn’t somebody just say that?”

   “How many years do we have left to live, do you think?” asked Halverson.

   “Not many.”

   “How many days?”

   “I have no idea.”

   “How many hours?”

   “Stop it! Why are you playing these mind games?” She clutched her head and retreated to the starboard gunwale.

   “How many seconds?”

   She held her hands over her ears to shut out his voice.

   “I’m just trying to show you how stupid it is to worry about how much time we have left,” he said. “We have to play the hand we’re dealt one day at a time.”

   “What is this?” she said, withdrawing her hands from her ears. “A lesson in the Zen of zombie apocalypse survival?”

   Reno stirred on the deck. Groggily, he sat up, blinking his eyes as they became focused. He felt his hands bound behind his back.

   “Why am I tied up?” he demanded.

   “Guess?” said Victoria.

   Reno nodded grimly. “So I was right. You two guys are crooks. Is that it?” He nodded toward the moneybags. “Those are two moneybags like I thought.”

   “No, we’re not crooks,” said Halverson. “We found those two moneybags so we kept them.”

   “Sounds like a fancy way of saying you stole them.”

   “The people who used to own that money are more than likely contaminated with plague. What good is money to dead people?”

   “Shouldn’t you leave that to the law to decide?”

   “What law? There isn’t any law anymore, or any society, or any civilization, or any government.”

   Halverson knew that wasn’t exactly true. A fraction of the federal government still existed holed up in Mount Weather just outside Bluemont, Virginia. But that was nobody’s business but his, as far as he was concerned. It was eyes-only intel that wasn’t to be shared with anyone outside the Agency. 

   “So you’re taking over. Is that it?” said Reno.

   “The government isn’t gonna help us, so we have to fend for ourselves.”

   “Why am I tied up? That’s what I want to know. What do you think I’m gonna do?”

   “We thought you might want a cut of our take,” chimed in Victoria.

   “You thought right.”

   “Then why should we untie you?” 

   “Because we’re all in this together. Tying me up isn’t gonna help your cause any.”

   “He has a point,” Halverson told Victoria.

   “I don’t think we can trust him,” she said.

   “If you cut me in, you won’t have to keep looking over your shoulder for me,” said Reno.

   “Unless you decide you want the whole nine yards for yourself.”

   “That would be foolish of me.”

   Halverson started when he heard scuffing below deck. 

   “What’s that noise?” asked Victoria. 

   “Is there somebody else onboard?” asked Reno, his eyes alert.

   “Not that I know of.” Victoria turned to Halverson. “Did you search this boat when you boarded it?”

   “I didn’t have time,” Halverson answered.

   “It looks like we’re gonna have to share the shekels four ways now, huh?” said Reno.

   Halverson heard someone trudging up the companionway. 

   






   

   Chapter 6

   

   All necks craned toward the companionway entrance, save for Halverson’s. He stood on top of the companionway in the raised wheelhouse. 

   He knew something was wrong when he heard Victoria scream. One hand on the wheel, he turned around trying to see what the source of the commotion was beneath him. 

   He saw a woman with brunette hair that reached down to the middle of her back. She was facing away from him as she stepped off the companionway onto the main deck. Wearing turquoise sweatpants that hung loosely on her fat butt and a dark blouse, she shuffled toward Victoria and Reno.

   “It’s one of them!” cried Victoria, backing away from the creature.

   “Get away from her!” shouted Halverson at the brunette.

   The creature turned around at his yell. She looked ten times worse from the front than she did from the back, realized Halverson. He could feel his gorge rise in his throat. He was entertaining second thoughts about having yelled at the creature to distract its attention from Victoria. 

   The thing held its mouth wide open, exposing its green fangs that were dripping saliva. The creature’s drooling mouth reminded him of the monster’s face in the movie Alien—all green fangs and drool. What remained of the rest of the brunette’s face was decaying ashen sere flesh courtesy of the ravages of the plague. 

   The brunette trained its white-filmed blue eyes on Halverson and headed up the companionway from the deck to the wheelhouse above, making straight toward him. 

   Halverson didn’t have much choice. He abandoned the wheel, dashed toward the stairs, and kicked the brunette flush in the teeth as the creature ascended the treads. The blow was sharp enough to send the brunette reeling. The creature tumbled backward down the steps and landed in a heap on the main deck.

   But the creature, Halverson knew, wasn’t dead.

   Halverson hadn’t kicked it hard enough to damage its brain.

   He hurled himself down the steps, even as he watched the ungainly brunette struggle to its feet. Flying down the treads two at a time, he all but fell onto the deck and into the bulging stomach of the brunette, who had just managed to stand up.

   Terrified of running into the creature and touching it, he pulled up short in time to avoid crashing into the necrotic ghoul.

   The ghoul advanced on him, its jaws gaping.

   Halverson reared back and launched a kick into the brunette’s plump stomach.

   The creature reeled backward. 

   Halverson seized the opportunity to spring toward the shotgun that lay on the deck near Victoria’s feet. Knowing the magazine was empty he had no intention of shooting the Mossberg. Instead, he snagged the muzzle, grabbed it with both hands, and swung the stock at the ghoul’s grimacing, sneering face. 

   The creature caught the blow full in its face and staggered backward toward the starboard gunwale. Halverson pursued his advantage. 

   He charged after the backtracking stumbling creature, swung the shotgun a second time at the thing’s head, and felt in his arms the shock of the impact of the hard polymer stock against the left side of the ghoul’s skull.

   With satisfaction he heard the muffled crack of cheekbone as his arms vibrated with the shotgun in his hands. He still wasn’t sure he had destroyed the creature’s reanimated brain.

   Stunned by the vicious blow to its skull, the stupefied creature nevertheless continued to stand.

   It might drop dead any minute, decided Halverson. But he wasn’t taking any chances. 

   He delivered a tae kwon do kick into the creature’s sternum that sent the ghoul stumbling backward and flipping head over heels over the gunwale, down past the side of the hull, and into the blue green mottled ocean below. 

   Halverson pelted to the gunwale and peered over it into the undulating waves. 

   For a moment the brunette’s protuberant turquoise-panted buttocks stuck out of the water as the creature lay prostrate on the surface, but, as Halverson had suspected, not for long. He knew ghouls could neither swim nor float. 

   This one was no different from its fellows. 

   It sank.

   






   

   Chapter 7

   

   “I wish I could’ve helped,” said Reno, “but I’m tied up at the moment.” He made a show of trying to move his bound hands toward Halverson.

   Meanwhile, with no one at the helm, the sailboat was yawing to port on account of the gusting wind.

   Halverson bolted up the companionway to the wheelhouse. He lost his balance and slammed into the companionway’s balustrade as the sailboat pitched wildly. Pain flared in his shoulder that smashed into the wall on his left.

   Grimacing, he grabbed the bannister and braced himself in the heeling, lunging boat. As the boat’s violent movement subsided, he dashed up the steps, snared the wheel, steadied the boat, and hove on course.

   Sea spray flew off the ocean into his face as he directed the boat northward, parallel with the shore.

   Off to his right he could see ghouls crowding and jostling each other on the bluffs that overlooked the Pacific Coast Highway. If it had been two weeks ago before the pestilence had struck, he wouldn’t have been able to believe his eyes at what happened next. But after what he had seen in the last few days, not much of anything surprised him.

   The ghouls started walking off the bluffs and either slid and rolled down the rocky sheer dirt palisade that was studded with green and yellow Quasimodo agaves or plummeted off overhanging cliffs that projected over PCH like frowning brows. 

   And the ghouls kept coming. Hundreds at a time commenced their descent past the Mediterranean fan palms that stood silent sentry on the Santa Monica bluffs. 

   After the creatures rolled to the highway or plunged to it, they got to their feet and resumed their trek to the ocean, whether their falls had broken their legs or not. In fact, many of these creatures now trudged with decided limps or dragged their legs that stuck out behind them at unnatural angles.

   It was not an infrequent sight to see legs with compound fractures on creatures that were wearing shorts as they halted across the asphalt roadway. 

   Several creatures even suffered broken necks, Halverson realized as he watched ghouls with heads that dangled on their shoulders or on their chests as they marched seaward. 

   “This can’t be happening,” said Victoria, watching the spectacle unfolding on the bluffs. “It’s impossible.”

   “Not in this best of all possible worlds, huh?” said Reno with a snigger. 

   “Whoever thought we’d live to see this day?” said Victoria, wide-eyed as she contemplated the palisade.

   At that moment Halverson caught sight of movement in the water ahead of the prow. It was another great white breaking the ocean’s surface.

   Halverson all but gagged at what was attached to the shark’s dorsal fin. The pudgy brunette ghoul was holding onto the fin with one hand as the fin sliced through the sea. Grimacing and spewing saliva and seawater, the ghoul seemed to be gazing in Halverson’s direction as it rode the waves on its back. 

   As water rushed over it, mouth gaping, the ghoul turned toward the great white, rolled onto its stomach, and bit into the shark’s flesh. 

   The great white veered sharply and accelerated through the water.

   The shark’s abrupt turn caused the brunette’s legs and stomach to swing in front of the great white’s snout. The great white jerked its head toward the brunette’s protuberant belly, opened its maw wide around the stomach, ground down on the putrescent fatty flesh, tore a hole about a foot in diameter out of the stomach, shook the clump of flesh in its large, sharp teeth, then spat the decomposing viscera into the ocean.

   What intestines remained in the brunette’s mutilated belly unraveled into the ocean and dragged along beside the shark.

   Meanwhile, the ghoul recommenced biting the shark’s back. 

   “Jesus,” said Reno, watching the gruesome spectacle play out in the ocean. “Anyone want to bet on who’s gonna win this one?”

   “You’re sick,” said Victoria.

   “You gotta have a sense of humor when everything’s going to hell. This is like Jaws meets Night of the Living Dead.”

   “Betting on the winner isn’t my idea of funny.”

   “What if I pretend I’m Tony Bennett and sing ‘I Left My Entrails in Santa Monica Bay.’”

   Reno started humming “I Left My Heart in San Francisco.”

   “Things are sick enough as they are, without your help,” said Halverson. 

   “Are you two married or something?”

   “What makes you think that?” asked Victoria. 

   “You’re both jumping down my throat like a tag team in a wrestling tourney.” 

   “Try to think before you open your mouth next time and we won’t.”

   “Let’s face it. We’re fucked,” said Reno. “If we don’t unwind somehow, we’re all gonna blow up and have strokes. Cracking silly jokes helps me unwind. You need to chill out.”

   “How can I with you making me sick?”

   The brunette ghoul’s dark entrails were spooling out all along the starboard side of the sailboat. There seemed to be a hundred feet of them, Halverson noticed at the helm. 

   Victoria could not take it any longer. She rushed to the portside gunwale, leaned over it, and threw up into the ocean.

   “I told you you’re gonna get sick if you don’t unwind,” said Reno. 

   He smelled the stench of vomit borne on the wind toward him. Now he wanted to puke, too. He turned green and held his hand over his mouth.

   “Not you, too,” said Halverson. 

   Feeling weak, Reno felt chills running down his spine. “I’m getting seasick,” he muttered and slumped against the gunwale.

   “Take a deep breath.” 

   Reno took Halverson’s advice. Now that the stench of Victoria’s barf had blown downwind of him, the sea air refreshed Reno as it recruited his lungs. 

   “Let’s get out of here,” he said, as the color came back to his face. 

   

   






   

   Chapter 8

   

   Careful to avoid the brunette ghoul’s entrails that were stretching all over the water like an unspooled hawser, Halverson sailed past the headland on the north side of the Santa Monica Bay toward Malibu.

   “Where are we going?” asked Reno.

   “North.”

   “I can see that. Why?”

   “We heard there might be people still alive up there,” put in Victoria, who was leaning limply against the gunwale after having voided her stomach.

   “And?” 

   “And what?” said Victoria.

   “And that’s all you’re going on? A rumor you heard?”

   “What else is there to go on?” said Halverson.

   “Can you at least untie me now? What do you think I’m gonna do? Attack you? That would be stupid since I can’t sail a boat.”

   Halverson eyed Reno then nodded at Victoria.

   “Are you sure?” asked Victoria. “I still don’t trust him.”

   “He’s not gonna try anything,” answered Halverson.

   Victoria shrugged. 

   She ambled over to Reno and untied his arms.

   Reno stretched his arms in front of him and massaged his reddened wrists. “I feel better already.”

   “Have you become an optimist about our chances now?” asked Victoria.

   “I don’t feel that much better.” Reno paused in thought. “We’re gonna need food and supplies unless you’ve got some below.”

   “Not that I know of,” said Halverson.

   “You said you didn’t inspect the boat,” Victoria told Halverson.

   “That’s true.”

   “What do you mean?” said Reno. “Don’t you know if you loaded your own boat with supplies?”

   Halverson didn’t feel like telling Reno the Costaguana wasn’t theirs. Reno already thought he and Victoria were crooks thanks to the moneybags. Telling Reno they had commandeered the boat would only reinforce Reno’s view of them as crooks on the lam, which wouldn’t endear them to him and could lead to a further falling out among them.

   “We left in a rush,” was all Halverson said.

   “My stomach’s turning somersaults,” said Reno. “My swim over here whetted my appetite. If it wasn’t for the help of the rip current carrying me, I wouldn’t have made it. I’ll check for food downstairs.”

   Victoria held her belly and looked nauseous. “Please don’t talk about food.”

   “Oh no. I’m getting out of here before you unload again. I couldn’t stand another whiff of your . . . yuck! I don’t even want to think about it.”

   He strode to the companionway and disappeared below decks. 

   Halverson picked up on a boat floating up ahead. “We may have company.”

   “Don’t tell me more of those things are headed this way,” said Victoria.

   It was a motorboat, Halverson could tell by its twin Evinrudes, but it was adrift. He could not make out anybody onboard as yet. 

   Victoria padded up to his side and peered ahead at the craft. “It looks empty.”

   Halverson wanted to make sure. 

   “Ahoy!” he called out to the motorboat.

   “Are you sure that’s the right thing to do? Maybe we should just sail on by.”

   “There could be people aboard.”

   “Or ghouls.”

   Halverson could make out somebody stirring on the vessel. A fiftysomething male rose from the deck to a standing position and gazed at Halverson and Victoria. The hollow-cheeked man was sporting a short white beard and wire-rimmed spectacles. His movements appeared labored to Halverson.

   “He isn’t saying anything,” Victoria told Halverson suspiciously.

   “Maybe he was sleeping.” That would explain his slow motion, decided Halverson.

   “Or maybe he’s one of them.”

   Halverson hailed the speedboat again. “Ahoy!” He waved at the man.

   The man paused then waved back uncertainly.

   “He’s just mimicking you,” Victoria told Halverson. 

   “Or maybe he thinks we’re ghouls and he’s not sure he should signal us.”

   “Anything’s possible—now that ghouls have inherited the earth. Who could believe that would ever happen in their wildest dreams?”

   Halverson sailed toward the speedboat.

   “What’s wrong with your outboards?” he asked the man, closing in on the motorboat. 

   “I’m out of fuel,” answered the man, looking more certain of himself now that he could clearly make out Halverson and Victoria.

   “Where were you headed?” asked Halverson.

   “Anywhere but here,” answered the man. “Those things attacked me onshore. I grabbed the first boat I could find on the dock and took off. I didn’t know I’d be running on fumes.”

   Halverson introduced himself and Victoria to the man.

   “I’m Dr. Barry Parnell,” said the man, adjusting his wire-rimmed spectacles on his nose.

   “Why don’t you come onboard with us?” said Halverson.

   Parnell nodded. “I’m going nowhere fast in this crate.”

   “Are you sure he’s OK?” Victoria whispered to Halverson. 

   “He’s not one of them, if that’s what you mean,” Halverson replied in kind. “Those things can’t talk.”

   Halverson pulled his sailboat alongside Parnell’s motorboat. 

   Parnell tossed the speedboat’s painter to Halverson, who snatched it as he held onto the sailboat’s wheel with his other hand.

   Parnell climbed uncertainly onto the slippery hood of the speedboat’s bobbing prow. Balanced precariously, he leapt onto the sailboat’s deck when the two vessels floated close to each other. Somewhere along the way he lost his footing and took a tumble onto the sailboat’s deck.

   Halverson released the painter and let the motorboat drift away. 

   He turned to Parnell. “Are you OK?”

   Wincing, Parnell found his footing. “Just a couple of bruises I suspect.” He commenced massaging his right knee. 

   Reno appeared on the companionway. “I heard a thud down below.” 

   He clapped eyes on Parnell and looked surprised. Reno’s body tensed, preparing for a fight with a ghoul.

   “Who the hell is this?” asked Reno.

   “I’m Dr. Parnell,” answered Parnell, who looked equally startled to see Reno. “Who are you?”

   Relaxing at the sound of a human voice Reno told him his name. “Paying a house call?”

   Parnell smiled. 

   “Did you find anything below?” Halverson asked Reno.

   “No soap,” answered Reno.

   “We’re gonna have to raid the shore sooner or later for supplies.”

   Halverson pricked up his ears and cringed as the eerie, unsettling sound of hundreds of ululating ghouls rent the air. The unearthly howls made his skin crawl.

   “What the hell is that all about?” said Reno, craning his neck toward the source of the wails.

   




 

   

   Chapter 9

   

   It didn’t take Halverson long to find out—and he wished he had remained in the dark.

   From the sailboat’s helm he could discern a yellow school bus stranded on a Malibu beach. Corralling the bus a raft of ghouls was shoving it back and forth, trying to tip it over. Even more chilling than the cries of the ghouls were the screams of the children trapped inside the bus.

   Halverson watched in dread as schoolchildren stuck their hands out of two open windows on the bus. The children were waving to him for help, it looked like. As much as he hated to admit it, there was nothing he could do to help them from here.

   “How’d that school bus get on the beach?” asked Reno, as if the explanation of the bus’s presence made any difference at this point. 

   “The driver must have tried to escape from the ghouls onto the sand,” answered Victoria.

   “He’s not escaping anywhere like that.”

   “Isn’t there something we can do?” asked Victoria, watching in horror as the walking dead besieged the yellow bus.

   “I wish.”

   Before the words were out of Reno’s mouth, the ghouls contrived to tip the bus over onto the sand. They proceeded to crawl up the exposed black chassis onto the overturned side of the vehicle and then wormed their way into the few open windows. 

   The ghouls that could not locate open windows set to hammering out the safety glass in the closed ones with their decomposing hands. 

   “I can’t stand watching this,” gasped Victoria, covered her eyes with her hands, and turned away from the mind-numbing horror that was taking place on the beach. 

   Ghouls battered through the bus’s windows, shattering the glass, and squeezed through the metal sashes into the bus’s interior.

   Once inside, the creatures tore apart the children that were scampering hysterically through the bus and squalling as they tried to escape. 

   Children’s blood jetted like oil from geysers through the broken windows and arched onto the beach’s sand.

   “This is madness,” said Reno.

   “There must be a meaning to this if we can just find it,” said Parnell, beholding the massacre of the schoolchildren with dismay. “I’ve always been amazed by nature’s complexity and the genius of living organisms in their attempts to survive. That’s one reason I decided to become a doctor. The anatomy of man is so intricately put together. It seems perfectly designed for such a complex world.”

   “Designed for what?” asked Reno.

   “To survive.”

   Reno shook his head. “More like nature ‘red of tooth and claw,’ if you ask me,” he said, watching the unabated bloodletting and mayhem on the beach.

   As if to countenance his view, a child’s arm and decapitated head flew out open windows on the upended bus, trailing bloody wakes, and arched into the greedy, snatching hands of the ghouls who were standing on the beach. The ghouls lost no time tucking into the body parts.

   “There must be some meaning to all this if we can only find it,” said Parnell, cudgeling his brains.

   “You think?” said Reno, not buying it for a moment.

   “There is a grand design to nature. I’m sure of it.”

   “Then how do you explain these diseased ghouls?”

   “I can’t right now. It makes no sense.” Parnell frowned in puzzlement.

   “There is no design to this, Doctor. Open your eyes and look at the senseless bloodshed.”

   “By all that’s holy, this shouldn’t be happening,” said Parnell, mesmerized by the ongoing massacre at the school bus.

   “Tell that to those school kids.” 

   “These murderers are infected. They have some kind of pestilence. They don’t know what they’re doing. All we need to do is find the cure.”

   “What if there is no cure?”

   “There’s always a cure. All you have to do is look long enough, and you’ll find it. First, determine the cause. Then, determine the cure.”

   “By then we’ll all probably be wiped out.”

   “I’ve heard a mutation of H5N1 is the cause,” chipped in Halverson.

   Parnell’s face fell when he heard the news. “Then we’ve got our work cut out for us. H5N1 has a high kill ratio.”

   Shaking his head Reno pulled a stick of gum wrapped in soggy white paper out of his trouser pocket. He unwrapped the gum and popped it into his open mouth. He chewed the sugarless Orbit mint gum and scrutinized the zombie assault on the school bus. The zesty taste of fresh mint burst onto his tongue refreshing his mouth.

   “I’m watching the story of a lifetime unfold before me,” he said. “But if I write it, there’s nobody left on earth to read it.” He turned to Halverson. “Who’s your source for that info about the bird flu being the cause?”

   Halverson couldn’t tell Reno the truth that his source had been fellow CIA black ops agent Greg Coogan without blowing his own cover story. Reno was no fool, Halverson knew. Telling Reno too much could prove hazardous to Halverson’s health—and to Reno’s health as well. If the government found out Reno knew about Coogan’s intel, they would add Reno’s name to their hit list right under Halverson’s. 

   “Some TV news show I was watching before the power went out,” hedged Halverson.

   “You can put that in your write-up,” Parnell told Reno.

   “Except for one problem,” said Reno. “There’s no paper left to publish it. And then there’s the distinct possibility there might not be anyone else left alive out there to read it.”

   “Then write it for posterity.”

   “Do you honestly think there’ll be any posterity after witnessing this debacle?” 

   Victoria riveted her eyes on the blood splashing out of the school bus that was shuddering as the ghouls inside it and on top of it were rampaging through it and over it transforming it into a blood-drenched abattoir.

   “Isn’t there anything we can do to save those poor children?” she asked.

   Nobody answered. They stood motionless, transfixed by the stomach-churning sight.

   “Do you have any weapons onboard?” asked Reno, finally breaking their silence.

   “An unloaded shotgun,” answered Halverson from the wheelhouse. “Unless there’s ordnance below decks that I don’t know about.”

   “No. I already checked.”

   “Then we’ve got squat.”

   “Without weapons we’d end up like those kids as soon as we stepped onto the beach—torn limb from limb.”

   The last screams of the dying children hung in the air like memento mori then trailed off.

   The sudden pall of silence was deafening. 

   To Halverson the unnerving quiet seemed even more horrifying than the piercing screams of infants being butchered. A nerve-racking emptiness filled him. 

   He had to warn himself to concentrate on sailing the boat as his attention drifted. 

   Newton the iguana scampered to a different position on the prow as if to remind Halverson to keep alert at the wheel.

   “What’s that creature on your bow?” asked Reno. “It looks like some kind of damn big lizard.”

   “He’s not a lizard,” answered Victoria. “He’s Newton the iguana.”

   “Well, excuse me for insulting him. I didn’t know those things grew so big.”

   “He’s not even a big one. They can grow up to four feet long.” 

   “Does he eat meat? He looks like he could eat a dog.”

   “No. He’s a herbivore.”

   Reno eyed the purple and orange iguana with its scabrous skin warily. “He may be a herbivore, but he looks like a dinosaur.”

   Victoria smiled. “He’s so laid back, you won’t even know he’s here.”

   Reno pooh-poohed her remark. “As long as he keeps his distance from me, we’ll be fine.”

   “I believe you’re frightened of him,” Victoria said with a shadow of a smile.

   “Anything that looks like a dinosaur can’t be good.”

   “We’re gonna have to dock somewhere pretty soon and send a raiding party out for food and guns,” said Halverson. 

   “I’ll second that,” said Reno. “And how about a laptop? I need to write my story.”

   “I thought you said it was pointless to write it because nobody would read it,” said Victoria.

   Reno stopped chewing his gum. He sighed. “I can write it for you guys. You can read, can’t you? And you’re still alive.” 

   Everybody remained silent. An atmosphere of glumness pervaded. 

   They were alive, but for how much longer? wondered Halverson. He figured the others were thinking the same thing.

   Newton the iguana took a few steps on the prow like he was testing his sea legs. Then he settled down in a stationary position flat on his belly, determined not to move for a while. 

   Reno grimaced at the iguana. If that leftover from the Paleozoic era never moved again, that would be fine with Reno.

   Reno camped out on a wooden thwart near the stern as far away from the iguana as he could get.

   






   

   Chapter 10

   

   When they reached Santa Barbara, Halverson decided it was time to stage a foray onshore. 

   The onshore wind raking his cheeks, he guided the sailboat to a small dock. He liked the feel of the wind rushing against his cheeks and hair, and the fresh air cleaned his lungs.

   As the boat rocked on the ocean in its approach to the weather-beaten dock, Reno fastened the mooring line to a wooden bollard on the wharf. Squinting, he scanned the area, searching for ghouls.

   The town looked deserted with cars abandoned on the roads. Much of the town had burned down in the wildfires that had swept across Southern California, but many buildings had been spared.

   “None of those things in sight,” said Reno.

   “That’s why I pulled in here,” said Halverson. “We can go foraging.”

   He released the steering wheel and stepped down from the helm.

   “I don’t know,” said Parnell, scoping the vicinity. “Just because we can’t see them doesn’t mean they’re not out there right around the next block.”

   “The beachfront looks like a ghost town,” said Reno.

   “The fact of the matter is we need supplies,” said Halverson. “We have to hit land sooner or later. Now’s as good a time as any, without any ghouls around.”

   “I don’t like it,” said Parnell. He twisted his head back and forth, casting around the land. 

   “What?” said Reno.

   “Listen.”

   Reno strained his ears, listening. “I don’t hear anything.”

   All Halverson could hear was the rush of sea wind against his ears. 

   “That’s my point. It’s too damn quiet,” said Parnell.

   Reno shook his head. “You’ve got an overactive imagination.”

   “It’s not natural to be this quiet.”

   “The ghouls were probably here before and wiped everybody out.” 

   “Maybe,” said Parnell, not convinced.

   “There’s no other explanation,” Reno scoffed. 

   Halverson clambered onto the dock. “Let’s take our chances now.” He paused. “We may not get another.”

   He spotted a corpse with its head, arms, and legs torn off. Blood stained the jetty’s thick weathered floorboards underneath the torso. Something had ripped the internal organs out of the corpse’s bloody, broken rib cage.

   “Are things that bad?” said Parnell.

   “No,” said Reno. “Of course not. Today’s just another walk in the park.”

   “I don’t know how I could get out of bed every morning if I was as cynical as you.”

   Reno sniggered. “That’s what my ex used to tell me.”

   “I couldn’t live that way. Don’t you have any hope?”

   “I hope you shut up. That’s what I hope.”

   “Have you considered a therapist?”

   “I didn’t come here to get psychoanalyzed. You’re the one who needs a shrink if you think this is just another day.”

   “We’ve got enough problems without you guys chewing each other out,” put in Victoria. 

   “Parnell’s the one who’s picking a fight,” said Reno. “I’m not. I’m with Halverson. Let’s go ashore and get this over with.”

   Reno scampered onto the wharf beside Halverson. 

   “One of us should probably stay with the boat,” said Halverson.

   “I think not,” said Reno.

   “A stranger might come by and rip it off while we’re gone.”

   “I think not,” Reno repeated.

   “Why?”

   “You know why.” Reno nodded in the direction of the moneybags. “Whoever we leave here might decide to take off without us.”

   “Why would they do that?” asked Parnell. “I have no problem with guarding the boat while you’re gone.”

   “Well, I sure as hell do.”

   “You act like you think everybody’s a crook.”

   Reno just looked at him, his face expressionless.

   “We need to come to a decision on this,” said Victoria.

   “Either we all go or nobody goes,” said Reno. 

   “Even if it means a stranger might come by and jack our boat?”

   “Take a look around. There’s nobody here.”

   “For now, anyway.”

   “That dwarf dinosaur will guard the boat. Nobody’s gonna come onboard with that escapee from Jurassic Park crawling on deck.”

   Victoria mulled it over. “What if we split up into teams of two?”

   “No dice—unless I’m one of the two that stay aboard.”

   “Fine with me.”

   “That doesn’t give us a whole lot of manpower onshore,” noted Halverson.

   “Why do you need a lot of manpower?” asked Victoria.

   “We need to bring back as many supplies as possible. There’s no telling how long it’ll be before we can get more food.”

   “Don’t forget weapons,” said Reno. “We need protection from the infected.”

   “A vaccine is the best protection against the disease,” said Parnell.

   “A vaccine ain’t gonna stop ghouls’ teeth from tearing apart our flesh. We need to kill those things before they kill us.”

   “I thought you said it was hopeless. Then why should we fight them?”

   “It is hopeless, but I’m hungry.”

   “But why bother with guns?”

   “Are you stupid?” Reno turned on Parnell. “Because those things are gonna try and kill us when we look for food. Why do you think?”

   “Two people aren’t gonna be able to carry a lot of food and weapons,” said Halverson.

   “Grab a car,” said Reno. “There’s plenty of them out there.”

   “That’s the problem. There are too many of them. They’re blocking the streets.”

   “That does it. I’m tired of arguing. Let’s all go.”

   






   

   Chapter 11

   

   Against Halverson’s better judgment, the four of them left Newton the iguana guarding the sailboat. Halverson would have preferred it had somebody stayed onboard. But since nobody trusted anybody else, they all had to stick together.

   “What kind of a doctor are you?” Reno asked Parnell as they made their way toward the street that ran perpendicular to the wharf. “A GP?”

   “How did you guess?” said Parnell.

   “Why did you want to become a doctor?”

   “My mother died of cancer when I was a child. I decided I wanted to do something about that when I grew up.”

   “It’s not good to lose your parents when you’re young,” said Victoria, who was walking beside them. She thought of her own experience. “Or lose your child when you’re young,” she added under her breath, recalling her seven-year-old daughter Shawna, who had succumbed to the plague.

   “No. You have to learn to grow up fast.”

   “Too fast.”

   “Besides that, I saw a grand design in life, in human beings—how intricate and beautiful human beings are in their construct.”

   “In all this madness,” said Reno incredulously, “you see a grand design?”

   “Yes. Though I admit it’s harder to see it now what with these infected victims running amok across the earth.”

   “It’s total madness and chaos. The construct is nihilism. There is no construct.”

   “I’m convinced we’ll find the cure for this pestilence.”

   “I hope so,” said Victoria. “It’s either that or the human race becomes extinct.”

   Parnell turned to Reno. “Why did you become a journalist?”

   Without hesitation Reno answered, “Because I wanted to get the goods on the human race—like Emile Zola.”

   “You’re sort of like a detective, then,” said Victoria.

   “I suppose.”

   “You’re motivated by a desire to find the truth.”

   Reno yawned. He swung his head around toward Halverson. “What about you? Why did you decide to become a writer?”

   Halverson wasn’t prepared for Reno’s question. Halverson now knew it would have been better for him if he had used a cover story other than that of a journalist for this assignment, but he hadn’t expected to bump into a genuine reporter. 

   Halverson had to watch his words, which might reveal him as an impostor to a bona fide journalist like Reno.

   “I sort of backed into it,” said Halverson.

   “Backed into it?” Reno thought about it. “Yeah, maybe that’s how I got into it, too. Nothing else interested me.” 

   “There’s a supermarket across the street,” said Halverson, changing the subject.

   The fire had wreaked minimal damage to the grocery store, Halverson could see. There should be plenty of food intact inside.

   “Let’s load up on food,” said Reno. “Everybody, grab a cart.”

   He broke into a run toward the store.

   “Now where do we get some guns?” said Halverson, canvassing the street as he angled toward the supermarket with Reno in the lead. 

   “What about you, Victoria?” asked Parnell. “What do you do for a living?”

   “I have my own dress shop,” answered Victoria. 

   “I guess you must like dresses.”

   Victoria nodded. “I like designing them, too.”

   “What’s keeping you guys?” Reno called out from the front entrance to the supermarket. 

   Halverson, Victoria, and Parnell started jogging toward Reno. 

   In the parking lot they all grabbed shopping carts and plowed into the store. 

   “Where do they keep the beef jerky?” said Reno and marched away with his cart, inspecting the signs over the aisles.

   “In and out,” said Halverson. “We need to get back to the boat ASAP.”

   “Where are the dry goods?” asked Parnell.

   Victoria pointed him in the right direction.

   “We meet back at the entrance in five minutes!” said Halverson loud enough for everyone to hear.

   Halverson headed to the canned goods aisle and stocked up on any cans he could find then trundled his cart to the cereal aisle and loaded up on enough cereal to fill his cart.

   He was the second one back to the front entrance. Victoria was already standing there with her loaded shopping cart waiting for the others. 

   Halverson checked his National Clandestine Service digital wristwatch. Eight minutes had passed since they had started collecting groceries. 

   “Time to go!” he announced.

   Parnell shoved his half-loaded grocery cart into view. “I didn’t get a chance to fill my cart up.”

   “That’s OK. We need to get back and check on the boat.”

   “My wife always does the shopping. I’m sure she’d be done by now if she was doing this.” He paused, thinking about her, a worried expression on his face. “I hope she’s all right.”

   “It just goes to show you that women will inherit the earth,” said Victoria. “We’re the better providers.” 

   “Did you see Reno?” asked Halverson.

   “No,” answered Parnell.

   “Reno!” Victoria hollered.

   Halverson shushed her. “Some of those things might be lurking around here. We don’t want to attract them with loud noises.”

   Parnell shook his head. “I don’t like it. It’s just too quiet.”

   “I’ll check outside in the parking lot. Maybe he got back here before the rest of us.”

   “He wasn’t here when I got here,” said Victoria.

   Halverson strode out into the parking lot. 

   He didn’t see anyone. There were several parked cars with corpses in them. Coagulated blood slathered the car windows from the inside. Everything was stock-still. He listened intently.

   A seagull soared by overhead, crying out, startling him.

   He cursed his nerves that were stretched taut on account of his concentration. He told himself to relax. 

   No sign of Reno in the parking lot.

   Then Halverson heard a noise. 

   It sounded like footfalls. He froze and tried to ascertain their direction. They seemed to be coming from his right. Hopefully, they were Reno’s.

   Out of the corner of his eye he caught sight of a figure approaching him. The figure was dragging his feet.

   Not a good sign, decided Halverson. The walking dead dragged their feet. 

   As the figure trudged around a battered white van, Halverson could make out its face. It wasn’t Reno’s. 

   Hollow eyes stared out of a head that looked like it belonged in a coffin. Where half the flesh had rotted off the face the skull now stood exposed.

   The twentysomething male, dressed in a ragged blue button-down shirt and a disheveled red paisley tie, shambled toward Halverson. 

   Halverson bucketed back into the supermarket. “We got company. Where the hell’s Reno?”

   






   

   Chapter 12

   

   Victoria looked around the store.

   As if on cue, Reno rounded the corner of an aisle and made a beeline toward them.

   “Those things are headed this way,” said Halverson.

   “How many?” asked Reno.

   “I just saw one. But where there’s one, there are usually more. They travel in herds.”

   “Let’s split.”

   They rolled their loaded carts into the parking lot. 

   The twentysomething ghoul lumbered after them stiffly.

   “I don’t see any others,” said Victoria.

   Parnell balked with his cart. 

   Behind him Victoria rolled her cart into the backs of Parnell’s heels.

   “Ow,” said Parnell.

   “Sorry,” said Victoria. “I didn’t expect you to stop. What’s up?”

   Stroking his chin Parnell studied the creature. “Let’s capture it.”

   “Are you crazy?” said Reno. “What good would that do?”

   “We could study it and see if we can find a cure for its disease.”

   “Yeah. Like you’ve got the lab equipment to do all that by yourself.”

   “We’ve got to start somewhere. This plague will continue to spread until we find a cure for it.”

   “Hauling that thing along with us will only slow us down.”

   “He’s got a point, Doc,” said Halverson.

   “But we need to study these creatures. Don’t you see that?”

   “We also need guns to kill them,” said Reno. “We can’t return to the boat till we’ve got some kind of self-protection. Otherwise, we’re sitting ducks for these creatures.”

   “Isn’t that a snake store over there?” said Halverson, pointing to a store adjacent to the supermarket. 

   “What’s a snake store? And what’s that got to do with anything?”

   “It’s a store where they sell snakes and reptiles.”

   “So what?”

   “I have an idea. Let’s go there.”

   Halverson shoved his cart toward the snake store.

   “But what about weapons?” said Reno.

   “Maybe we can find some weapons there.”

   “Our friend is following us,” said Victoria as she rolled her cart after Halverson.

   “Good.”

   The ghoul lurched after them.

   Halverson left his cart outside the snake store. 

   Once he entered the store, it didn’t take him long to see evidence of a massacre. Bloody human arms and legs lay scattered on the floor throughout the store. Several of the plate-glass snake terrariums were shattered. The caged snakes had escaped and were slithering through the aisles.

   Victoria, Reno, and Parnell followed Halverson into the store.

   “I hope those things aren’t poisonous,” said Reno, stopping dead in his tracks at the sight of the squirming snakes.

   “I doubt it,” said Victoria. “Why would anyone want to buy a poisonous snake for a pet?”

   “People buy all sorts of creatures for pets. I know one guy at work who owns a pet rattlesnake. He says he likes listening to it shake its rattles.”

   Victoria pulled a face.

   “Let’s just keep our distance from them and maybe they’ll do the same with us,” said Halverson, shying away from a black snake coiled on the floor three feet ahead of him.

   “I have a better idea,” said Reno. “Let’s just get the hell out of here.”

   “I’m with you,” said Victoria. “I hate snakes.” She shivered. “They give me the willies.” She sniffed the air and screwed up her face. “It smells in here, too.”

   “Probably the dead rodents they use to feed the snakes,” said Halverson. 

   “Wonderful.” 

   “Let’s just concentrate on what we’re doing here.”

   “What exactly are we doing here?” asked Reno.

   A brown and green snake shot through the air missing Reno’s chest by less than a foot. Reno’s eyes popped out of his head.

   “I’m gonna concentrate on staying alive,” he said in answer to his own question.

   “Does anybody see a snake pole or weapons we can use?” asked Halverson.

   As he spoke, Halverson picked up on a rack with vertical snake poles attached to it in one corner of the snake store. 

   “I don’t get it,” said Reno. “What good’s a snake pole as a weapon against ghouls?”

   Wary of escaped snakes writhing on the floor and on the shelves, Halverson stole toward the rack. He reached for a snake pole, pulled it off the rack, and inspected it, trying to figure out how it worked. 

   Once he got the hang of it, he turned toward the others. “OK, let’s go. I don’t see any weapons.”

   “Look who’s here,” said Reno.

   The ghoul they had met in the supermarket’s parking lot was entering the snake store.

   “Perfect,” said Halverson.

   Reno jacked his eyebrows. He stopped chewing on his stick of gum that was losing its flavor. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”

   Avoiding glass shards scattered on the floor, Halverson padded through the snake store toward the ghoul. He held the snake pole out in front of him toward the ghoul’s head. 

   The ghoul opened its mouth, revealing its green fangs. Sulfurous-looking saliva dripped from the corners of the creature’s wizened lips. 

   Halverson manipulated the snake pole, extending the braided wire loop at the end of it. He placed the pole over the ghoul’s head so that the loop was situated directly over the ghoul’s scalp then lowered the loop over the ghoul’s head. 

   The ghoul swiped awkwardly at the pole with its scrawny arms. 

   Halverson tightened the loop around the ghoul’s neck and shoved the creature away from him with the pole.

   “He’s all yours, Doc,” he said and towed the ghoul toward Parnell.

   Parnell didn’t know what to make of it. “What do you mean?”

   Halverson handed the butt end of the pole to Parnell. “You wanted a ghoul. Now you got one.”

   “This wasn’t what I had in mind.”

   The twentyish ghoul flailed away harmlessly at the end of the snake pole.

   Halverson pressed the pole’s handle into Parnell’s reluctant hand. “Now you can study the thing to your heart’s content.”

   “That’ll teach you,” said Reno. “Be careful what you wish for. Now let’s beat it.”

   Reno made tracks out of the snake store. 

   Halverson, Victoria, and Parnell followed suit. Tagging along in the rear, manhandling the snake pole, Parnell struggled to shepherd the ghoul in front of him. 

   In the small washboard parking lot, Reno stood next to a concrete chock and pointed across the street. “That looks like a sporting goods store over there.”

   “Let’s check it out for weapons before our ghoul’s buddies show up,” said Halverson.

   






   

   Chapter 13

   

   Halverson, Victoria, Reno, and Parnell pushed their loaded shopping carts through the parking lot to the main artery that was clogged with abandoned cars.

   In Parnell’s case it was a difficult task. Not only did he have to push his shopping cart, he had to shove the ghoul at the end of the snake pole ahead of him as well. 

   “Just how did I get elected to haul this infected guy around?” he said, straining to steer the ghoul and the cart in a straight line toward the road. 

   If it wasn’t for its klutzy walking, the ghoul actually seemed to be helping Parnell. Not only wasn’t the ghoul fighting him, it was leading him toward his desired destination. Its decrepit mouth drooling, the hungry creature seemed quite content to follow Reno.

   “He’s all yours,” said Reno with a chortle. “You wanted to examine a ghoul so you’re responsible for holding onto it.”

   “I’m not exactly a spring chicken, and this isn’t easy. In case you haven’t noticed, my hands are full.”

   “We can’t cross the street here,” said Halverson, one hand resting on his shopping cart’s red plastic grip. 

   Parked cars were gridlocked on the street, leaving no path wide enough for the carts to pass through to get to the other side.

   Halverson scoped out the area farther down the road.

   “How about at that intersection?” suggested Reno.

   Halverson nodded. “It looks like there are gaps in the cars there.”

   The four of them struck out toward the intersection. 

   A lifeless traffic light swung on wires in the breeze over the intersection. There were no signs of power anywhere, Halverson remarked without surprise. It was the same in LA and Santa Monica. 

   As long as more zombies didn’t show up, he and the others should be able to reach the sporting goods store and stock up on ordnance—provided the store had ordnance. 

   “Are you sure this sports store is gonna have guns?” asked Parnell as if reading Halverson’s mind. 

   “They should have,” answered Reno before Halverson could respond. “Any self-respecting sporting goods store ought to carry rifles and shotguns. Or they ain’t worth their salt.”

   “If not, we should at least be able to glom onto some hunting knives,” said Halverson. 

   Parnell’s arms were killing him. He didn’t know how much longer he could keep this up, manhandling the cart and the ghoul at the same time. 

   “One of you younger guys ought to be walking this infected victim,” said Parnell. 

   “You’re doing a great job,” said Reno over his shoulder, taking stock of Parnell, who was following him.

   “If we don’t get there pretty soon, this poor guy might break free.”

   Parnell grimaced at the pain in his wrist as the ghoul tried to angle away from Parnell’s cart. Parnell managed to jerk the creature back with the snake pole attached to its neck and keep it on course. 

   Reno neared the store’s entrance.

   “Anyone see any creatures around?” asked Halverson.

   “So far, so good,” answered Victoria.

   “Let’s hope it stays that way.”

   The ghoul stepped a little too close to Reno, for his money. Reno saw it plodding toward him out of the corner of his eye and sidestepped the creature just in time.

   “Will you watch that thing!” he snapped at Parnell and backed away from the pursuing creature that was thrashing its arms in Reno’s direction. 

   Parnell tugged on the snake pole, pulling a face, preventing the ghoul from walking any farther. “I told you before. You younger guys should be doing this. My arms are giving out on me.”

   “The sooner we get these weapons, the sooner we can get back to the boat,” said Victoria. 

   Everyone agreed and steered their shopping carts into the unlit sporting goods store. 

   “As soon as I get back to the boat, I’m gonna chow down on some of these goodies we gathered,” said Reno. 

   He scouted the store, searching for its hunting department.

   “I’m gonna go to sleep,” said Parnell wearily. 

   Before the last word was out of Parnell’s mouth, the ghoul wrenched away from him. The snake pole’s handle flipped out of Parnell’s grasp.

   The ghoul shambled after Reno, dragging the snake pole behind its neck. 

   “Jesus Christ,” said Parnell, watching the ghoul go after Reno.

   Halverson picked up on the ghoul breaking free and sprang after it. 

   “Reno, look out behind you!” he blurted.

   Halverson caught up to the ghoul, made a stab at the snake pole with his right hand, and snagged the pole. He reversed his direction, yanked on the pole, and wrested the ghoul away from Reno’s back. 

   His eyes bright with adrenaline, Reno wheeled around at the sound of Halverson’s voice. He saw Halverson hauling the ghoul away from him.

   “What happened?” asked Reno.

   “The ghoul broke free,” answered Halverson.

   “You fucking old idiot!” Reno yelled at Parnell. “Why’d you let that thing loose?”

   “I told you my arm’s killing me,” said Parnell, wincing. “And my hand, too. I couldn’t hold on any longer.” He started massaging his right arm and hand with his other hand.

   “That thing almost bit me.”

   “Why didn’t you listen to me?”

   Reno closed in on Parnell and looked liked he was going to slug him. 

   






   

   Chapter 14

   

   “No harm, no foul,” said Halverson and had the presence of mind to step between Reno and Parnell.

   “Let me at him,” blustered Reno.

   “I thought you were a nice guy,” said Victoria, annoyed at Reno’s brutish behavior. 

   “Nice guy’s finish last.”

   “Didn’t Hitler say that?”

   “I thought it was some sports legend.”

   “It sure sounds like Hitler.”

   “I thought it was Leo somebody that said it.”

   “Why do you want to take out your frustration on the doc? He didn’t let the thing go on purpose.”

   “Let it slide,” Halverson told Reno. “We’ve got enough problems.”

   Reno glowered at Parnell for a moment then stalked off. “I’ll let it go this time. He does it again, it won’t be any zombie tearing him apart. It’ll be me.”

   “I’ll spell the doctor and let him rest his arm,” said Halverson, maintaining his grip on the pole. 

    “Did you get all of that out of your system?” Victoria asked Reno. “Did we finally clear the air?”

   “How could he be so stupid as to let go of that snake pole?” 

   “Let’s not talk about this anymore.”

   Reno stormed off with his cart. “Fine with me. I’m getting weapons. I don’t know what you guys are doing.”

   Halverson collected his cart as he held onto the snake pole with the ghoul at its end and headed after Reno.

   Victoria and Parnell brought up the rear.

   “Down here!” shouted Reno.

   Halverson followed Reno into the hunting department.

   “Now we’re talking,” said Halverson as he set eyes on shotguns standing in a rack.

   He couldn’t grab a weapon with his hands full, so he abandoned the cart and dragged the ghoul in tow to the shotguns.

   Almost simultaneously, Halverson and Reno snagged camouflage-painted pump-action 12-gauge Mossberg 500s. 

   Reno swung his Mossberg’s barrel around and drew a bead on the ghoul’s head. 

   “Don’t kill it,” said Halverson.

   “Why not? It’s just walking dead meat anyway.”

   “This one’s a specimen for the doc. Maybe he can find a cure.”

   “Without a lab? I’m sure.”

   “Maybe we can find a hospital somewhere.”

   “You’d need a team of virologists working on this thing day and night to have any hope of finding a cure. You heard Parnell. He’s just a GP.”

   “He knows more than the rest of us about diseases.”

   Reno pulled the shotgun’s hammer back until it snicked against the sear. 

   “It’s the only chance we’ve got,” said Halverson.

   His Mossberg aimed at the ghoul’s head, Reno squeezed the trigger. The hammer struck the firing pin. Click.

   He sniggered. “I knew it wasn’t loaded. I guess the ghoul keeps its head for now.”

   Halverson didn’t appreciate Reno’s sense of humor.

   Reno retreated to the glass display case at the cashier’s desk, seeking out ammunition.

   Shotgun in one hand, the snake pole in the other, Halverson made for the desk, too.

   Reno sidled around the desk to the shelves that were stocked with ammo. He snatched cardboard boxes of 12-gauge Remington Sluggers and deposited them on the display case.

   Halverson scooped up one of the boxes, opened it, and shook out green cartridges that rolled on the glass desktop. The ghoul thrashed away at him in futility at the business end of the snake pole.

   Reno spilled a box of the Remington Sluggers onto the desk and jammed the cartridges into the shotgun’s magazine as if he knew his way around guns.

   “I used to shoot skeet,” he explained.

   “Not the same as killing human beings,” said Halverson.

   “What would you, a reporter, know about that?”

   “I’ve written articles for military magazines,” ad-libbed Halverson. The truth was, as a black ops agent in the CIA, he killed people for a living.

   “Well, military writer, you need two hands to load that Mossberg,” said Reno, seeing Halverson’s predicament.

   Halverson couldn’t very well let go of the snake pole without subjecting himself to an attack by the ghoul. 

   “I can do it,” he said, weighing a solution.

   “Kill the thing and be done with it,” said Reno. “That’s the way you do it.” He took a powder, loaded shotgun in hand.

   Halverson wedged the snake pole’s handle under his armpit. With his free hands, he plucked up cartridges off the glass desktop and jacked them into the Mossberg’s magazine. He stuffed spare cartridges into his jeans’ pockets and crammed the pockets so full it looked like they would burst any second.

   The ghoul lurched to the side and dislodged the snake pole handle from under Halverson’s armpit. 

   Halverson dropped the shotgun, snatched the pole handle from the floor, and prevented the creature from breaking away. 

   Halverson retrieved the shogun with his free hand, breaking into a sweat.

   Did he really believe Parnell had any chance at all of finding the cure for the plague by examining a single ghoul? If he didn’t, he ought to just whack this thing here and now.

   Tempted to blow away the creature, he had second thoughts. A cure was the only solution, he decided. Without a cure, the pestilence would wipe out the entire population. 

   He shoved the herky-jerky zombie ahead of him in frustration, gripping the Mossberg in his other hand.

   Parnell walked up to him, his hand outstretched. “I’ll take that thing now.”

   “Are you sure you can handle it? I thought your arm was bothering you.”

   “I just needed to rest it.” Parnell opened and closed his hand, showing Halverson it was OK. “You have your hands full with that shotgun.”

   Warily, Halverson handed the snake pole to Parnell. 

   “Where to now?” asked Parnell, accepting the pole.

   “I’ll grab a shotgun for you.”

   Halverson strode to the shotgun rack, appropriated another Mossberg, and returned to Parnell.

   “Where are the others?” asked Parnell.

   “Let’s find them.”

   They made the end of the aisle, turned the corner, and spotted Victoria and Reno.

   Victoria was handling a crossbow.

   Reno looked impressed.

   “She says she can shoot one of those,” Reno told Halverson.

   “I used to take target practice in the desert with a crossbow when I was younger,” said Victoria, inspecting the Barnett Quad 400 crossbow gripped in her hands.

   “You’d rather have that than a shotgun?” asked Reno.

   “Yep.”

   “Maybe we should all grab crossbows,” said Parnell. “They’re quieter than shotguns, and that could be an advantage if we don’t want to attract more of the infected.”

   “No thanks,” said Reno. “I’ll stick with the Mossberg. I can get off a lot more shots with this than with a crossbow.” 

   Halverson nodded. “We’ve got more firepower with the shotguns, but the bow could come in handy.”

   Victoria found a quiver and a bundle of twenty-two-inch fletched bolts for her crossbow on a shelf to her left. She loaded the quiver with bolts. 

   Halverson spotted a row of hunting knives on a nearby shelf. He grabbed a knife and tucked it into his waistband. 

   The others followed suit.

   “Let’s get the carts and get out of here,” said Halverson.

   To Parnell’s dismay, the ghoul started acting up at the end of the snake pole. The creature was jerking more rapidly than before as if agitated by something. 

   “What’s with that thing?” asked Reno.

   “It may mean trouble,” answered Halverson, casting around the store with concern. “Let’s beat it.”

   They sprang toward their shopping carts at the other end of the aisle.

   “Wait a second,” said Reno, as they reached the carts.

   He grasped his cart and trotted it toward the shotgun ammunition.

   “We don’t have all day,” said Halverson, waiting with Victoria and Parnell.

   Reno tossed all the boxes of Remington Sluggers he could find into his shopping cart then hustled his cart back to Halverson, Victoria, and Parnell.

   The four of them steered their carts toward the exit. 

   

   






   

   Chapter 15

   

   “Slow down,” said Halverson at the front entrance.

   “What’s wrong?” asked Reno.

   “I just want to make sure there’s nothing out there waiting for us.”

   Halverson left his cart behind with the others and stole toward the parking lot, shotgun in hand. He scoped out the parking lot.

   He picked up on movement behind a parked silver Porsche 911. A thirtyish female was scrabbling behind the sports car. 

   He felt something bump his elbow. His heart skipped a beat. He whirled around, shotgun at the ready. 

   It was Reno. 

   “Who’s that?” he asked, nodding at the female.

   Halverson heaved a sigh of relief. “I almost shot you.”

   “I thought you might need help. Who’s that girl?”

   The bottle blonde had a wizened face. She had broad features. She looked Hispanic. On closer inspection, as the female shuffled toward Halverson, he saw that half of her drawn face was alive with writhing maggots and what he had mistaken for blue eyes were actually white.

   “Another one of those things,” said Halverson. “That’s why our ghoul prisoner was getting worked up.”

   “Do you think they were signaling each other?”

   “I don’t know. I doubt they have the intelligence for that, but they must have some means of sensing each other’s presence.”

   Reno raised his shotgun to his shoulder and trained the muzzle on the creature as it approached.

   Halverson grabbed the barrel and pulled it down.

   “What are you doing?” said Reno. “What’d we get these guns for if we’re not gonna use them?”

   “The gunshot might attract more of those things if they’re around here.”

   Reno scanned the surrounding area. “I don’t see any others.”

   “There may be some on the next block, for all we know, and they could hear a shotgun blast from there.”

   Halverson turned around and beckoned to Victoria, who was standing at the front entrance. 

   She acknowledged his gesture and approached. “What’s going on?”

   She didn’t have to wait for Halverson’s answer. She could see for herself the blonde creature trudging through the parking lot toward them, holding its head at a weird angle.

   “Can you take that thing out?” asked Halverson.

   Victoria shrugged off the crossbow slung over her shoulder. “My pleasure.”

   She stepped on the crossbow stirrup at its front end and drew back the bowstring. She raised the crossbow, withdrew a bolt from her quiver, loaded the bolt into place, and drew a bead on the staggering creature.

   She fired. 

   The bolt slammed into the creature’s chest and penetrated all the way through to the fletching. The impact of the bolt stopped the ghoul for a moment then the creature kept plodding forward.

   “You have to hit it in the head,” said Halverson.

   “I was shooting for upper body mass. It’s an easier target.”

   “But a headshot is the only thing that’ll kill it. Only the brain is reanimated.”

   “The blonde didn’t feel a thing,” said Reno in astonishment. “A damn arrow sticking out its chest and it’s like nothing.”

   Victoria reloaded the crossbow. She raised its stock to her shoulder. She trained the crossbow on the ghoul’s head. 

   She fired again. 

   The taut bowstring strummed as it discharged the bolt that whirred through the air and slammed through the creature’s left eye, driving its way through the brain, out the back of the skull, and lodging its fletching in the punctured eye socket. Shatters of skull flew out the back of the creature’s head. 

   The creature’s knees buckled. It hit the asphalt in a heap. Its hands twitched a few times then became still.

   “Dead as a doornail,” said Reno, eyeballing the motionless creature. 

   “Let’s get moving,” said Halverson.

   They hastened back to the entrance, retrieved their shopping carts, and set out for the sailboat. 

   Parnell grimaced with effort as he struggled to steer both his shopping cart and the ghoul on the snake pole at the same time. 

   Halverson took point.

   “I hope you know where you’re going,” said Victoria. “I can’t remember where we left the boat.”

   “I do,” said Halverson.

   It wasn’t long before Halverson reached the shore. He spotted the wharf. It looked deserted. His heart sank. It was the same feeling he experienced in an elevator that descended quickly. 

   “Where’s the boat?” said Reno.

   “Did somebody jack it?” said Victoria, her brow furrowed. 

   “I knew we should’ve left somebody to guard it,” said Halverson.

   “Now we’re really up the creek,” said Reno. “Those things come along now, we’re lunchmeat.” 

   “What can we do?” said Victoria, slumping over her cart.

   “Say good-bye to the moolah.”

   “Is this the right wharf?” asked Parnell, all but falling over as he wrestled with his cart and the ghoul at the end of his snake pole. “It doesn’t look the same.”

   “He’s right,” said Victoria, straightening up. “This wharf looks shorter than the one we moored at.”

   “They all look the same to me,” said Reno. He shrugged. “Pieces of wood that stick out into the ocean.”

   “I didn’t see another wharf when we sailed in,” said Halverson.

   “Then we must be north of the wharf we docked at, since we came from the south,” said Victoria.

   “If there is another wharf,” said Reno and looked skeptical.

   “Let’s head south and check it out,” said Halverson.

   “We got nothing to lose.”

   “This area doesn’t look familiar to me,” said Parnell, surveying the vicinity. “I don’t think we landed here.”

   “I can’t remember.”

   Annoyed at his inability to recall where they had landed, Halverson pushed his shopping cart southward, scowling. He was a trained black ops agent. One of the first things he had learned at the Farm was to be aware of his surroundings at all times. Lack of awareness could cost you your life in his line of work. 

   As they rolled their shopping carts past an alley, a ghoul lurched out from behind a garbage-laden blue recycling bin and lunged at Reno. 

   






   

   Chapter 16

   

   Reno wasn’t carrying his shotgun when he was attacked. He had set it in his shopping cart. He started when he felt the creature’s hand snatching at his arm. 

   The six one creature had close-cropped grey hair and a half-inch-long grizzled beard. Clad in a black and white LA Kings hockey jersey and dirty blue jeans, the creature sneered with its thin lips and glared out of white-filmed blue eyes that looked crossed. The creature swiped at Reno’s neck.

   Reno pulled away from the diseased hand in a reflex action. He whipped the hunting knife out of his trouser waistband, dislodging part of his front shirttail from his pants in the process. 

   From below his waist he thrust his knife upward and buried it to the hilt into the creature’s belly. He jerked the knife upward, tearing the decrepit belly in half until slime-coated intestines spilled out of a hole in the Kings jersey.

   The creature kept trying to plod forward. 

   The brownish yellow rotted entrails spilled onto Reno’s hands, even as the creature kept advancing on him.

   The creature slipped on its own intestines spooled on the pavement, but kept its balance as it resumed its attack on Reno.

   Infuriated, Reno ripped the hunting knife higher up the creature’s belly, all the way up to its rib cage until he hit bone with the steel blade.

   The creature kept trudging toward him.

   Seeing red, his hands covered with viscera, Reno left his knife lodged in the creature’s rib cage and stretched a long coil of the slimy intestines between his two hands. He sidestepped behind the creature, looped the entrails around the creature’s throat, yanked them, and commenced strangling the thing with its own guts.

   Frustrated that the creature would not die, Reno raised his knee, jammed it into the ghoul’s spine, and tried to break the ghoul’s back while he continued strangling its throat. 

   Reno heard the sickening muffled crack of the ghoul’s spine snapping. 

   Yet the creature continued to struggle in Reno’s stranglehold.

   Winded, Reno was having difficulty maintaining his grasp on the greasy intestines. 

   Its back broken, the creature flailed its arms in a futile effort to reach Reno behind it.

   Neither Halverson, nor Victoria, nor Parnell was aware of Reno’s plight, as Reno was bringing up the rear. 

   Try as he might to maintain his grasp on the oozing entrails, Reno nevertheless lost his hold and they slithered out of his hands. 

   The creature turned around to attack him.

   Reno cursed. 

   He cocked his right leg and kicked the creature in the stomach to stave the creature off. His foot entered the gaping hole in the creature’s stomach, passed through the entrails, and through the creature’s back. 

   Standing now on one foot as the creature plodded toward him, Reno could barely maintain his balance. He had to hop backward on his left foot to prevent himself from toppling over as the creature pressed relentlessly against him. 

   Reno could not pull his right foot free of the creature, because the ghoul continued to shuffle toward him without letup, keeping Reno off balance in the process, forcing him to skip backward on his left foot.

   Gasping, Reno didn’t know how much longer he could fend off the creature and maintain his equilibrium on one leg.

   Realizing he could not keep this up much longer if the ghoul didn’t drop dead—and it obviously wasn’t going to oblige him and do that—Reno humbled himself and cried out for help.

   Halverson, Victoria, and Parnell craned their necks around at the sound of Reno’s scream.

   Reno heard Halverson yelling something at him. On the verge of passing out from exhaustion, Reno could not quite make out Halverson’s words.

   Something about the head, decided Reno. He caught that much. Boil the head? No, that made no sense. How could he boil the head? Oil the head? That made even less sense than boiling the head. What was the point of oiling the head? That would make it even more slippery than it already was. It had been hard enough holding onto the ghoul’s intestines, he decided with disgust. 

   Kill the head! Yeah, that was what Halverson was saying. 

   Hopping on his left leg, his right leg buried inside the ghoul’s gaping stomach, Reno snapped his knife from the creature’s chest and rammed the blade into the creature’s left temple. Once it crashed through the skull, the tempered steel rammed into the brain and tore through it like a hot knife through butter.

   The creature dropped on the spot, dragging Reno down after it, trapping his right foot under its back.

   He saw the others rushing over to help him as he sprawled on the asphalt in the alley’s mouth.

   He struggled to free himself from the skein of entrails and to work his right foot out from under the creature.

   Halverson ran up and helped him slide out of the eviscerated corpse.

   “Why didn’t you yell for help before?” asked Victoria.

   “I thought I could take care of the stupid thing. It was halting around like a cripple.”

   Grimacing and gagging on the corpse’s fetid stench, Reno got to his feet with Halverson’s help and used his hands to brush the sluglike entrails off his garb. 

   Victoria shook her head. “Just stupid male pride. And you almost got yourself killed.”

   “That thing didn’t bite you, did it?” asked Halverson, his eyes locked on Reno’s.

   “No,” answered Reno. He thought about it and smirked. “If I ever write a story about this, nobody will believe it.”

   “Consider yourself lucky to be alive to talk about it,” said Victoria.

   “If I was really lucky, I wouldn’t be in this mess in the first place.”

   Victoria stroked her eyebrow with her forefinger, musing. “It’s almost like the dead ones are the lucky ones.”

   “Don’t talk like that,” said Parnell. “We have to keep our spirits up or we’re doomed.”

   “We are doomed,” said Reno. “This is hopeless. We’re just postponing the inevitable.” 

   “You’re sinking our morale with that kind of talk.”

   “I’m calling a spade a spade. Is that too much for your sensitive ears?”

   “We’ve got to stay positive to stay alive.”

   “You’ve got your head in the sand like an ostrich if you really believe we’re getting out of this.”

   Victoria chortled at the imagery.

   The ghoul stirred at the end of the snake pole in Parnell’s hand and all but broke free with a sudden lunge away from him. Grunting with effort Parnell wielded the pole to herd the creature back toward them.

   “You better not let that thing come near me again,” Reno warned Parnell, watching him struggle to maintain his grip on the snake pole, “or I’ll beat the living daylights out of you.”

   “Let’s get back to the boat,” said Halverson, eager to change the subject, and headed back to the shopping carts now that Reno was OK.

   “If there is a boat,” said Reno.

   “Of course, there is,” said Parnell. “It’s at the other wharf.”

   “If there is another wharf.”

   “I’m starting to regret we helped you,” said Halverson.

   “I’m getting tired of listening to your negative thoughts,” Parnell told Reno.

   “We need to concentrate,” said Halverson, in the lead. “We take it one step at a time. We focus on the little things, and the big picture will take care of itself.”

   “Yep,” said Parnell. “Like that old tycoon said, ‘Watch after the nickels, and the dollars will take of themselves.’”

   “That reminds me,” said Reno. “Who got our shekels?”

   Parnell had no idea what Reno was talking about and blew him off as they returned to the shopping carts. 

   






   

   Chapter 17

   

   Halverson was hoping against hope that they really had tied up at another wharf. He simply couldn’t remember if the wharf they had docked at was any longer or shorter than the one they had just left.

   He continued to kick himself for not being able to recall. 

   As a professional black ops CIA agent he was trained to always be aware of and remember his surroundings. In enemy territory, which was part and parcel of his job, you never knew when or where the enemy might attack. To be prepared for an attack meant you needed to be acutely aware of your surroundings at all times.

   Halverson didn’t know how he had blown it when mooring the sailboat. He only knew he could not let it happen again. Not being aware of his surroundings as the world was crumbling into a hodgepodge of chaos and nihilism would surely lead to his demise.

   The ghouls would get him and get his companions as well, if he didn’t pay close attention.

   He had been trained to operate in crisis mode at the Farm. That was his chops. Of course, he had never been trained to operate in a zombie pandemic. 

   He told his mind to go back and analyze the mooring of the sailboat.

   The only reason he could come up with for his not noticing his surroundings was because he was concentrating on the mission to forage and obtain weapons. A blatant error in tradecraft. 

   He was dealing with an entirely different ilk of enemy. He wasn’t fighting terrorists like he was trained to. He was dealing with a plague of ghouls that were in the process of overrunning the entire planet.

   Not only that, he didn’t have the technology he normally had for help. His satellite phone was gone. Cell phones were useless because the cell towers were burned and downed. Landlines were nonoperational. The entire power grid was, for all intents and purposes, out of commission. No infrastructure remained.

   He had no means of contacting his boss, Scot Mellors, the deputy director of the National Clandestine Service. At this point he didn’t want to contact Mellors. Halverson believed it was Mellors at the CIA who was trying to kill him with drones because Halverson had found out about the American funding of the project that had unleashed the plague at the Erasmus Medical Center in Rotterdam.

   Despite the severity of the situation, Halverson knew he must continue to hew to basic tradecraft. 

   “It can’t be very far from here,” said Parnell. “It’s not like we walked a long ways.”

   “This area doesn’t look familiar,” said Victoria, becoming depressed.

   Everything seemed to be piling up on her, she realized. The loss of her daughter Shawna to the plague had been the cruelest blow. She still hadn’t recovered from that tragedy. And now they were wandering around lost, it seemed. 

   “Let’s face it,” said Reno. “We’re fucked.”

   “What’s the point?” said Victoria, coming to a halt. “I’m tired of this zombie virus, or whatever it is. Let the world go to hell.”

   Halverson, Parnell, and Reno stopped and faced her.

   “What’s wrong?” asked Parnell.

   “I just told you.”

   “Nothing’s changed. Let’s keep going.”

   “Doc, it looks like you’re the only one here who thinks we have a ghost of a chance,” said Reno. 

   “What’s the alternative? Sit here and let the infected eat us?”

   “It’s not like I have a lot to live for,” said Victoria. “I lost my daughter to those things. She was all I had.”

   “We’re almost there,” said Halverson. 

   “You could have fooled me,” said Reno.

   “How do you know we’re almost there?” asked Victoria.

   “He’s just trying to cheer you up,” answered Reno. “He has no idea where we are.”

   Victoria ignored Reno. “So let’s say we find the boat. Then what?”

   “Then we get out of here,” said Halverson.

   “And go where? The plague is everywhere. No matter where we go, the creatures will be there.”

   “We don’t know what’s ahead until we go there.”

   “Did you read that in a fortune cookie?” said Reno. “It makes as much sense, anyway. I got a built-in bullshit detector, you see.” 

   “Stay here, then, and get eaten. I don’t care. I’m going back to the boat.”

   Halverson pushed ahead. 

   “I’m going with you,” said Parnell.

   He shoved his shopping cart and the ghoul forward.

   “You look ridiculous with that ghoul on a stick like that,” said Reno. “You know that?”

   “He needs to be studied,” said Parnell and kept pressing forward.

   Reno shrugged and walked after them, pushing his loaded shopping cart. “It’s the only game in town.”

   Victoria stood noncommittally.

   Reno grabbed a carton of orange juice out of his cart, shook the carton, twisted off its plastic cap, raised the carton, and poured juice into his mouth. 

   He grimaced at the taste. “A little warm and gamy, but not spoiled yet. Next, I’ll have a beer chaser.”

   Victoria wasn’t paying attention to him. She was trying to figure out some reason to keep on going. 

   She gazed at Santa Barbara. From what she could see of the city from here, it looked like half of it consisted of burnt-out rubble. Not any different from LA and Santa Monica. The charred, desolate cityscape mirrored the current state of her mind. 

   Then she turned and took in the ocean. The blue and green dappled sea stretched to the horizon like a rippling carpet with the frothing surf for its frayed edges. The sea didn’t look any different than it ever had, she realized. Maybe there was something somewhere out there to live for. 

   There was only one way to find out, she knew.

   She grabbed her shopping cart and pushed it after the others.

   They kept following the coast road and rounded a bight.

   “There!” hollered Halverson. “I see the jetty!”

   He and the others hastened their paces, making for a wharf that had a sailboat moored to it a hundred-odd yards away to their right.

   Halverson could not read the boat’s name from here, but the boat sure looked like the Costaguana. Even if it wasn’t, it was still transportation.

   Halverson started when he heard Reno yell.

   “Christ! Look at ’em all!”

   Halverson turned to his left to see what Reno was looking at. 

   Halverson’s spirits sank at the sight.

   Hundreds of the ghouls were maundering down the street at the intersection ahead of them between them and the wharf.

   






   

   Chapter 18

   

   “Now what do we do?” said Reno. “They’re gonna cut us off.”

   “That’s why we got these Mossbergs,” said Halverson.

   The ghouls paraded down the street like a lethargic irresistible force.

   “We’ll never kill all of them,” said Reno. “They’re just too many.”

   “We don’t have to kill all of them. Only the ones that get in our way.”

   “They’re all gonna get in our way, from the looks of it.”

   “We’ll have to make a run for the boat.”

   “I can’t run with this snake pole and the shopping cart,” said Parnell. 

   “He’s got a point,” said Reno.

   Parnell was right, decided Halverson.

   Halverson strutted toward the ghoul squirming at the end of the snake pole, whipped his hunting knife out from his waistband, and drove the blade up through the bottom of the ghoul’s chin, through its desiccated tongue, though the roof of its mouth, and into its brain. The creature dropped dead. 

   Halverson withdrew his knife from the ghoul as he felt the creature’s dead weight slumping against his arm.

   Parnell let go of the snake pole’s handle. “How will I find a cure now? We need to study one of the infected.”

   “We’ll have to get another one,” said Halverson. “You never would have been able to get that ghoul past its buddies ahead.”

   “Maybe we should shed these shopping carts, too,” said Reno, glancing down at his cart. “They’re only gonna slow us down.”

   “We need supplies. Even if we dump the carts, we’ll still have to duke it out with the ghouls. We’re not gonna get past them without a fight.”

   “They’re already in our path,” said Victoria. 

   “I got an idea. We can use these carts as battering rams when we meet up with the ghouls. That way we’ll be able to clear a path.”

   “Ramming them with these carts won’t keep them off us,” said Reno.

   “I know. That’s where the shotguns come in. We’ll blast our way through those walking corpses.”

   “I’m not a killer,” said Parnell. “I’m a healer. I’m not much good with guns.”

   “I hope you’re a fast learner,” said Reno. “It’s simple. All you do is aim and pull the trigger.”

   “Always aim at the head,” said Halverson. “Anywhere else is a wasted shot.”

   “Like I said,” said Parnell, “I’m not trained to kill people. I’m trained to heal them. Killing goes against my grain.”

   “You’ll change your mind fast when one of those things tries to take a piece out of you,” said Reno, hefting his shotgun out of his shopping cart. 

   He tried to cram another cartridge into the shotgun, but the magazine was already full, he found out.

   “I’m not a killer,” said Parnell. “I can’t take another human life. I’m not wired for that.”

   “They’re not human and they’re not alive,” said Halverson. 

   “They are human. They’re infected with a disease that turns them into cannibals.”

   “They’re dead.”

   “Look at them. They look just like us.”

   Reno eyeballed the walking dead as they wended their herky-jerky way through the parked cars abandoned on the street ahead. “Man, if I looked as ugly as those Calibans, I’d kill myself.”

   “We don’t have time to hold a discussion,” said Halverson. “Those things are gonna block the road before we can get to the boat. We’ll have to fight them.”

   “We could hole up somewhere and wait for the things to disperse,” suggested Parnell.

   “What if they don’t disperse?” said Reno. “What if more of them show up, instead?”

   “What if they board our boat and capsize it?” put in Victoria.

   “There are too many things that can go wrong if we wait.”

   “We’ve got to go at them now,” said Halverson. “We go in hard.”

   He held his shotgun at the ready in one hand. It was going to be difficult to wheel the shopping basket and wield the shotgun at the same time, he knew. He had to try though. They needed to stock the boat with supplies.

   He clambered toward the intersection where the ghouls would cut them off.

   Victoria put her foot through her crossbow’s metal stirrup, cocked the bowstring, and inserted a bolt into the crossbow. 

   “You’d be better off with a shotgun,” said Reno, watching her. “You won’t have enough time to reload that bow when we come under attack.” 

   “There’s only one problem. I don’t have a shotgun.” 

   “You could take Parnell’s. I doubt he’ll be able to use it.” Reno studied Parnell, who was pushing his shopping cart after Halverson. “I’m betting he chokes when push comes to shove.”

   “I’ll cross that bridge when we get to it,” said Victoria.

   Steering their shopping carts Reno and Victoria hustled after Parnell and Halverson.

   The ghouls were congregating in the intersection. They had spotted the group of four and were marching toward them with scuffing steps.

   






   

   Chapter 19

   

   Halverson waded into the throng of ghouls. 

   He rammed his metal shopping basket into the lead ghoul’s stomach then kept plowing ahead.

   The seventyish male ghoul with white hair styled in a comb-over on its decomposing pate scowled at Halverson as the cart smashed into its belly. The creature was dressed in a Giorgio Armani navy blue suit with a powder blue silk tie and John Lobb oxfords to complete the stylish effect. But the silk tie hung askew, and the pricy unbuttoned wool and cashmere suit was mired with filth and ripped apart with the lining hanging out. The once-gleaming oxfords looked liked they had just tramped through a swamp.

   Not only that, the creature stank like a swamp as well, Halverson noted.

   The creature took a swipe at Halverson’s head, but Halverson stood outside the creature’s reach. 

   Halverson kept shoving his shopping basket into the creature then aimed his Mossberg at the creature’s head and atomized it with a point-blank blast. Virtually headless, the creature collapsed to the asphalt. 

   Halverson kept slamming his cart forward into the forest of scrabbling ghouls that descended on him. The cart kept the creatures in front of him at bay, while he blew away the ones that were assailing him on his exposed flank. 

   The problem was he needed two hands to pump the shotgun. Every time he jacked a shell into the shotgun’s chamber he had to release the shopping cart’s handle, which was proving awkward at best. He couldn’t keep staving off the ghouls with the cart whenever he let go of it to reload. It was only a matter of time before they overwhelmed him. 

   He saw Parnell bustling up behind him.

   Parnell was holding his shotgun and pushing his shopping cart, but wasn’t firing the shotgun. Instead, he was using the shotgun like a stick and staving off the ghouls with it. 

   Halverson didn’t think Parnell could last much longer like that without the ghouls biting him.

   Halverson ushered Parnell ahead of him. “Take my cart and go ahead.”

   Parnell nodded.

   As Parnell passed Halverson, Halverson snatched the shotgun from Parnell’s hand. Parnell relinquished the weapon without an argument, grabbed Halverson’s shopping cart with both hands, and forged ahead through the ghouls toward the jetty.

   Halverson watched Victoria aim her crossbow at a female blonde that looked to be pushing thirty. The creature’s hair had dark brown roots about an inch long. Its mouth hanging open, the creature was slouching toward Victoria, eager to clamp Victoria’s live young flesh between its green fangs.

   Victoria fired the bolt into the blonde’s forehead. The creature reeled backward, windmilling its arms, then fell on its back on the asphalt. Two creatures behind the corpse immediately trampled its face and chest on their way toward Victoria.

   Halverson knew Victoria didn’t have enough time to reload the bow before the oncoming ghouls would get to her. He tossed Parnell’s shotgun to her. 

   She flicked her bow into her cart and caught the shotgun with both hands. She fired at the first creature in front of her and blew its head off. She pumped the shotgun and fired at the second creature, which was much shorter than the first and would have looked like an adolescent save for its wizened face. Victoria beheaded the creature with a shotgun blast.

   Clad in a meter maid’s grey uniform, a stocky black female ghoul waded toward her, stumbling over cadavers in its path. The creature wore its brunette hair up and wore spectacles with brown plastic bows. 

   Victoria pumped the shotgun and blew off the creature’s thirtyish face from less than three feet away. Its featureless face now a stew of pulped brain and bone shards, the creature collapsed. 

   “I can’t keep this up and push the cart at the same time,” she said.

   “I’m having the same problem,” said Halverson. “I gave my cart to Parnell.”

   Reno came running up to Halverson and Victoria, shotgunning a three-hundred-pound female ghoul that was wearing a crimson Windbreaker and lumbering toward him. The ghoul spun on its heels then hit the blacktop with a thud.

   “Let’s ditch the carts,” said Reno, pumping his Mossberg.

   “We don’t have much choice,” agreed Halverson. 

   “Then our foraging was for nothing,” said Victoria.

   “Parnell still has my cart. He’s not armed anymore. He can concentrate on rolling the cart, while we take over defense.”

   “One cart is better than no carts,” said Reno. 

   “It’s not like we have any options.” Halverson hung fire and analyzed the situation. The intersection was crawling with the walking dead. “The slower we go, the more ghouls we’ll attract. Forget the carts.”

   A middle-aged female ghoul wearing a wide-brimmed straw hat swiped at Victoria and missed her nose by a hair with its decomposing right hand as Victoria flinched out of the way. Victoria scragged the creature.

   “These things are getting too close for comfort,” she said.

   “Let’s band together,” said Halverson. 

   “What do you mean?”

   “Let’s stand with our backs to each other so we can guard each other against assaults from behind.”

   “Works for me,” said Reno.

   Continuing to make for the boat, they closed together to form a triskelion, discharging their shotguns into the attacking mobs of ghouls. Reno was at Halverson’s back, and Victoria was at Halverson’s side. Victoria had to sidestep to keep up with Halverson. Reno had it even worse. He had to walk hastily backwards without seeing where he was going.

   “Next time I’ll take point,” said Reno, striking the back of his heel against a corpse’s arm that lay on the asphalt and stumbling. 

   He managed to regain his equilibrium and maintain his grip on his shotgun before falling on the road. 

   “I see daylight,” said Halverson. “I think we can make the boat from here at a dead run.”

   “Let’s do it,” said Reno.

   Halverson, Victoria, and Reno had a clear path to the jetty. Only Parnell and his shopping cart stood in their way to the boat. They stormed toward Parnell. 

   Head down, Halverson thrust his legs like pistons, charged after Parnell, and overtook him on the dock. Pulling up to Parnell’s side Halverson helped him push the shopping cart along the ocean-eroded wooden jetty to the sailboat moored to the bollard. 

   The cart clattered jerkily over the thick brown floorboards. 

   Now that they were closer to the boat, Halverson could see that it indeed was the Costaguana.

   He also saw something else through the mist that had begun swirling onshore.

   What moved in the drifting mist chilled his spine.

   






   

   Chapter 20

   

   At the end of the damp jetty a figure was hunkering down over a body. The figure was a thirtysomething male with Asian features, a hairless waxlike face, and a bald head. Whatever eyebrows he had were sparse to nonexistent. 

   He was wearing an olive drab wife-beater. Tattoos clustered on his arms.

   When Halverson saw what the Asian was doing he knew it could not be human.

   A twentyish green-eyed male with tousled blond hair was lying motionless in blood-splattered clothing on the dock’s floorboards beside the Asian.

   Crouching in Bermuda shorts, the ghoul was using its fingers to pry open the mouth of the young man. Once it had the mouth open, the creature plucked out the tongue, leaned down, wrapped its green teeth around the tongue, and tore it out of the young man’s mouth. 

   Halverson cringed in disgust as blood poured from the severed tongue that dangled out of the ghoul’s mouth. The blood dripped onto the youth’s face.

   The semiconscious youth groaned in pain as blood spouted out of the stub of tongue left in his mouth, onto his chin, and down his throat. 

   The ghoul finished chewing on the tongue and swallowed it, leaned over the youth’s throat, bit into it, and tore a hole out of it, mutilating the jugular. 

   The youth’s body trembled as he bled out.

   Its mouth full of flesh and blood from the youth’s throat, the ghoul heard Halverson’s shopping cart clattering on the wharf, looked up, and caught sight of Halverson and Parnell as they approached on the jetty.

   The ghoul stood up, eager to find more victims. It knew the youth had bled out beneath it and could not escape. The creature could finish gorging on him later. Now fresh meat beckoned.

   The creature shuffled toward Halverson.

   Gritting his teeth Halverson trained the Mossberg on the ghoul, squeezed the trigger, and pulped the ghoul’s head with a Remington Slugger. 

   The ghoul tottered around on the dock then pitched into the ocean beside the bobbing sailboat, hitting the water hard and splashing the dock. 

   Halverson turned to Parnell. “How can you not shoot those things after seeing that?”

   Appalled at the massacre of the youth, Parnell stood nonplussed. 

   Halverson kept plowing ahead with the shopping basket. 

   Parnell shook off his funk and hurried after him.

   They pulled up at the Costaguana.

   “I’m not judge, jury, and executioner,” said Parnell.

   “I’m not asking you to be,” said Halverson.

   “You’re telling me I should kill diseased people.”

   “I’m telling you to kill dead people. I know that doesn’t make any sense. How can you kill someone that’s already dead? Just think of ‘killing’ them as putting the dead to sleep.”

   “They’re plague-infected living people,” objected Parnell.

   “They’re not living.”

   “Then how come they’re walking? If a living thing can move around, it’s still alive.”

   There was no arguing with Parnell, Halverson realized. 

   Halverson started unloading the supplies from the cart onto the sailboat. Parnell pitched in.

   Unable to break free from the ghouls’ siege in the street, Reno and Victoria were still whacking ghouls right and left.

   Its sixtyish haggard face twisted into a sneer, a six two male with grizzled hair came at Reno with jerking steps. One of its knees was cut up, bruised, and swollen to the size of a grapefruit, suggesting the creature had been involved in some kind of accident. Most likely before the creature had become infected with plague, decided Reno.

   The ghoul was wearing dark shorts cut two inches above the knee, a white T with the logo for Tommy Bahama splashed across its chest, and slipshod black jogging shoes with their laces untied. 

   Reno like to took a swing at the creature’s face.

   Instead, unable to bridle his disgust for the creature, Reno blew the jaw out of the ghoul. 

   Minus its jaw, the ghoul was still streeling toward Reno. The blast hadn’t penetrated the creature’s brain. 

   Reno didn’t know how the ghoul was going to eat without teeth and a mouth. For all intents and purposes, he had rendered the ghoul harmless.

   Nevertheless, unaware of its disability, the creature kept coming at Reno, clawing the air with its shriveled hands. Its wrist, in fact, was so shrunken away it could barely keep its Rolex wristwatch from falling off. 

   As the creature closed in on him, Reno could discern maggots and worms crawling out of the gaping hole in the creature’s throat directly below where the jaw used to be. Revolted, he pumped his 12-gauge shotgun, trained the muzzle on the creature’s travesty of a head, and blew its brains out.

   The creature hit the asphalt in a motionless heap. 

   Cheek by jowl, more ghouls charged Reno and Victoria with their erratic shambling gait. 

   Reno felt like an ocean of diseased flesh was suffocating him as the serried ranks of the creatures fell against him in a rising tide of death. 

   He kept pumping and blasting his shotgun at the nearest creatures, dropping them one after the other. 

   As soon as the shotgun clicked empty, he fished more cartridges out of his trouser pocket, crammed them into the magazine, and returned to jacking the shells into the chamber and firing away.

   “There’s too many of them,” he said, his face sweating. “We need to make a run for it before they hem us in.”

   Victoria spotted a plump, runty black female ghoul zeroing in on her. Clad in a fluorescent green dress, the creature had a screwed-up face and a protruding lower lip. The ghoul was pushing a baby carriage toward her. 

   After Victoria dispatched the mother ghoul with a shotgun blast to the head, she saw the baby in the pram start crawling toward her. Instinctively, Victoria wanted to rush to the baby to help him. Instead, she recoiled in horror from the sight of the baby’s face.

   Its white-filmed eyes were popping out of what was left of its putrescent little head. White cheekbones stood out in stark contrast to the dark, rotting flesh that was sloughing off the skull even now.

   Victoria cried out in consternation.

   She peeled off for the dock.

   Reno fled with her, firing his shotgun behind him covering their retreat.

   Victoria balked.

   Reno stopped just in time before colliding into her. “What is it?”

   “Look,” was all she said, her eyes bulging. 

   






   

   Chapter 21

   

   A ghoul had managed to block their path to the jetty. 

   From behind them shoals of ghouls pressed toward them with a flurry of jerking arms and legs. 

   A particularly heinous ghoul stood alone in front of Victoria and Reno.

   It was pushing sixty and had the drawn face of a bloodhound with drooping jowls. The creature had a thick crop of white hair and wore khaki trousers and tan espadrilles. 

   What made the creature stand out among the other ghouls was not only its lack of a shirt but its lack of a chest as well. 

   Apparently, Victoria decided, other ghouls had fed on its chest, stomach, and internal organs when it had died. When the corpse had morphed into a ghoul, it was lacking its insides. Victoria could actually see the ghoul’s backbone. It was the only thing keeping the torso and hips together. 

   Victoria froze and gagged at the sight of the creature. 

   “Christ!” said Reno. 

   Worms slithered along the creature’s spinal column up toward its head.

   Sickened, Victoria held her hand over her eyes. “Kill it,” she muttered.

   Reno wasted no time. He wheeled his shotgun around, strode up to the creature, and jammed the muzzle into the creature’s yawning mouth. The creature swung its emaciated arms at Reno, trying to claw him, but the length of the shotgun kept Reno out of the creature’s reach.

   Reno pulled the trigger. 

   The creature’s head exploded off its neck and flew into the sand.

   Meanwhile, the throng of ghouls behind Victoria and Reno was narrowing the gap between them.

   Victoria and Reno pegged onto the jetty and over its creaking floorboards toward the Costaguana.

   Halverson and Parnell were just finishing offloading the supplies from the shopping cart into the sailboat. 

   White mist was swirling around the palm trees on the beach like evanescent fingers dandling the palm fronds.

   The first of the pursuing ghouls set foot onto the jetty, its cohorts close behind. 

   Reno clapped eyes on the young man’s motionless, bloody body on the dock not far from the boat. “Is he dead?”

   “Yeah,” said Halverson.

   Even as he spoke, the corpse opened its staring eyes and sat up awkwardly.

   Halverson heard the mast creaking above him as the boat bobbed in the breeze. He tossed the last of the supplies onto the deck. 

   The ghouls were closing ground fast, spurred on by hunger and the proximity of living flesh. 

   Halverson, Victoria, Reno, and Parnell piled into the boat. 

   Gaining his footing on the moist deck, Reno fired shotgun blasts at the gyrating mob. 

   Halverson followed suit, picking off ghouls like they were targets in a turkey shoot. 

   When his shotgun clicked empty, he tossed it down and sprang for the bollard on the dock to unfasten the painter.

   He was in the act of unwinding the painter when the vanguard of the creatures reached the boat. 

   Reno snagged a box of Remington Sluggers that Halverson had unloaded from the shopping cart onto the main deck. Reno fumbled the box open, spilling some of the cartridges in his haste. He jammed as many of the remaining ones as he could fit into the shotgun’s magazine.

   Victoria and Reno opened up on the ghouls with barrages from their shotguns, providing Halverson with cover fire.

   Upset by the ruckus, Newton the iguana was crawling restively around on the sailboat’s prow. He had recently grown his tail back after a ghoul had torn it off in Santa Monica. He was now swiping his tail back and forth and inflating his dewlap in his restlessness.

   Halverson thought Newton might try to jump ship the way he was acting. Halverson had become attached to the iguana and wished he wouldn’t leave. The iguana was a survivor like the rest of them, bloodied but not bowed. 

   Halverson hurried to untie the painter. Make haste slowly, he told himself. Festina lente, as the ancient Romans used to say. 

   One of the ghouls stepped off the jetty and onto the sailboat’s deck. 

   Reno swung his shotgun’s barrel at the creature and clouted its head. 

   Logy, the creature stumbled backward. Reno thrust his shotgun’s muzzle into the creature’s chest and shoved the ghoul over the gunwale into the choppy ocean. The ghoul flipped head over heels into the dark waters and splashed Reno in the face. 

   Blowing moisture off his lips Reno wiped the seawater off his face with his left hand. 

   Halverson finished unfastening the painter as a short, middle-aged ghoul wearing a Yankees baseball cap and wire-rimmed spectacles squinted at him and stepped off the jetty toward the boat.

   Reno rushed up to the ghoul and repelled borders, shoving the creature away from the gunwale with his shotgun muzzle before the creature could step aboard. The creature plummeted into the ocean.

   A withered-up middle-aged Korean women shuffled along the jetty in a ragged black dress, wielding a furled black umbrella with its ferrule aimed at Reno. Reno dodged the steel spike that protruded from the ferrule as it glanced past his right eye. 

   It almost seemed like she had tried to take out his eye, decided Reno. But those creatures didn’t know how to use weapons, did they? Reno broke out into a sweat. If they did, that was a whole new ballgame—something he didn’t even want to consider. She was probably so uncoordinated she didn’t know what she was doing with the umbrella. Probably. He hoped, anyway. Hell, she didn’t even know what the thing was for.

   He blew the Korean ghoul’s thin head off without a second thought. The head and brain exploded like a bowl full of slugs as the body pirouetted and toppled into the ocean.

   Reno recoiled in disgust.

   A blonde Russian woman in her forties came dashing out of a greasy spoon on the side of the road nearest the beach. She ran toward the sailboat, screaming something in Russian and waving her hands to them. She was wearing an ocher dress and was running in high heels that were slowing her gait.

   Halverson was about to cast off from the dock when he spotted her.

   “She’ll never make it,” said Reno.

   “Let’s help her,” said Victoria.

   “How?”

   Halverson weighed his next move. The problem was, the ghouls were thronging on the pier and were nearly on top of the boat. More of them would start jumping onboard any second. He didn’t know how much longer Reno and Victoria could hold them at bay by shooting and prodding them with their shotguns as they were doing now.

   A knot of ghouls on the road surrounded the Russian woman. One of the creatures latched onto the Russian’s arm and yanked on it, cracking and snapping the arm out of its socket. The creature raised the arm to its green teeth and gnawed on the bloody limb. 

   Blood gushed out of the Russian’s shoulder onto the street. She screamed in pain, her face ashen. 

   Another ghoul glommed on to her other arm and heaved on it till it tore free, its tendons snapping. Blood now spurted out of both of her mutilated shoulders, drenching her flanks.

   On the boat Victoria jerked her head away, shocked at the woman’s plight.

   As Victoria looked away, another ghoul closed in on the Russian with its yawning mouth. The ghoul bit down on the woman’s throat and tore out the carotid artery. 

   The blood-soaked woman fell to the street, her gashed throat a torrent of blood as the ghoul stood over her and chewed voraciously on the hunk of flesh from her throat.

   “Don’t tell me you still can’t bring yourself to shoot those things after you witnessed that,” Reno told Parnell, who stood petrified watching a clutch of the ghouls now disemboweling the supine, armless Russian.

   She was beyond help, Halverson knew.

   Standing on the rocking boat, he cast off from the dock.

   At the same moment, a one-eyed fortysomething male ghoul with black hair stepped off the dock to board the boat. The creature was wearing a black business suit and a red silk necktie, both of which looked in better shape than its rotted, wrinkled face. Oddly, the only feature on the creature’s head that wasn’t suffering from decay was its black hair. 

   The ghoul headed straight for Reno.

   






   

   Chapter 22

   

   As the ghoul descended through the air, Reno jammed his shotgun’s muzzle into the creature’s chest.

   Thrown backward, the ghoul slammed the back of its head against the ends of the dock’s floorboards with a sickening thud. The creature dropped and disappeared under the waves.

   Everything was happening so quickly, it seemed a blur to Halverson. He was forced to act reflexively rather than logically to what happened next. 

   A large comber came in and pitched the boat toward the barnacle-engirdled pilings.

   Halverson bounded to the steering wheel and managed to veer the boat away from the jetty before the pilings cracked his hull. It was a near miss that could have been catastrophic for them.

   At the wheel, he fetched a heartfelt sigh of relief. 

   Hundreds of ghouls were crowding onto the jetty, crammed against each other so tightly in their anxiety to reach the sailboat that some of them were spilling off into the drink. 

   Reno wiped his sweaty brow with a handkerchief from his rear trouser pocket. “Those things scare the hell out of me.”

   “You’re not the only one,” said Halverson.

   His adrenaline-fueled heart was still thumping wildly. 

   “You know why they’re so scary?” said Parnell, trembling.

   “Because they want to kill us,” said Reno.

   “No. It’s because we’re scared of what we can’t see. We’re scared of the unknown.”

   “What are you blathering about? We can see them right there.” Reno nodded at the ghouls teeming on the dock. 

   “We’re scared of what those infected people represent. They represent pestilence. We’re terrified of diseases because we can’t see them. We can only see the results of them.”

   “Speak for yourself. I’m scared of one of those things champing down on my throat.”

   “Hollywood has it all wrong. It’s not the giant King Kong monsters and dinosaurs that scare us. It’s the tiny things that frighten us the most. The things we can’t see. The things we can’t understand. The microbes that get into our bodies and start destroying us from within without our knowledge.”

   “You’re scaring me with talk like that, Doc,” said Victoria. “Can’t we talk about something else?”

   “You’re starting to scare me more than those ghouls are,” said Reno. “Am I reading you right? Are you saying we could all be infected by the plague that ginned up the ghouls and not know it?”

   “This is what’s so frightening,” said Parnell. He started pacing around the deck in frustration. “We simply don’t know. We need to do research on one of the infected. That’s why it’s vital that I have a human specimen.”

   “It was either you or him,” said Halverson. “If you were still hanging onto that specimen with your snake pole, you’d be one of them by now.”

   “I’m not arguing with you about that. All I’m saying is that we need to get our hands on a specimen so we can find out what’s causing this plague.”

   Halverson knew the disease was a mutation of H5N1 that was manmade, but he didn’t see how that helped them. The CIA had found out the truth and now it was doing everything possible to prevent anyone from finding out about it. The Agency, i.e., the government, didn’t want anyone to know that the USA had helped engineer the virus.

   “I heard a news report on TV that it’s H5N1,” he said, which was a lie. He hadn’t heard it on TV.

   “H5N1 doesn’t cause zombies,” said Parnell. “But it does have almost a hundred percent kill ratio. I’ve never seen any reports that said it created zombies.”

   “It’s a new strain.”

   Parnell shook his head. “H5N1 doesn’t spread easily from infected individuals.”

   “This new strain does.”

   “Never heard of it.”

   “Where did you hear this?” Reno asked Halverson, cocking an eyebrow inquisitively. “What news report?” 

   Halverson didn’t want to go into this. “I heard it on TV before the power went haywire.”

   “I find that hard to believe.”

   Halverson shrugged. “Believe what you want.”

   “I don’t see how you can know so much more about this disease than the rest of us.”

   “What do you mean?” asked Parnell.

   “First, he knows how to kill the things—by shooting them in the head. And now he tells us what caused the things. Where does he get his intel from?”

   “I told you,” said Halverson. “I heard it on TV.”

   “But none of the TVs or phones or Internet or anything work.”

   “Not anymore. But the TV was broadcasting for a while.”

   “So you say.”

   “Where do you think I got my information from?”

   “I have no idea. That’s what I find puzzling.”

   “There is no cure for H5N1,” pointed out Parnell.

   “Thanks for that cheery bit of news,” chipped in Victoria.

   “But we can’t be sure this is H5N1,” said Reno.

   Parnell changed the subject. “I just wish I could make some sense out of all this.”

   “There must be some point to this insanity,” said Victoria. 

   The farther they pulled away from the ghoul-infested dock, the calmer she felt. She had thought her heart was going to explode the way it was pounding when she was fleeing from the ghouls back there.

   “Just because you want there to be a point doesn’t mean there is one,” said Reno.

   “My opinion is as good as anyone else’s, because nobody knows anything,” said Victoria.

   Sea spray in his face, Reno leaned his hands on the gunwale and peered over the water at the ghouls rummaging around on the jetty. “We’re all fucked. That’s all I know.” 

   “Just because the whole world’s going to hell doesn’t mean we have to,” said Halverson, steadying the sailboat’s wheel.

   “Get a load of Confucius.”

   As Reno turned with a smirk on his face to look at Halverson, he heard and saw motion on the companionway beneath the wheelhouse.

   The silhouette of a young woman appeared at the head of the companionway.

   “Oh shit,” said Reno. “Not another one.”

   He reached for his shotgun that he had laid on the deck.

   






   

   Chapter 23

   

   All of nineteen years old with green eyes and curly chestnut hair that cascaded halfway down her back, the five eight Brittany Pine stood wide-eyed with a grime-streaked oval face at the head of the companionway looking for all the world like a doe that had stumbled for the first time upon humans in the forest. She was wearing torn jeans and a tangerine blouse with one of its arms ripped off. 

   Reno pumped his shotgun and trained it on her. “One of those things must’ve crawled onboard while we were out foraging.”

   “Wait a minute,” said Victoria. “I don’t think she’s one of them.”

   “Of course she is. Look at the way she’s dressed. In rags, just like those other ghouls.”

   Reno cocked his Mossberg’s hammer.

   “Hold it,” said Parnell. “Look at her eyes. They’re green. Not white like infected victims’ eyes.”

   “What’s your name?” Reno demanded. “How did you get here?”

   Nonplussed, Brittany stared at the muzzle of the shotgun leveled at her.

   “She can’t talk,” said Reno. “She must be one of them.” He shouldered his shotgun with Brittany in his sights.

   “Look how scared she is,” said Victoria. “Why, she’s scared stiff.” Hesitant at first, not fully convinced Brittany was human, she darted to Brittany’s side.

   Victoria reached for Brittany’s wrist, clasped it, and felt for Brittany’s pulse.

   “Be careful,” said Reno. “Don’t touch her! You’ll get that disease!”

   “She’s OK,” said Victoria, releasing Brittany’s wrist. “She’s got a pulse. She’s as alive as you or I.”

   Brittany seemed calmer after Victoria touched her and didn’t have that deer-in-the-headlights cast to her eyes.

   “But her clothes are messed up and she’s got dirt on her face,” objected Reno.

   When Brittany set her voluptuous green eyes on Reno, he found himself willy-nilly relaxing his hold on the shotgun and lowering it a few inches. 

   “I tell you, she’s OK,” said Victoria.

   “Maybe she’s OK for now but will change any moment into one of those things.”

   “How do we know we won’t do the same thing?” said Parnell.

   “Yeah, maybe one of those things bit her,” said Reno, ignoring Parnell. “If she got bit, she’ll turn into one of them.”

   Victoria examined Brittany’s body, casting around for signs of teeth marks on her flesh. “I don’t see any bites on her. I don’t even see a cut.”

   “Who are you?” Reno demanded again.

   Brittany found her voice, though it came out faltering. “I’m Brittany Pine. My boyfriend and I were trying to hide on this boat when those creatures attacked us. They killed him.” She began weeping.

   “I saw him on the jetty,” chimed in Halverson, corroborating her story.

   “Where did you come from?” Reno asked Brittany.

   “I’m an art student at UCSB,” Brittany answered.

   “Are there any more like you around here?” asked Halverson.

   “What do you mean?”

   “Uninfected humans.”

   “I don’t know of any. That’s why Don and I were trying to get on this boat and get out of here.”

   “Don?”

   “My boyfriend.”

   “Is the whole city infected?”

   “I don’t know. I haven’t been all over town. UCSB is infected. I was at my art class when those creatures poured into the lecture room and attacked everyone for no reason at all. They just started tearing everyone apart and eating them.” Brittany sobbed at the memory. “I ran for my life and found Don in his dorm room. We thought the beach might be safe so we came here.”

   “We don’t want to hear your life story,” said Reno. “We just want to know if anyone’s alive around here.”

   Annoyed at his callousness, Victoria glared at Reno. “Haven’t you any decency?”

   Reno raised his eyebrows, looking smug.

   “I haven’t seen anyone,” said Brittany. “The cannibals are running amok all over the city, killing everybody in sight.”

   “It’s just like LA,” grunted Reno, his eyes flat stones. 

   “Are you gonna kill me?” said Brittany, staring with consternation at the shotgun in his hands.

   “Why would we want to kill you, dear?” asked Victoria.

   “I thought you were one of those things,” said Reno.

   “I promise I won’t tell anyone,” said Brittany.

   “Tell anyone what?”

   “About the money.”

   “What money?” put in Parnell. “What are you talking about?”

   Reno shot a black look at Brittany.

   “Don saw the two sacks on the deck and wondered what was in them,” said Brittany. “We peeked inside.”

   “What’s this all about?” asked Parnell. He searched everyone’s face after hearing Brittany’s revelation. “Are we carrying money on this boat?”

   “I don’t care if you stole it. It’s none of my business,” said Brittany.

   “That’s why you two wanted to take this boat, isn’t it?” Reno said, his eyes accusatory. “It’s all about the money.”

   “No! We were running for our lives. We wanted any boat we could find. We found out about the money afterward.”

   “Whoa!” said Parnell, holding up his hands, discombobulated. “What’s this about money?”

   “There’s money in those sacks,” said Brittany. “Don’t tell me you didn’t know,” she added in puzzlement.

   “You’re way ahead of me. I didn’t know there was any money on this boat.” Parnell faced the others. “So I’ve hooked up with a gang of robbers, huh?”

   “Don’t look at me,” said Reno. “That money was already on the boat when I boarded.”

   “The money’s ours now,” said Victoria. 

   “But it used to be somebody else’s. Is that what you’re saying?” said Parnell.

   “All money used to be somebody else’s.”

   “She’s got you there, Doc,” said Reno with a smirk curling a corner of his lips. 

   Victoria was one part artistic dress designer and two parts hardheaded businesswoman. She had to be to survive in her profession as a couturiere. The fact was that the commercial world of dress designing was a rough-and-tumble one. You had to have a business sense, even more so than artistic talent, in order to survive it. In short, she knew the value of a dollar.

   “What good is money to corpses?” she asked. “Everybody’s dead, if you haven’t noticed.”

   “You’re preaching to the choir,” answered Reno.

   Parnell walked up to Victoria and Reno. “I haven’t got any problem with money. I never said I did.” 

   “You mean you’re not gonna turn us into the authorities?” said Reno, feigning astonishment. “Surprise, surprise.”

   “What authorities? Society is in chaos.”

   “And you wouldn’t get a piece of the action, if you did.”

   Parnell rounded on Reno. “Why do you have to be so cynical?”

   “I’m calling it like I see it.”

   “I don’t see anything wrong with having money.”

   “I guess. Doctors and lawyers are the two highest paid professionals.”

   Parnell harrumphed. “There you go again being cynical.”

   “Not only do doctors make oodles of money, they also have the power of life and death over their patients. It isn’t just money with you guys, it’s power, too.”

   “Not only are you a bred-in-the-bone cynic, you’re a psychiatrist wannabe as well, I see. Did you ever hear of something called the Hippocratic oath?”

   “The medical profession has a good PR department. I’ll grant you that. You doctors need it to fight off all those malpractice lawsuits.”

   Parnell flung up his hands and stalked away from Reno. “There’s no talking with you.”

   “Does that mean you don’t want your cut of the loot?”

   Parnell came to a halt and faced Reno. “I have no problem dividing up the money equally among us. That’s the right thing to do.”

   Reno was smiling. “You always know how to spin it so you come out smelling like a rose, don’t you, Doc?”

   “All the money in the world doesn’t do us one iota of good out here on the ocean if everybody’s dead,” pointed out Halverson. 

   “What’s your advice?”

   “We’ve got to find more people who are alive so we can form a functioning society that will be able to survive in this new world we’re stuck in.”

   “New lack of world, if you ask me.”

   “Whatever,” said Victoria. “Why does everything we say have to turn into an argument?”

   “Are you gonna kill me?” Brittany asked Reno warily, her eyes riveted on Reno’s shotgun that was still leveled in her direction.

   “Will you put that gun down and stop terrifying the girl, Reno,” said Victoria.

   Reno lowered the shotgun. 

   “We’re not gonna kill anyone,” Victoria assured Brittany.

   “I’m cold,” said Brittany, shivering.

   Parnell strode up to her. “You’re probably in shock.” He turned to Victoria. “Are there any blankets onboard?”

   “I’ll take a look down below,” said Victoria.

   She disappeared down the companionway. 

   A few minutes later she returned with a powder blue wool blanket. She draped it around Brittany’s shuddering shoulders.

   “How come she gets special treatment?” said Reno.

   “Are you in shock, too?” said Parnell.

   “We all saw what those ghouls did to that Russian woman on the street. I don’t exactly feel euphoric. And that’s not the only person I’ve seen ripped apart by those things. But I’m not asking for any special favors on account of it.”

   “She lost her boyfriend to them.”

   “Here we go bickering again,” said Victoria, fed up.

   Reno shook it off. “Let’s have something to eat.”

   “How can you think of eating after what we’ve just seen?”

   “He’s right,” said Halverson from the helm. “We need to keep up our strength.”

   “I’ll eat later,” said Victoria, looking ill.

   She shepherded Brittany toward the stern and helped her sit down on a thwart. 

   “You’re missing a perfect dinner,” said Reno. 

   He dug into the supplies Halverson and Parnell had scattered onto the deck when they unloaded the shopping cart.

   “I don’t think so,” said Victoria, watching him pawing through the snack food.

   “The perfect dinner,” cooed Reno. “Pretzels and Cheetos.”

   He tore open a plastic bag of pretzel sticks and started munching a stick.

   Parnell sorted through the food. “Don’t forget a drink.” He snatched up a red aluminum can of Coke and lobbed it to Reno.

   Reno managed to catch the can in his free hand. “Too bad it’s not a beer.”

   Victoria turned up her nose at the food. “That’s all junk food. Didn’t you get anything else?”

   “I was in a rush,” answered Halverson from the helm. 

   “Too bad we had to abandon the other carts,” said Parnell. He scowled at the bags and boxes of junk food scattered on the deck. “If the zombies don’t kill us, this stuff will.”

   Shrugging, he glommed onto a green can of ginger ale, popped open the top, and swigged the soda.

   






   

   Chapter 24

   

   Halverson could feel the weather getting cooler as they sailed northward away from SoCal. It was more comfortable now, away from the hot, arid Santa Anas that were buffeting Los Angeles. It felt like it was in the seventies. 

   Newton the iguana didn’t like it, Halverson could see. The iguana was pacing around the prow, agitated by the cooldown. Newton preferred temperatures in the eighties and higher like those found in his native Colombia. Nothing could be finer for him than lying on a hot rock as the Colombian sun’s burning rays beat down on his skin. Then he could relax and lie motionless on his belly. 

   The sun was setting on the western horizon, seeming to bob like a molten orange globe on the dimming ocean. 

   “I hope you can see where you’re going in the dark,” said Reno.

   “This boat has running lights,” said Halverson. 

   “What’s that in the distance?” asked Reno, peering ahead.

   “Looks like a bridge.”

   “It’s orange. It must be the Golden Gate Bridge.”

   As they neared it, they could see into San Francisco Bay.

   “There’s a bright light coming from beyond the bridge,” said Reno.

   Halverson figured he knew what it was as he picked up on the lighthouse and the water tower not far from it. 

   “It’s Alcatraz,” he said. 

   It was the infamous federal penitentiary, now a star attraction of the Golden Gate National Recreation Area.

   The likes of gangsters Al Capone, Machine Gun Kelly, Whitey Bulger, and Alvin (Creepy) Karpis had resided there at one time or another.

   “It gives me the creeps just looking at it,” said Victoria, spotting the prison in the distance as she angled up to the gunwale beside Reno.

   “Got your sea legs now?” he asked.

   “Not really.” She didn’t care for sailing, but she was sort of getting used to it in dribs and drabs.

   “AKA the Rock,” said Reno, gazing at Alcatraz.

   Originally discovered and fortified by the Spanish in 1769 in San Francisco Bay, Alcatraz became a US military prison in 1859. In 1933 it became a federal maximum-security penitentiary, from which, authorities claim, nobody had ever escaped. 

   There are those that believe three convicts might have escaped, since their bodies were never found after they paddled away in a raft they cobbled together out of prison raincoats. The convicts were never heard of again, though there have been unsubstantiated sightings, mostly by relatives of the three convicts. 

   Authorities are convinced, however, that the three convicts—Frank Morris, John Anglin, and Clarence Anglin—drowned in the icy waters of San Francisco Bay.

   These three attempted the impossible on June 11, 1962, when they concocted one of the most elaborate prison escape plans ever devised. It included constructing papier-mâché dummy heads that the three convicts planted in their cell bunks to hoodwink guards into thinking they were asleep while they escaped. To create the lifelike dummy heads they used human hair that they gathered from the Alcatraz barbershop. 

   Only one convict is confirmed to have ever reached the mainland from Alcatraz by swimming. The same year Morris and the Anglin brothers tried to escape, John Paul Scott escaped from Alcatraz, swam across San Francisco Bay, and arrived on the mainland on December 16. Exhausted from the swim and suffering from hypothermia near the Golden Gate Bridge, he was found by teenagers and promptly arrested by the police.

   “It doesn’t look very inviting,” said Victoria, as she beheld a flock of ravens flying over Alcatraz.

   “It’s not a prison anymore,” said Reno. “They closed the prison in 1963.”

   “It still doesn’t look inviting.” She crossed her arms over her chest, feeling chilly. “Why did they close it?”

   “Bobby Kennedy closed it. He was the attorney general then. He said it was too expensive to operate and its buildings were being eroded by seawater.” 

   “You seem to know a lot about it.”

   “I wrote an article about it a while back.”

   From the helm, Halverson said, “That’s the perfect place for us to escape the ghouls.”

   “Are you crazy?” said Victoria.

   “Think about it. Where’s the last place the ghouls can get to? A prison. Not only is a prison good for keeping people in, it’s also good for keeping people out—even dead people like ghouls.” 

   “We would be safe from them there,” agreed Reno. “The ghouls can’t cross the water.”

   “And there must be provisions inside the prison that’s now a museum.”

   “Even if there aren’t, we could sail to the mainland and get supplies whenever we wanted.” Reno thought about it and nodded. “You might be onto something.”

   “That lighthouse is on, so they must have a generator on the island. That means we’ll have power, as well.”

   “All the comforts of home,” said Victoria dryly.

   “I’m for it,” said Parnell, approaching Reno and Victoria at the gunwale. 

   “I hate to be a party pooper,” said Victoria, “but what if ghouls are already on the island?”

   Reno shook his head, no. “How could they have gotten there?”

   “How could they have gotten anywhere, for that matter?”

   “There’s only one way to find out,” said Halverson.

   He set sail for Alcatraz in the dusk.

   “Something tells me this is a bad idea,” said Victoria.

   She watched the ravens circling over the island. 

   The blanket still around her shoulders, Brittany got up and padded over to Victoria in her bare feet. “Are we being punished? Is that what this is all about?”

   “Punished for what, dear?”

   “I have no idea.”

   “Who’s punishing us?”

   Brittany shook her head, not getting it. “Then why are we going to jail?”

   “We’re hiding from the ghouls.”

   “But why are there ghouls in the first place?”

   “You’re working on the false assumption that there’s some grand design to the end of the world,” said Reno. 

   “And there isn’t?” said Brittany.

   “None at all. It’s sheer chaos. And that’s why it’s so scary.”

   






   

   Chapter 25

   

   Its mast creaking in the wind, the Costaguana sailed through the crepuscular waters, plowing up white froth like snow from a snowplow in its wake.

   Water, water, everywhere, Halverson thought, recalling Coleridge’s poem about the ancient mariner as the boat made for Alcatraz. Spindrift in his face, Halverson peered toward the San Francisco shoreline. Zombies, zombies, everywhere. He couldn’t actually see any from here. The shore looked deserted of any kind of activity—human or otherwise. He could think of no other reason for the desolation other than the plague.

   He wasn’t going to take any chances putting to port till he reached Alcatraz. He figured San Francisco proper was as infested with disease as was Los Angeles, Santa Barbara, and points between on the mainland. 

   Overhead, a drift of ragged clouds scudded with the onshore breeze. 

   As he entered San Francisco Bay he could make out three high-speed inflatable Zodiac boats moored at the small pier on Alcatraz Island.

   “I see boats but no people,” said Reno, noticing the direction of Halverson’s gaze.

   “Let’s see if we can find some,” said Halverson, steering toward the pier.

   “Are you sure this is a good idea?” said Victoria.

   “What’s the alternative?” said Reno. “Floating around on the ocean for the rest of our lives like the Flying Dutchman?”

   Victoria heard her stomach rumble, protesting her stint as a sailor. “That’s not a good option.” She massaged her stomach.

   Halverson pulled up to Alcatraz’s dock. 

   When they were close enough, Reno hopped onto the pier and tied the painter to a steel cleat on the floorboards. 

   Halverson furled the sails so the boat wouldn’t tip over and capsize in the windy bay. 

   “Toss me my shotgun,” said Reno. 

   Halverson gathered up two shotguns and pitched one to Reno. The other Halverson kept for himself. 

   Victoria collected her shotgun as well.

   “What do you guys expect to run into?” asked Parnell, eying their weaponry. 

   “The way things are these days, who knows?” answered Reno. 

   “Better safe than sorry,” said Halverson.

   He stepped onto the wheezy wooden pier, followed by Victoria, Parnell, and Brittany.

   “Let’s check the place out,” said Reno, striding off the pier onto the bleak, wind-swept island.

   The dark, grim outline of the redoubtable prison loomed up in front of them.

   Halverson, Victoria, Brittany, and Parnell followed Reno off the jetty. 

   Before they had taken twenty paces, a team of half a dozen males emerged from the prison and headed toward them.

   Halverson tensed.

   “Are they OK?” asked Victoria.

   “They seem to be walking in a straight line,” answered Reno. “That’s a good sign. They’re not lurching like ghouls.”

   “They’ve got AK-47s slung over their shoulders, too,” said Halverson warily, not sure what to make of it.

   Reno didn’t share his concern. “Then they must not be infected. Ghouls don’t carry guns.”

   “Maybe they think we’re diseased,” said Brittany. 

   “If nothing else, they must have a well-stocked armory,” said Halverson, noting that the men were packing pistols along with their AKs.

   “Hello!” called out the lead man, who was wearing an olive drab foraging cap. “Can we help you? I’m Kobe Jones.”

   He was a thirtysomething black who stood over six feet tall with close-cropped kinky hair. He had high cheekbones and a prognathous jaw. 

   What he didn’t have was a genial voice, decided Halverson. On the other hand, it didn’t sound threatening either.

   Jones and his men pulled up in front of Halverson and Reno. 

   “I’m Chad Halverson,” said Halverson. “We’re trying to escape the plague.”

   “Who isn’t?” said Jones. “Have any of you been bitten by the infected?”

   “Is that what you call them?” asked Reno. “The infected?”

   “Yeah,” answered Jones, sizing Reno up. 

   “None of us have been bitten,” said Halverson on the spot.

   He knew Reno had a mouth on him and he wanted to nip Reno in the bud before he got started antagonizing everyone. 

   “Is it safe here?” Victoria asked Jones.

   Jones didn’t answer her. Instead, he asked, “Why did you all come here?”

   “We saw the lighthouse on,” answered Halverson. “We thought somebody might be here.”

   “From what we’ve seen, the mainland’s not safe,” said Reno. “This seems like a good place to hole up.”

   “We don’t have a whole lot of room here,” said Jones. “You can see for yourself it’s a small island.”

   “Are you in charge here?” asked Halverson.

   “No. Jefferson Bascomb is.”

   “We’d like to see him.”

   “That’s why we came out here—to take you to him.”

   “Fine. Let’s go.”

   Jones didn’t move. He checked out Halverson’s shotgun with hooded eyes. “The thing is, you don’t need guns here.”

   “Then why do you have them?” asked Reno. 

   “I’m in charge of security on the island.”

   Halverson motioned to Reno to cool it. “We only brought the guns because we thought there might be ghouls here.”

   “Well, there aren’t,” said Jones. 

   “We want to be prepared in case of an emergency.”

   “That’s why we’re here. We’re the security force and that’s our job.”

   “OK.”

   “We have a peaceful setup here. We don’t want anybody rocking the boat. That’s why only security personnel are allowed to be armed.”

   “Is this your subtle way of telling us to get off the island?” said Reno, annoyed.

   “Not at all. You’re welcome here.”

   “Then let’s go see your leader.”

   “As soon as you hand over your shotguns.”

   Halverson didn’t like the idea of being unarmed. 

   “We need to talk this over,” he said, and gestured to Reno, Victoria, Brittany, and Parnell to join him as he pulled away from Jones. 

   






   

   Chapter 26

   

   “Now what do we do?” asked Reno, as he huddled with Halverson and the rest of their party out of earshot of Jones. 

   “I don’t like the idea of handing over our guns to these guys,” answered Halverson.

   “I don’t either. How can we trust them?”

   “If we don’t hand our guns over, we can’t stay on the island,” said Victoria. 

   “What do we need with guns here, anyway?” said Parnell. “You heard Jones. There aren’t any infected here.”

   “I don’t know about you guys, but I don’t want to spend the rest of my life sailing around on the sea.”

   “We could go someplace else,” said Halverson.

   “But there are people and supplies here,” said Victoria.

   “Let’s hand over our guns,” said Parnell.

   “Easy for you to say,” said Reno, “since you don’t like guns in the first place.”

   “Guns aren’t gonna solve our problems. We need to find the cure for this epidemic.”

   Halverson was loath to part with his shotgun. “Guns won’t find a cure, but they sure kill ghouls.”

   “Maybe we should push off,” said Reno. “Maybe there’s some other island we can go to.”

   “I want to meet up with this Bascomb guy before we leave. I want to see what’s what here. This might be an OK deal they’ve got here.”

   “They do seem to have some kind of functioning society here,” said Parnell.

   “Then it’s decided,” said Victoria. 

   Halverson didn’t want to say this, but under the circumstances he didn’t see any other option. “Let’s hand over our guns.”

   “I hope we don’t live to regret this,” said Reno.

   “We still have our knives.”

   “Knives aren’t much good against AK-47s.”

   Halverson, Victoria, and Reno approached Jones and his security detail and handed over their shotguns to Jones’s men.

   “Now can we meet Bascomb?” asked Halverson.

   “Sure thing,” answered Jones. “Let’s go. He’s eager to meet you.”

   They all struck out toward Alcatraz prison. 

   Halverson went with a sense of foreboding. His training at Camp Peary had taught him to always be prepared for danger. Being unarmed wasn’t his idea of being prepared.

   “Where’s this Bascomb fellow?” asked Reno.

   “Right now he’s in the warden’s office,” answered Jones, “but he lives in the warden’s house.”

   “It sounds like he’s special. Where does everyone else live?”

   Jones paused imperceptibly before answering. Halverson would not have heeded it except Jones’s demurral was accompanied by a tic in Jones’s droopy right eye. 

   “In the cell house,” said Jones. 

   “No wonder he wants to be leader,” said Reno with a wink and a smile.

   Jones in front, the retinue of security guards and Halverson’s group climbed the short flight of steps at the main entrance to the prison.

   Directly in front of them was the sally port to the cell blocks. To their left was the accounting office. The walls were painted a dreary institutional green. The color reminded Halverson of pea soup. 

   Despite the fact that it wasn’t a prison anymore, the atmosphere still felt clammy to Halverson. Maybe it was his imagination playing tricks on him because of all the movies he had seen about the Rock. In any case, he figured he would not want to live here for the rest of his life. Still, it was better than living among the walking dead.

   Instead of bearing straight ahead toward the main gate to the cell house, Jones took a right.

   Halverson saw the warden’s office ahead. Its door had a frosted glass window with Warden printed on it at shoulder height. 

   Jones motioned to his security detail to remain outside of the office in the corridor. He opened the warden’s door and ushered Halverson and his party into the office.

   Halverson wasn’t prepared for Bascomb’s appearance. Not knowing what to expect, Halverson pegged Bascomb for a no-nonsense military type in the manner of Jones. Halverson discovered that wasn’t the case.

   Bascomb was sitting behind his desk. With his clean-cut features he looked like a matinee idol for a TV soap opera. Pushing fifty he had a high forehead and wore his full black hair brushed back with a widow’s peak in the front. He had a dusting of grey on his temples.

   He wore a navy blue Hugo Boss suit and a lavender silk moiré tie. 

   He smiled at them. “Welcome to Alcatraz.”

   Even his toothy smile looked like it belonged on TV, decided Halverson. But something wasn’t right. Halverson could not put his finger on it. Again, maybe he was imagining it. This place gave him the creeps.

   Halverson and Reno approached Bascomb’s desk. 

   “We’re looking for a sanctuary from the ghouls,” said Halverson.

   “You came to the right place,” said Bascomb. “We’ve got a pretty good deal here, isolated from the plague. A sanctuary in steel, you might say,” he added with a chuckle.

   “Not exactly the Ritz, though,” said Reno, flicking his eyes around the office.

   “These aren’t exactly salad days we’re living through.”

   A loud bang behind his back knotted Halverson’s shoulders and made him flinch. He wheeled around.

   A commotion was breaking out in the hallway.

   “What’s happening?” asked Reno.

   “Nothing to be alarmed about,” answered Bascomb. “They’re escorting an accused criminal to his cell.”

   “What kind of a criminal?”

   Not answering, Bascomb unfolded himself from behind his desk, all five nine of him, strode toward the open door, and closed it.

   Stride for stride, right behind Bascomb, Reno latched onto the doorknob and heaved it open elbowing Bascomb out of the way to espy the nature of the brouhaha in the corridor.

   Bascomb did not appreciate Reno’s maneuver, noticed Halverson, but made no effort to shut the door again.

   “No need for you people to have to witness that,” said Bascomb.

   






   

   Chapter 27

   

   Through the open door to the warden’s office, Halverson could see the commotion erupting in the hallway that led to the cell house’s main gate.

   Two security guards were wielding animal grabbers, like the ones dogcatchers used on stray dogs, to propel a ghoul down the corridor. The metal tongs at the end of the animal grabbers were squeezed tight around the ghoul’s decrepit neck. 

   The male ghoul, in its sixties with mussed-up grey hair, was lashing its arms out jerkily in different directions straining to glom onto anything in its path. The guards judiciously kept wide of the creature’s reach keeping the creature away from them with the animal grabbers. 

   The creature was wearing wire-rimmed glasses that perched askew on its crooked nose. 

   “That’s not a criminal,” said Reno from the warden’s doorway. “That’s a ghoul.”

   “He’s an infected person,” said Bascomb. “The infected can commit crimes as well as the uninfected.”

   “A dead person can’t commit crimes,” said Halverson, standing next to Reno watching the eerie procession in the hall. “That’s one of the walking dead.”

   “If he’s dead, how can he walk?” demanded Bascomb. “He has a disease. Having a disease doesn’t make him immune from the law. We run a civilized democracy here governed by rules of law. Everyone that commits a crime has the right to a speedy trial.”

   Reno shook his head in disbelief. “What crime did this ghoul commit?”

   “We’re charging him with murder. Eyewitnesses saw him murder and eat two women in San Francisco.”

   Reno chortled, despite himself. “You gotta be kidding. That’s what those things do. That’s all they do. They go around killing and eating people.”

   “What gives them the right to do that?”

   “They don’t know what they’re doing,” said Halverson. “They’re already dead. They can’t think. They have no rights.”

   “Everybody has rights in our society, infected or not.”

   “How can the dead have rights?”

   “Who said anything about the dead?”

   “You don’t get it,” said Reno. “You should kill that thing right here and now.”

   “We’ll leave that up to a jury to decide. That’s the difference between the civilized society that we run here on the island and the anarchy on the mainland.” Bascomb walked to his window, planted his fists on the sill, and gazed across the bay at the mainland that was wreathed in smoke from fires burning out of control. “There’s no law outside these walls unless we impose it.” 

   “You said you busted this ghoul on the mainland, not here.”

   Bascomb turned to face Halverson. “That’s true.”

   “Does that mean you go over to San Francisco often?”

   “We go there to get supplies. Also, if we find anyone that’s not infected we bring him back here to live with us.”

   “And you go over there to get ghouls.”

   “If we see one of the infected committing a crime, we arrest that person.” Bascomb’s face clouded. “By the way, we don’t use the term ghoul here.”

   Reno smirked. “Yeah, I guess it’s not a politically correct term. But it’s more accurate than infected.”

   “The infected have no more or less rights than the uninfected. If you have a problem with that, maybe you should leave.”

   “You’re basing your whole society on a fallacy—that a walking corpse is really alive.”

   “If you want to prosecute this accused criminal, be my guest. We need another district attorney here. Do you know anything about jurisprudence?”

   “I’ve covered trials as a journalist.”

   “It’s settled then. You can help the prosecution with their case.”

   Reno looked dumfounded. “I can’t believe I’m having this discussion. You want me to prosecute a corpse in a court of law?”

   “If you believe the infected is guilty, present your case to the court. You can have your say there. As for now, let’s move on to another subject.”

   Halverson was as taken aback by Bascomb’s words as was Reno. Halverson had killed hundreds of the ghouls and had felt no compunction whatsoever doing it. As far as he was concerned, the ghouls were dead and had ceasing being human the minute their hearts ceased pumping. 

   Halverson changed the subject. “How many people do you have on the island?”

   “Over a hundred,” said Bascomb. “That number increases, though, whenever we find any uninfected on the mainland.”

   “Do you have any communication with the outside world here?”

   “As you probably already know, cell phones don’t work. The cell towers were destroyed in the fires.”

   “What about landlines?”

   “They’re not much better. Who can you call, anyway? Most everyone is dead or infected.”

   “No smartphones, iPhones, iPads, Bluetooth, Internet,” chimed in Brittany. “How can we go on living?” 

   “People lived fine without them fifty years ago,” said Bascomb. “It’s not the end of the world.”

   “It isn’t? It sure feels like it.” 

   “That’s not gonna happen under my watch.”

   “Wake me when it’s over.”

   “I’m being remiss. Let me show you your new quarters.”

   Bascomb led Halverson and the others down the corridor to the main gate of the cell house where the security guards had just escorted the zombie. 

   Halverson didn’t like the looks of this. “You’re taking us into the cell house.”

   






   

   Chapter 28

   

   “This is where we live,” said Bascomb, gesturing toward the main gate of the cell house.

   “You live in the jail cells?” said Halverson.

   “That’s right.”

   “Except for you. We heard you live in the warden’s house.”

   “I’m the delegated leader.”

   At that moment two guards manhandled another ghoul through the main entrance toward the cell house, using animal grabbers like the previous guards had done with the grey-haired ghoul.

   Bascomb, Halverson, and the others in their group backed away out of the range of the ghoul’s thrashing arms.

   This ghoul was a sixtysomething female with white hair piled on top of its head in an abbreviated beehive do. The creature was at least five ten, rail thin, and wore a yellow unbuttoned cardigan sweater. What with its withered lips, tiny aquiline nose, and narrow jaw, it looked like nothing so much as a large bird jerking around on its two scrawny legs that protruded from a pale green, besmirched skirt.

   “What did this one do?” Bascomb asked the guards shepherding the creature. 

   “We saw her eating a guy’s brains out of his skull,” answered the first guard, a short teenage Hispanic with a swarthy complexion and a narrow black mustache.

   “Cannibalism isn’t a crime if the victim’s dead. And if the guy was already dead, that rules out murder.”

   “We didn’t arrest her at that time,” said the other guard, a barrel-chested man who wore aviator sunglasses with mirror lenses.

   He was wrestling with his animal grabber trying to get the ghoul under control with it.

   “We followed her after we witnessed her eating the guy’s brains,” explained the mustachioed guard. “That’s when we saw her catch a kid coming out of a parked car. She tore the poor kid’s throat out with her teeth and proceeded to eat the flesh.”

   “A child killer, huh,” said Bascomb. “I’m gonna throw the book at her. That’s the lowest of the low. Toss her in a cell. The infected have got to be taught that they don’t get special privileges just because they’re infected.”

   “Just blow the damn thing away, is what I say,” said Reno. 

   “That’s exactly why you’re not the Chosen One.” 

   “The Chosen One? Who the hell is he?”

   “Let me guess,” said Halverson, locking his eyes on Bascomb’s.

   “The Chosen One is the one duly elected by the people to represent them because of his unique abilities and superior intelligence.” 

   “Sounds like Nietzsche’s superman,” said Reno.

   “He is the next phase of man in the evolutionary process.”

   “That’s funny. It sure looks like these ghouls are gonna inherit the earth. Just take a gander outside. Who the hell is this Chosen One you’re talking about?”

   “I have the feeling we’re looking at him,” said Halverson.

   “You are, indeed,” said Bascomb. “I am the Chosen One.”

   Reno hung fire. “You could’ve fooled me, by jingo.”

   “You’re wrong about the infected. They won’t be the ones running the earth. They’re too stupid.”

   “They seem to be running it now,” said Reno. “Running it into the ground, I grant you, but they’re still running it.”

   “Their time won’t last.”

   “I don’t see any indication we’re getting the upper hand on them.”

   “It won’t happen overnight. We need to create more outposts where we’ll be able to rule the roost as we rise to power.”

   Halverson figured Bascomb was talking through his hat. Bascomb had no authority anywhere except over this tiny island. 

   Bascomb led the way into the cell house.

   They walked under the East Gun Gallery, where armed guards used to patrol when Alcatraz was a maximum-security prison, and entered B Block.

   “I want to show you what we do with the prisoners,” he said.

   He turned right then took a left in the second corridor.

   “How many prisoners do you have?” asked Halverson, scoping out the prison as their footfalls echoed through the dank hall.

   “I’m not sure. At least fifty. This is Sunrise Alley right next to A Block where we are now.”

   Halverson peeked into the first cell on his left. Painted a lima bean green, the cramped nine-by-five cell contained one bunk, a tiny sink, and a toilet. 

   Inside the cell stood a stoop-shouldered geezer all of seventy years old wearing a yellow gimme cap, a maroon rep tank top, and black nylon track trunks. The lower part of his sallow face looked like a shriveled prune. Drool spilled out the corners of his open mouth that revealed teeth the same green shade as his cell’s enamel-painted walls. Not a man, but a ghoul, decided Halverson.

   Halverson was quick to notice the creature had its hands manacled behind its back and its legs fettered in steel shackles. 

   “Aren’t the cuffs a case of overkill?” asked Victoria. “The creature’s already locked up.”

   “I don’t think so,” answered Reno. “You don’t want those things’ hands touching you. They could reach out between the bars and grab you.”

   “I guess.”

   Most of the cells were filled with creatures, Halverson saw. Some cages even had three or more ghouls incarcerated inside, yet the cells ran a uniform size—a paltry nine feet by five feet.

   “Have these creatures been tried yet?” asked Halverson. 

   “No,” answered Bascomb. He glanced to a locked stairwell to his right. “That stairway leads to the dungeon. That’s where we take the creatures that we’ve found guilty.”

   “What if they’re found innocent?” asked Reno. “Do you let them go, for Christ’s sake?”

   “If they’re found innocent, they must be released.”

   “This has gotta be somebody’s idea of a sick joke.” Reno shook his head incredulously. 

   Bascomb strutted down Sunrise Alley.

   Apparently the filled prison cells bolstered his opinion of himself as a leader, decided Halverson. 

   Halverson fetched up in surprise at one cell. He could not believe his eyes. 

   “What’s up?” asked Reno, sensing Halverson’s reaction and gazing into the cell.

   “This prisoner looks human,” answered Halverson.

   Reno did a double take. “What’s going on here?” 

   






   

   Chapter 29

   

   Clad in grey sweatpants and a white T, a shockheaded brunet man in his late twenties was staring out at them from his cell. In contrast to the ghouls, he wasn’t lurching around his cell. He was sitting at the end of his bunk regarding his visitors, his hands folded on his knees.

   The man’s brown eyes didn’t have any white film on them, Halverson noticed.

   “There must be some mistake,” Halverson told Bascomb. “I’m convinced this man’s human.”

   “Of course, he’s human,” said Bascomb. “All these prisoners are human.” He made a sweeping gesture with his arm, indicating the surrounding cells.

   “But he’s alive,” put in Reno.

   “They’re all alive.”

   Reno was fed up with Bascomb’s hairsplitting semantics. “This man’s not a ghoul.”

   “I never said he was.”

   Ticked off, Reno burst, “He’s not one of them!”

   “Why are you arguing with me? We’re in complete agreement.”

   Annoyed, instead of soothed by Bascomb’s calm voice, Reno stood speechless, simmering.

   Halverson took over for Reno. “This prisoner isn’t one of the infected, as you call them.”

   “Why are we belaboring this point?” asked Bascomb. “I already know that.”

   “Then why the hell is he a prisoner?” exploded Reno.

   “You need to settle down,” said Bascomb in a steady voice that brooked no debate. “I don’t appreciate being yelled at.”

   “I don’t appreciate having my chain jerked.”

   Reno took a menacing step toward Bascomb. 

   Halverson intervened by grabbing Reno’s forearm and pulling him away from Bascomb. Halverson figured this wasn’t the time or the place for an argument when Bascomb had the whip hand.

   Bascomb’s dark eyes looked flat like stones as he considered Reno. “I’m only going to say this once. You don’t have to be infected to be arrested and brought to trial and convicted if you’re found guilty. Everyone has to obey the law. That includes the healthy as well as the infected.”

   Reno was too miffed to respond.

   “What’s this guy accused of?” asked Halverson.

   “He’s been accused of looting,” answered Bascomb. 

   As he looked down the row of cells, Halverson could now see that several of the other cells were populated with living persons. 

   “You know what I’m guilty of?” said the prisoner, rising from his bunk in his cell.

   “Nobody asked you,” said Bascomb.

   “I’m guilty of taking a loaf of bread from a supermarket.”

   “Silence!”

   “It’s the same thing you do when you send out raiding parties to San Francisco,” the prisoner told Bascomb.

   Bascomb nodded to a burly guard.

   The guard stepped up to the jail cell and banged his AK-47’s muzzle repeatedly between two steel bars.

   The prisoner shied away from the bars.

   “You’re gonna end up throwing everybody in jail,” said Reno. “Everybody’s a looter nowadays. How else can you get supplies?”

   “The point is, he took the bread for himself,” said Bascomb. “He didn’t do it for the good of the community like we do in our foraging parties.”

   “In other words, I didn’t do it for you,” said the prisoner. 

   Bascomb glowered at him for a moment then turned to Halverson. “Let’s move on.”

   Bascomb led the group back to the main gate. 

   “Welcome to paradise!” called out the prisoner with a lopsided grin as they left. 

   “This guy’s all about power,” Reno muttered to Halverson out of Bascomb’s earshot. “When he says the community he means him.”

   Halverson heard him, but kept his own counsel and turned to Bascomb. “How do we get on one of these raiding parties?”

   Bascomb smiled. “We’re always happy to have volunteers. The first thing you learn here is that everyone pulls his own weight on behalf of the community. There are no free rides.”

   “I want in on one of these raiding parties.”

   “Count me in, too,” said Reno.

   “Excellent,” said Bascomb. “We need as many able-bodied men as we can get to gather supplies on the mainland. You should fit in well here in our community.”

   “I don’t think so,” Reno said under his breath to Halverson. 

   Bascomb turned right and swept down the main aisle of the cell house. “Say hello to Broadway.”

   “You got a funny sense of humor,” said Reno, surveying long rows of prison cells on either side of him. 

   “The original convicts here used to call it Broadway. Cell Block B is on your right and Block C is on your left. At the other end of the aisle is Times Square.”

   Halverson noticed that inmates resided in the cells and had their doors open. “Why aren’t the cells closed? What’s to prevent the inmates from escaping?”

   Halverson, Reno, Victoria, Parnell, and Brittany looked edgy.

   Bascomb smiled. “This is where we live. These aren’t prisoners. These are the inhabitants of the island.”

   A middle-aged woman with blue rinse hair who was reading a book on her bunk put the book down and approached Halverson. “Are you the new members here?”

   “Yes,” answered Halverson. “How do you like it here?”

   She averted her eyes. “It’s safe. The infected can’t get us.”

   “Not yet, anyway.”

   “They can’t get past the bay to get here. This island’s free of the plague.”

   “Why is that?”

   “We rounded up and locked up any infected that were roaming the island when we got here,” Bascomb answered for the woman.

   “I used to live in San Francisco,” she said. “We had to live in fear for our lives every day after the plague hit. We had to keep moving to avoid the infected. No place was safe.”

   “Until we found her and her friends,” Bascomb told Halverson, “and brought them here.”

   “All the comforts of home,” said Reno tongue in cheek.

   “At least we can sleep soundly and not worry about being attacked by the infected,” said the woman.

   “Speaking of sleep,” piped up Victoria, “I’m exhausted. Is there somewhere we can crash?”

   “Sure,” said Bascomb. “You can bunk down in any cell that’s not occupied.”

   “I’m dead on my feet.”

   She entered an open cell, plunked down on the bunk, and stretched out on her back.

   No sooner had her back hit the bunk than the strident blare of a klaxon sounded. She jackknifed up in bed, eyes wide.

   “What the hell is that?” said Reno, his eyes flitting around the prison.

   “Follow me outside,” said Bascomb.

   






   

   Chapter 30

   

   Bascomb led the way out of the prison. Emerging from its entrance he gazed up into the sky as if expecting to see something.

   Halverson followed Bascomb’s gaze. He wondered what he was looking for. Sunlight filtered through the gossamer smoky sky, highlighting wind-borne floating ashes.

   Then Halverson saw it.

   An MQ-1 Predator drone was flying overhead. He would have heard it before seeing it, if it wasn’t for the racket of the klaxon reverberating in and around the prison. Wincing thanks to the alarm’s cacophony he squinted at the drone.

   Shielding his eyes from the sun with his hand, Bascomb watched the drone with concern. 

   At last the klaxon stopped. 

   “You got those here, too, huh?” said Halverson.

   “Drones?” said Bascomb.

   “Yeah.”

   Bascomb faced Halverson. “Have you seen drones elsewhere?”

   Halverson nodded. “They have them in LA.”

   “I believe the government’s sending them to spy on us.”

   “It’s gotta be the government,” said Reno. “They’re the only ones with the resources to operate drones.”

   “The government hates us. If they find out we’re here, they’ll do everything they can to close us down.”

   “Why do you say that?”

   “It’s simple logic. They don’t want any communities forming that would challenge their leadership. Any successful community is a threat to their precarious existence, as they see it.”

   “You sound paranoid.”

   “You can never overestimate the power of paranoia when it comes to survival.”

   “Can I quote you in my next article?” asked Reno.

   Bascomb cocked one eyebrow and squinted with his other eye at Reno. “What article?”

   “I’m a journalist. I write news reports.”

   “Where do you plan on getting it published? The papers aren’t printing.”

   “There’s always the Internet.”

   Bascomb shook his head. “My IT boys haven’t had any luck at all with the Internet. And we have bleeding-edge computers in the prison IT room.”

   “You have computers here?”

   “All bleeding-edge, like I said. My computer geeks are convinced somebody’s jamming the Internet.”

   “Somebody, meaning the government,” said Halverson.

   “Who else?”

   “Why?”

   “They don’t want any existing communities to link up and become organized against them.”

   “Maybe all the landlines and cell towers were knocked out of commission in the fires, and the government had no part in it,” said Reno.

   “My IT boys say it’s virtually impossible that every single landline is out. A lot of landlines are underground where fire can’t reach them.”

   “I didn’t know landlines could be jammed.”

   “If they can be tapped, they can be jammed. That’s what my IT boys say.”

   “I still say you’re paranoid. You’re overestimating your importance as a threat to the government. That’s what a paranoid schizophrenic would do. Delusions of grandeur and all that.”

   “I’m not the one sending drones around to spy on people. The government’s the one that’s paranoid. And they’ve got the resources to destroy us if they find out we’re here.”

   “What makes you think they haven’t spotted you already?”

   “The drones’ cameras don’t work too well in smoke, is what my tech geeks tell me. As long as the skies stay smoky, I think we’re OK.”

   Head aching, eyes smarting, Halverson was spent, and the smoky air didn’t help matters any. 

   “The skies aren’t gonna stay smoky forever,” he said. “Then what?”

   “We’ll have to shoot the drones down. I don’t want to do that till we absolutely have to. Once we start shooting them down, the government will know we’re here. Then it’s boots-on-the-ground time here on the island and we’re history.”

   “What makes you think they want to destroy you? Maybe they’re trying to make contact with you so they can link up with you.”

   “If you swallow that hokum, you don’t have any idea how governments operate.”

   Parnell put in his two cents. “The immediate problem isn’t the government. It’s the plague. We need to find out what causes it, so we can cure the infected.”

   “How can you cure walking corpses of death?” said Reno.

   “They’re not dead. They’re infected,” insisted Bascomb. “If we had a doctor here, maybe we could make progress finding out the cause of the pandemic.”

   “I’m a doctor,” said Parnell.

   Bascomb eyeballed Parnell. “You don’t say? We can definitely use you here. You can help out in our infirmary.”

   “Be glad to.”

   Not only did Halverson’s head ache, his throat felt raspy, too. He hoped he wasn’t coming down with something. All of a sudden he felt alarmed. What if he was coming down with the zombie virus? 

   He wondered if that was possible. He thought the contagious airborne phase of the virus had passed. That explained why he and the others on the island had not contracted the plague. But maybe not. Maybe there were still germs out there that could cause the disease. What if the disease was, in fact, still airborne or on fomites, or both? 

   “How do we know this zombie virus isn’t still airborne and contagious?” he asked.

   The silence cast a nerve-racking pall. 

   At last Bascomb answered, “If it’s still contagious via the air, why don’t any of us have it?”

   “Maybe it takes longer to spread in certain people.”

   Parnell scoffed. “This is all speculation. We don’t know anything until we start studying the pathogen responsible for the plague.” 

   “You’re not cheering me up, Doc,” said Reno. “If we don’t know anything, that means we all could have the plague even as we speak.”

   Halverson coughed.

   Reno flinched. “That’s not funny.”

   






   

   Chapter 31

   

   “Keep washing your hands whenever you have a chance,” said Parnell. “Until we know otherwise, we have to assume the plague can be spread via physical contact and by air.”

   “I once saw someone come down with the disease,” said Halverson.

   “How did he contract it?”

   “He was bitten by a ghoul.”

   “That’s definitely one way it’s transmitted, but there could be a host of other ways. In fact, there has to be at least one other way, or how else did people become infected in the first place?”

   “One thing’s for sure,” said Bascomb. “None of the infected are getting on this island unless we bring them here under restraint.”

   “I think we should shoot first and ask questions later,” said Reno. “I see no point in bringing any of them back here.”

   “We obey the letter of the law here. Without law, society cannot function.”

   “So what’s the law say about these ghouls?”

   “It says you can kill the infected only in self-defense. They are protected by the law like everybody else here.”

   “The only thing those creatures understand is a bullet in the brain.”

   “You’re talking murder.”

   “I’m talking about eliminating creatures that want to eat us.”

   “None of this matters,” said Parnell. “What matters is, this plague has got be stopped. We have to find the cure or we’re all dead.”

   “So what else is new?” said Reno. “We’re all screwed. We’re all dead. Business as usual.”

   “We’re not all screwed,” burst Brittany, who had held her tongue till this point. She commenced laughing wildly.

   “What’s with her?” asked Bascomb.

   “She’s nineteen,” answered Reno.

   “What kind of an explanation is that?”

   Parnell angled over to her. “She’s in a state of shock. Her boyfriend was killed not long ago.”

   Bascomb approached her and scrutinized her face. “She does look pale. She probably needs something to eat.”

   The idea of food made Brittany stop laughing as suddenly as she had started. Now she wanted to wretch. After all this talk about plague, she felt nauseous. Her legs felt like rubber. She wondered what was keeping her up. She closed her eyes and massaged her forehead. 

   “The problem with this plague is it’s a two-edged sword,” said Parnell. “It can attack us from the inside if we become infected with the pathogen, and it can attack us from the outside in the form of the already-infected flesh-eating victims.”

   “In other words, wash your hands and shoot to kill,” said Reno.

   Parnell gave him a look. “I wouldn’t put it that way.”

   Brittany kept rubbing her forehead. She felt cold and hot at the same time. One minute she was hot, the next she was shivering. 

   “Are you OK, Brittany?” asked Parnell.

   “Not really.”

   “What you need is some food,” said Reno. 

   He dug a Three Musketeers chocolate candy bar out of his trouser pocket. He unwrapped half of the candy bar and handed it to her.

   She accepted it. Maybe he was right, she decided. Maybe she just needed food in her stomach. The problem was, she didn’t feel hungry. 

   She indolently took a bite out of the candy bar. She munched on it. If it was any blander, it wouldn’t even have tasted like cardboard. Maybe there was something wrong with her taste buds, she decided. In any case, the candy bar held no interest for her. She handed it back to Reno.

   “What’s wrong with it?” he asked.

   “It has no taste.”

   Reno took a huge bite of it, almost putting all of what remained of the candy bar into his mouth. He chewed the chocolate with relish.

   “Tastes fine to me,” he said.

   “I don’t have any appetite.”

   “Like I said before, she’s in shock,” said Parnell. “The best thing for her now is rest.”

   Reno polished off the candy bar then licked the chocolate off his fingers.

   “You shouldn’t do that,” said Parnell. 

   “Do what? Eat?”

   “Lick your fingers. They’re covered with germs. The plague virus could be on them, too.”

   “Now you tell me.”

   “You obviously haven’t been listening to what I’ve been saying.”

   “Pardon me while I regurgitate my candy bar.” Reno commenced hawking.

   Brittany felt nauseous as she listened to him. “Can we talk about something else, please?”

   “In the world of pathogens, what you don’t see can kill you,” said Parnell.

   “And I thought you were the optimist among us,” said Reno.

   “I am. I believe we can defeat this plague by studying it and finding a cure and a vaccine for it.”

   “If there is a cure and a vaccine.”

   “Of course there is. It’s just a matter of finding them.”

   “I hate to tell you, but we still haven’t found the cure for cancer, and we’ve been looking for that for ages. If it takes that long to find the cure for this plague, the zombies will have wiped us out beforehand.”

   “What zombies?” said Bascomb. “There are no such thing as zombies.”

   “OK, the infected. Whatever you want to call them, they’re our enemy. They’ll kill us, if we give them half a chance.” 

   “They’re not gonna kill us on the Rock. There’s no way they can get over here to get us. They can’t swim, and their minds don’t work. They can’t even figure out how to tie their shoelaces.”

   Brittany picked a gunky yellow particulate out of her tear duct.

   “Don’t touch your eyes,” said Parnell, watching her. “Diseases spread via the mucous membranes.”

   Brittany jerked her hand away from her eye. “This is insane.”

   “I’m with her,” Reno told Parnell. “According to you, we’ll all have to hide in hermetically sealed rooms to avoid catching this plague. I’m not gonna hide like a scaredy-cat.”

   “We need to take precautions,” said Parnell. “That’s all I’m saying.”

   “No matter what you say,” said Halverson, “finding the cure for this plague isn’t enough. We also have to eliminate the ghouls, which are the prime carriers of the disease. All ghouls must be destroyed.”

   “That’s what I’m talking about,” said Reno. “Let’s wipe those things out.”

   “We’re not killing the infected unless it’s in self-defense,” said Bascomb. “That’s the law in our social contract. They have as much right to live as the rest of us.”

   “But they’re not alive,” said Halverson. “That’s the point. They’re not human anymore.”

   Reno paced back and forth restlessly. “I want to see the mainland. Let’s go on a raid. I’m going stir-crazy and I haven’t even been on this island very long.”

   “In fact, we are going foraging in San Francisco,” said Bascomb. 

   “Great. Let’s go and kill some ghouls.”

   “Let me make this perfectly clear.” Bascomb paused for effect. “You’re not gonna kill anyone unless you’re attacked.”

   “For sure, they’ll attack us.”

   “Haven’t you been listening?” Halverson asked Bascomb, irked by Bascomb’s intransigence. “The ghouls have got to be killed and torched as well, in order to prevent their spreading the plague.”

   “And also to prevent them from eating us,” said Reno. “Don’t forget that tasty tidbit. I don’t want to end up an entrée on some zombie’s bill of fare.”

   Bascomb went on as if Halverson and Reno had not spoken. “If we see any of the infected committing crimes, we’ll make every attempt to arrest them and bring them back to face justice here on the Rock.”

   With that, Bascomb abruptly turned away from them and swung toward the pier with his security personnel in tow. 

   Halverson, Victoria, Reno, Parnell, and Brittany stayed behind and huddled together. 

   “I’m not going on the raid,” said Brittany. “I feel like I’m gonna pass out any second.”

   “Good decision,” said Parnell. “You need rest more than anything. I don’t see any point in my going, either.” He swept his eyes across Halverson and Reno. “I’m not waging a vendetta against the infected like you two are.”

   “The more ghouls we kill now, the less we’ll have to kill later,” said Halverson.

   Parnell shook his head. “I’ll escort Brittany back to a room in the prison where she can catch some shuteye.”

   “I don’t feel like going on the raid either,” said Victoria, face haggard. “I’m too worn out.”

   “Suit yourself,” said Halverson. 

   Halverson and Reno trotted after Bascomb and his retinue. 

   “I don’t know about you,” said Reno, “but if I catch one of those ghouls anywhere near me, I’m plugging it. No questions asked.”

   Halverson thought about it. “I think we better do as he says, or at least appear to do as he says. The last thing we need is to have him bust us.”

   “You think?”

   “He would feel as much reluctance chucking us behind bars as he did with those other people he imprisoned. And besides, he’s got more firepower than we do.”

   






   

   Chapter 32

   

   Halverson and Reno caught up with Bascomb as they reached the end of the rise that commanded a striking view of the bay. Directly below them stood the guard tower that looked like a narrower and smaller version of the water tower on their left. 

   Beyond the guard tower stretched the small dock, where three inflatable Zodiac boats as well as the Costaguana were moored. With his CIA training, Halverson recognized the Zodiacs as MK 4HD workboats. They were just shy of seventeen and a half feet long and had room enough for twelve. From this distance he wasn’t able to make out the types of outboard motors the Zodiacs sported on their sterns.

   Despite the fact that the dock lay directly below them, Bascomb, Halverson, and the rest of the foraging party had to descend a zigzag cement path with a couple of long zigs and zags to reach it.

   As they approached the crafts, Halverson could make out Evinrude 60 hp in-line engines mounted on the Zodiacs. 

   A dusky pelican flying overhead dipped through the sky searching for prey in the ocean.

   “Where do you get gas for the motors?” asked Halverson. “Or do the gas stations work around here?”

   “No,” answered Bascomb. “Nothing works. The power’s out. You can’t get gas out of the fuel pumps at the stations because of the power outage.”

   “That’s what I thought.”

   “We syphon gas from the abandoned cars all over the place. We fill up on gas whenever we go foraging.” Bascomb indicated half a dozen empty red plastic five-gallon jerricans in the nearest Zodiac.

   Halverson counted ten persons in their group. They piled into the bobbing boat.

   “You don’t expect us to go unarmed with you, do you?” he said.

   “You don’t need guns when you’re on the Rock.”

   “We sure need them if we’re headed into ghoul territory.”

   “The problem is, you took our shotguns,” Reno told Bascomb.

   Bascomb leaned over a steel box secured with a combination lock in the prow. He dialed the combination, removed the lock, and opened the box. He fished out two AK-47s and handed one to both Halverson and Reno.

   “These are better than shotguns when defending yourself from the infected,” he said.

   “No kidding,” said Reno, accepting the AK. 

   “Where’d you get the AKs?” asked Halverson.

   “How do you know they’re AKs?” said Bascomb, searching Halverson’s face.

   “Everybody knows what an AK-47 is,” chimed in Reno, inspecting the automatic rifle. “If you haven’t seen one of these by now, you’ve been living all your life in a cave.”

   Halverson felt relieved Reno had answered for him. Halverson didn’t want Bascomb to suspect he had special weapons training. He knew Bascomb feared the government and might suspect him of working for them if he exhibited an inordinate knowledge of guns. There was no telling what Bascomb would do if he found out Halverson worked for the CIA. 

   Halverson and Reno slung their AK-47s over their shoulders and claimed seats on the inflatable hull with the other members of the foraging party. 

   That was one thing Halverson never liked about Zodiacs. Despite their excellent performance and buoyancy, they didn’t have thwarts to sit on. If you didn’t sit on the gunwale, you had to get down on your knees in the middle of the craft, which was safer but murder on your knees. He would rather sit on the bulky gunwale and risk falling overboard as seawater splashed in his face.

   The other men in the group were of the same opinion, he could see. They sat like he did and clung onto a rope that was strung along the top of the gunwales as the Zodiac prepared to shove off from dock.

   One of Bascomb’s men untied the Zodiac’s painter that was knotted to a cleat on the dock.

   The tillerman, Kobe Jones, started the outboard motor, and they shoved off.

   Spindrift pelted their faces as they made for Fisherman’s Wharf near the foot of the imposing orange-painted Golden Gate Bridge.

   It didn’t take long. It was little over a mile from Alcatraz to San Francisco.

   “I don’t see any of those things,” said Halverson, scoping out the wharf.

   “If I never see another one of them, it’ll be too soon,” said Reno.

   Nevertheless, Halverson knew the walking dead were out there somewhere. He could feel a kind of tension in the absolute silence. He didn’t know how else to describe his feeling of unease. Even the gulls and pigeons seemed to be avoiding the once-thriving wharf.

   Jones slewed the Zodiac to a halt in front of the wharf, kicking a frothing wave into the weathered planks and pilings. Bascomb had one of his crewmen tie the boat’s painter to a wooden bollard on the dock’s floor. 

   “Remember when times were good and you didn’t have to worry about a ghoul eating you?” said Reno.

   “That seems like years ago,” said Halverson, though it was only a couple of days ago, he knew.

   Reno waxed nostalgic. “When all I had to worry about was getting harassed by my editor and my coworkers, meeting deadlines, paying my bills on time, and trying to get hooked up with a new girlfriend. That seems like heaven compared to now.”

   “Joe, Bill, and Sam,” said Bascomb. “Each of you rustle up a couple of jerricans and syphon gas for us.”

   Three burly guys in their early thirties gathered up the empty red jerricans and clambered out of the Zodiac onto the wharf.

   Halverson and Reno hopped out after them. 

   “I guess I’m just a landlubber,” said Reno, feeling more comfortable on terra firma than he had at sea.

   “Not you two,” said Bascomb. “I want you to come with the rest of us and search for food.”

   “Fine. As long as I get to plink my share of ghouls.”

   “We’re not plinking anyone unless we’re attacked. This isn’t open season on the infected. The same rules of law we have on the island apply here on the mainland.”

   “If they see us, they will attack us, I guarantee you.” 

   “If you see them committing crimes, such as looting, arrest them.”

   Reno smirked and glanced at Halverson. “Is he kidding?” said Reno out of the side of his mouth so Bascomb could not hear him. 

   Halverson held his tongue. He doubted Bascomb was kidding. In any case, Halverson was in no hurry to arrest a ghoul. 

   “Is that clear?” said Bascomb.

   “How are we supposed to arrest them?” asked Reno.

   “Two of my men carry animal grabbers. The two of them will capture the guilty persons by fixing the animal grabbers to the culprits’ necks. Then we’ll transport the suspects back to the Rock for a fair trial.”

   “If they don’t eat you first.”

   “Nobody’s eating anyone. If we do come under attack, we’re retreating. We’re not getting into a pitched battle with the infected. That will solve nothing.”

   Bascomb picked at the corner of his eye.

   “You shouldn’t touch your eyes,” said Reno. “Remember what Parnell said. You could get the plague that way.”

   Bascomb jacked up his eyebrows but said nothing, his expression stony.

   Reno allowed a half smile to flicker on his lips. “I was kidding. You know Parnell. He’s like Chicken Little.”

   Bascomb didn’t laugh. “You have twenty minutes to gather supplies and return to the boat. We’re not staying a second longer than that. The infected will show up soon.”

   Halverson glanced at his black digital wristwatch to note the time. 

   “Where to?” asked Reno.

   “We split up,” answered Bascomb. “That way we can cover more ground.”

   “But you guys know this area better then we do. You’ve been here before. You know where to look.”

   “Doesn’t matter. You’re new faces. You two might be able to think of places that we’ve missed.”

   “In a pig’s eye.”

   “If you decide to arrest one of the infected, be sure to read him his Miranda rights first.”

   Reno burst out laughing. He could not help it. 

   “Did I say something funny?” demanded Bascomb.

   When Reno saw that nobody else was laughing, he gathered himself together. “Why do we have to read Miranda rights to corpses?”

   “They’re not corpses. Corpses don’t walk.”

   Reno didn’t feel like getting into another argument with Bascomb. It felt too much like banging his head against a stone wall. 

   Reno closed his eyes and plucked his earlobe.

   “How can we arrest the ghouls if we don’t have any animal grabbers?” asked Halverson.

   “Good question,” answered Bascomb. “If you see the infected committing crimes, notify me and I’ll send out our guys with the animal grabbers to help you.”

   “I can’t believe I’m hearing this,” said Reno.

   Nobody said anything.

   Reno swept his eyes across the blank faces of the foraging detail. 

   He pegged these guys for robots. None of them seemed to be able to think for themselves. They did what they were told and shut up.

   “As always, the one who brings back the most supplies gets to keep half of them for himself,” said Bascomb. 

   The men’s faces became animated. They nodded in approval.

   “The one who brings back the least,” added Bascomb, “gets left behind.”

   Nobody moved. It was so quiet you could hear a pin drop. 

   Reno could not stand the silence any longer. “You’re condemning someone to be eaten by the ghouls if you leave him behind.”

   There was a long silence before Bascomb responded.

   He smiled. “I was messing with you. You should see your faces. Everybody looks like somebody just walked over their graves.” Bascomb laughed. “Lighten up. You’re all too tense.”

   “Your sense of humor leaves something to be desired,” said Reno.

   “All right. Let’s go. Everybody split up. You’ve got twenty minutes. You take one second longer, you will be left behind.”

   

   






   

   Chapter 33

   

   Halverson and Reno exchanged glances.

   Halverson nodded. 

   The rest of the men spun around and scattered over the wharf.

   Halverson and Reno scampered off in different directions then reunited a block away.

   “I don’t know about you,” said Reno, “but I’ve had it up to here with this guy Bascomb.”

   “He’s still better than living with the ghouls breathing down our backs,” said Halverson without enthusiasm.

   “I’m not so sure. At least with the ghouls, you know where you stand. Bascomb’s a snake in the grass. You don’t know what he’s gonna do.”

   “I share your concern. But we’re still safe from the ghouls on Alcatraz.”

   “Safe from the ghouls, but not from the Chosen One,” said Reno and formed quote marks with his fingers as he said “Chosen One.”

   Halverson froze in his tracks.

   “What is it?” said Reno.

   “Look down the street.”

   It wasn’t really a street. It was more like an alley along the wharf, Halverson realized. In any case, it wasn’t the alley that had stopped him cold. It was the figure standing in the alley.

   The fortysomething male figure was standing in a battered shepherd’s check jacket, his legs splayed out at awkward angles. Wearing wraparound black sunglasses, the figure held his head canted to the right as if he could not hold it up straight and was leaning it on his shoulder for support.

   The tilt of the head didn’t look right to Halverson. It looked unnatural, like the neck was broken. 

   “We got a ghoul at twelve o’clock,” said Reno.

   “It looks like it, but I can’t be sure till I see his eyes.”

   “Eyes are no eyes, that’s a ghoul. Look at the way it moves.”

   The figure shuffled toward them. 

   “A living person with a neck like that couldn’t walk,” agreed Halverson.

   “Any person with a neck like that wouldn’t be living.”

   “Where there’s one, there’s usually more nearby.”

   “So read him his Miranda. You heard what Bascomb said.”

   Halverson smiled with half his mouth. “He hasn’t committed a crime.”

   Reno raised his AK-47 to his shoulder. “If you ask me, his being there is a crime. It’s a crime against nature.” He sighted on the ghoul’s head.

    “Don’t.”

   Halverson latched onto the muzzle of Reno’s AK and lowered it.

   “What’s wrong?” asked Reno. “You’re not afraid of Bascomb busting me for murder, are you?”

   “It’s no laughing matter. He’s dead serious about that.”

   “Who’s laughing?”

   “The problem is, your gunshot will attract other ghouls in the area. What we don’t need are more ghouls.”

   “Well, I’m not gonna just stand here and wait for that thing to come over here and eat me.”

   “We need to gather supplies and get back to the boat. We don’t have time for this thing.”

   The creature kept scrabbling toward them.

   Halverson picked up on a scarcity of abandoned cars in the alley. He wondered why. He looked farther down the alley and realized the reason. 

   The alley was a cul-de-sac littered with upended green metal garbage Dumpsters and blue plastic recycling bins at its dead end. Garbage lay strewn across the asphalt, spilling out of the overturned receptacles.

   To his left Halverson made out a large warehouse flanked by a loading dock that skirted the alley. The steel accordion door on the loading dock was rolled half open. He peered inside the warehouse, but it was too dark to see anything.

   “This warehouse might be a good place to search for food,” he said.

   “Depends on what kind of a warehouse it is,” said Reno.

   They climbed the concrete steps to the loading dock and ducked under the accordion door.

   Out of the corner of his eye, Halverson remarked the ghoul with the broken neck lurching in their direction. 

   “Our friend’s following us,” said Halverson.

   “If we don’t put it down, it’s gonna follow us wherever we go, I’m telling you.”

   “I’m not worried about that thing at the moment.”

   “Then what?”

   “We’re running out of time and we haven’t gotten any supplies. Let’s case this place fast.”

   “Do you think Bascomb would really leave us behind if we’re not back at the boat on time?”

   “I’m positive he would.”

   “What if we return empty-handed? Will he make us walk the plank?” said Reno with a smirk.

   Halverson shook his head more in disgust than anything else, not knowing what Bascomb would do. On the one hand, Bascomb seemed rational and law abiding. On the other, he seemed paranoid and obsessed with being in charge. At this point, it wasn’t looking like a harmonious combination. 

   “Fuck him,” said Reno. 

   Wooden pallets were stacked in the corner of the dim cement loading dock. Several dollies stood beside them. Five-odd feet away from the dollies, a yellow forklift was parked. 

   On the torn black leather seat of the forklift sat a mauled corpse without a head. Coagulated blood coated the driver’s side of the vehicle, while on the dock’s cement floor beside the forklift’s front left wheel a tacky puddle of blood had formed. 

   “He’s not gonna reanimate,” said Reno.

   Halverson winced. “Not without his head.”

   Reno raised his AK-47 in anticipation. “There must be more of those things around here.”

   “That blood’s not fresh. The creatures may’ve left by now.”

   Near the swinging black doors to the warehouse proper, Halverson spotted a round object about the size of a bowling ball. He approached it with trepidation.

   It was, as he had suspected, the missing head of the forklift driver, minus the top of its skull, which had somehow been sawn off or broken off. The interior of the skull had been scraped clean of its brains by the ghouls that had consumed them.

   “The bastards,” said Reno, coming up behind Halverson. 

   Halverson shouldered his way through the two heavy black metal side-by-side swinging doors that had rubber edges where they met in the doorway. At eye level each door had a judas window made of wire-reinforced glass. 

   Standing in the warehouse Halverson swept the immediate vicinity with his eyes. 

   He didn’t see any ghouls. He didn’t see any food either. He heard the swinging doors creak behind him as Reno entered the warehouse. 

   “Not a food warehouse,” said Reno.

   Rows of stoves, refrigerators, and other kitchen appliances stood in front of them. 

   “Close but no cigar,” said Halverson. “Stuff for the kitchen, but not food for it.”

   “Wanna take a quick look around to make sure?”

   Halverson checked his wristwatch. “We don’t have time. We better head out.”

   They barged through the swinging doors and brought up on the loading dock.

   Broken Neck was standing there waiting for them. 

   






   

   Chapter 34

   

   Halverson cursed. He was sick of these ghouls. 

   Broken Neck gaped its jaws. Sallow saliva streamed out the corner of its mouth as its head continued to lie askew on its shoulder. Its withered skeletal hands clawed the air as it trudged toward Halverson. 

   Halverson saw red. He was a trained killer. And in a life-or-death situation his reflexes took over. He wasn’t going to use his gun, because he knew the gunshot would alert and attract the other walking dead in the area. There were hundreds of other ways to kill and he knew all of them.

   Setting his feet he girded his loins. 

   Broken Neck shambled toward him. With Broken Neck in his sights, Halverson launched a violent tae kwon do kick to the creature’s neck, pulverizing its larynx with his heel and creating devastating cricoid damage. Halverson could feel his foot crashing through the creature’s throat and all but decapitating the creature.

   Broken Neck brought up short, rocked by the crushing blow to its throat. 

   Yet the creature did not fall. 

   It was not dead, its brain intact. It continued on its lurching death march toward Halverson. 

   Halverson should have known better. For an instant, in his moment of reflexive retaliation, he had forgotten he was dealing not with a human but with a ghoul. 

   Halverson snapped his hunting knife out of his waistband and moved in for the kill. He strode up to Broken Neck, jammed his knife through the bottom of the creature’s shattered jaw, through its green leathery tongue, through its sere palate, and deep into its brain, slamming its yawning mouth shut with the impact of the knife’s hilt on the base of its jaw. 

   Broken Neck’s knees buckled as it fell. 

   Halverson yanked his knife out of Broken Neck’s head on the creature’s way down. He wiped the oozing grey brains off the blade onto his trouser leg. 

   Broken Neck collapsed in a heap on the cement floor of the loading dock. The creature’s body spasmed a few times before it lay motionless.

   “Where’d you learn that?” asked Reno.

   “What?” said Halverson.

   “That kick. You looked like a professional. Isn’t that martial arts?”

   “I took a few courses in college,” lied Halverson self-deprecatorily with a shrug. He couldn’t very well tell Reno the truth—that he had learned the move at the CIA’s Camp Peary. 

   “You’re a man of many parts.”

   “We better head back to the Zodiac.”

   Halverson turned to head for the exit. He felt Reno grab his arm from behind. 

   Halverson halted and pivoted around to face him.

   “Maybe we shouldn’t head back,” said Reno.

   “What do you mean?”

   “Bascomb’s an SOB. I’m thinking maybe we’d be better off if we parted company with him. Right now’s as good a time as any to split.”

   “It’s not safe here with the ghouls all around. The whole mainland’s infested with them.”

   “Still . . . Bascomb, in the end, may be more dangerous to us than the ghouls.”

   “Aren’t you forgetting something?”

   Reno looked puzzled. “What?”

   “We can’t leave Victoria, Parnell, and Brittany behind.”

   “Why not? We might be better off on our own.”

   Halverson didn’t like the idea of leaving Victoria. He was becoming attached to her, whether he liked it or not. He had watched her lose her daughter to the plague, and she had watched him lose his brother in the same manner. They had been through a lot together through this time of crisis. He could not bring himself to cut and run from her. 

   She could probably fend for herself, he decided, as could Parnell and Brittany. But that wasn’t the point. He felt in a way responsible for them. After all, it was his idea to land them on Alcatraz. If something dire should befall them there, the blame would rest on his shoulders.

   “We can’t leave the others behind,” he said.

   “If you don’t look out for yourself, nobody else will.”

   “We’re safer on the island than on the mainland.”

   The other shoe dropped for Reno. His eyes lighted up. “Oh, I get it.”

   Halverson wasn’t following Reno’s train of thought. He shook his head and looked blank.

   “You can’t fool me,” Reno went on. “It’s the money. You don’t want to leave the money behind. I forgot all about the swag for a second. I’m glad you’re on the ball.” He headed for the exit. “Let’s get back to the boat.”

   Reno could think whatever he wanted, decided Halverson. Halverson wasn’t going to disabuse him. Observing Reno’s reaction, Halverson felt relieved he and none of the others in their group had spilled the beans about the cash to Bascomb. Bascomb’s awareness of the presence of the money would only serve to add another combustible element to their already smoldering relationship with him.

   Halverson and Reno emerged from the loading dock. 

   Halverson checked out the alley to see if the coast was clear. He pricked up his ears. He thought he heard a scraping sound at the end of the cul-de-sac.

   “Did you hear that?” he asked.

   “I didn’t hear anything. All I know is I feel hinky.”

   “That looks like a fish-and-chips restaurant at the end of the alley.”

   “Why didn’t you say so in the first place? Let’s get something to eat.”

   Reno turned and angled toward the greasy spoon.

   “The foods gonna be spoiled,” said Halverson. “Like everywhere else.”

   “Only the food in the freezers. Anyway, we need to take back supplies to the boat. They must have food in the café.” 

   A breeze gusted down the alley, throwing pages from an old newspaper tumbling through the air. 

   Halverson glanced at his wristwatch. “We need to head back.”

   “This’ll only take a few minutes. What are a few minutes more or less?”

   At that moment, a short female figure with a round Hispanic face shuffled out of the narrow door to the fish-and-chips café. She had her brown hair tied back in a tight bun.

   Reno pulled to a halt at the sight of her, his senses on the qui vive. 

   “Is she OK?” asked Halverson, who was standing farther away from the figure than was Reno and could not discern the condition of her face. 

   At that moment a scream from inside the café rent the air. 

   A hysterical middle-aged woman clad in a pin-striped pantsuit spun out of the doorway, blood jetting from her shoulder where her left arm used to be. She stumbled and fell on the street, screaming for help. 

   A twentysomething male pushing six feet appeared in the café doorway. Three days’ growth of stubble adorned his face. Wearing a grey hoodie with its torn white pockets hanging inside out, he stood on the doorstep, blood rilling from his open mouth. The woman’s left arm hung from his hand and streamed blood onto the buckled sidewalk. 

   As soon as the wounded middle-aged woman hit the ground, the short Hispanic female figure fell on her and commenced tearing the woman’s throat out with its green teeth.

   Reno shouldered his AK-47, aimed it, and fired two rounds into the ghoul. The Hispanic ghoul continued feeding on the woman’s shredded and bleeding throat. 

   “You need to hit the head,” said Halverson.

   “I was trying to,” said Reno. “I’ve never fired one of these things before.”

   Halverson leveled his AK-47 at the creature and blew out the back of its head with two brief bursts. 

   As if on cue, a knot of creatures piled out of the café into the alley.

   “Shit,” said Reno, on the verge of running to help the wounded woman. “We can’t help her now.”

   He retreated to where Halverson was standing. 

   More creatures continued to plow out of the café, sniffing the air as if they could sense the proximity of living human flesh. 

   Halverson and Reno turned to split. 

   Halverson’s heart stopped at the sight in front of him. 

   






   

   Chapter 35

   

   Attracted by the reports of the gunshots, a gaggle of moth-eaten creatures was drifting with their signature herky-jerky movements toward the mouth of the alley.

   They were going to box Halverson and Reno in the alley. By design or not, Halverson did not know. He doubted they had the intellectual capacity to plan such a maneuver. In any case, it did not matter. What mattered was the creatures were going to hem Halverson and Reno in if the two of them did not break free from the dead end in short order.

   Halverson and Reno sprang into action.

   They pegged toward the alley’s mouth as the ghouls closed in on it from the thoroughfare that intersected it. 

   Halverson and Reno opened fire, trying to prevent the walking dead from reaching the alley’s entrance before them.

   They had no choice.

   If they didn’t reach the entrance before the ghouls, the ghouls would trap them in the cul-de-sac and tear them apart limb from limb. 

   It was crucial not to think of all the things that could go wrong, Halverson knew. You had to concentrate on the one thing—getting out of the cul-de-sac before it closed up. You had to have tunnel vision. All that existed for him at that moment was that spot of daylight at the end of the alley. Nothing else existed. He must focus on that one thing to accomplish his escape. Or he would wind up dead meat for the flesh-eating walking dead.

   Heart pounding, gasping for air, he churned his legs, thrusting them in a hell-for-leather sprint for daylight. He must succeed, he told himself. He must reach freedom. You can do this! he told himself.

   Grinding his teeth he blasted the ghouls with his AK-47 till its magazine clicked empty. And still the ghouls came, shambling to cut him off at the intersection, even as several of them dropped in their tracks from his shots to their heads. 

   Of the two of them, Halverson was the first to reach the intersection, while Reno wasn’t far behind, his AK-47 empty, as was Halverson’s. 

   The vanguard of the ghouls was just reaching the alley entrance as Halverson charged up. A clutch of the creatures lumbered toward him, blocking his way out. All jerking arms and legs, they scrabbled toward him in their ratty clothes. 

   The reek of the creatures at such close range was overpowering. Gagging, Halverson barreled into them, wielding his AK-47 like a club as he gripped its muzzle. Fueled by adrenaline, he swung with all his might at the creatures’ heads. 

   He bashed in two decomposed, grimacing heads in quick succession, pulverizing the brains. The two mortally wounded creatures slumped on the asphalt, their hands twitching in extremis.

   Halverson had to hack a gap through the creatures’ frontline ranks to break through the wall of walking dead to freedom. Reinforcements of hundreds of ghouls were approaching and, as soon as they arrived, would plug up any gaps in the front line.

   Without further ado, Halverson swung his AK-47 and dashed in the brains of a five ten male creature weighing over three hundred pounds. Halverson flinched as he heard the muffled sound of the creature’s skull cracking open and saw gouts of brain matter squeezing out of the mutilated head like epoxy. Gobs of brains splattered on Halverson’s mouth. He spat them away in disgust and wiped his mouth clean with the back of his hand.

   He thought he was going to throw up, but he didn’t have time for it. He had to make his break. It was now or never. The zombie reinforcements would be on him and Reno soon. Then all would be lost.

   As the overweight creature fell with its head stove in and its brains bubbling out, Halverson saw daylight. This was the path to freedom. 

   He trampled over the ghoul’s massive belly and called back to Reno, “Over here!”

   Halverson plowed into the empty thoroughfare.

   Reno barged after him, jabbing his AK-47’s muzzle at a twentyish roly-poly redheaded female creature that was reaching for him. He poked the redhead in the forehead to keep the creature at bay. The muzzle slid down the creature’s brow, into its eye, and gouged the eye out.

   “Jesus!” said Reno, watching the white-filmed eye pop out onto the pavement.

   Halverson made short work of assessing the situation. Mobs of the walking dead were closing in on his right. His left, on the other hand, looked free of ghouls. The problem was, the way back to the Zodiac lay to his right. 

   Too many of the staggering walking dead were jammed together blocking the direct route to the boat. He and Reno would never be able to cut a swath through their serried, writhing numbers. 

   He had no time to waste.

   He bolted to his left, Reno in tow.

   “The boat’s the other way,” said Reno.

   “We’ll have to take the scenic route,” said Halverson. 

   “Not funny.”

   They barreled down the road, hung a right at the first intersection, then took another right and doubled back toward the boat.

   Reno had difficulty keeping up with Halverson, who was in better shape. 

   “Where’s the fire?” said Reno, gasping for breath, dropping behind Halverson.

   “Our time’s up,” said Halverson. “We have to get back to the boat before Bascomb leaves without us.”

   “He wouldn’t dare do that.” Reno paused a beat. “Would he?”

   “In a New York minute.”

   “I don’t know if I can keep up this pace much longer,” said Reno between groans as he ran. “This is what comes from having a desk job.”

   “We should be there soon.”

   “I hope you know where you’re going,” said Reno, lagging farther behind. “I sure don’t.” 

   “Just stay with me.”

   “I don’t get much exercise in my job. I don’t see how you can be in such good condition for a fellow journalist.” 

   Halverson could not blow his reporter’s cover and reveal to Reno that he was in reality a spy working for the black ops National Clandestine Service. 

   Instead, Halverson egged Reno on. “My granny can run faster than you.”

   Slackening his gait a bit, Halverson glanced behind him in time to catch sight of Reno flashing a middle finger at him. Halverson put on speed.

   “I wish your granny was here instead of me!” hollered Reno.

   Halverson rounded the bend and came to a halt, breathing hard, lungs burning. 

   From his coign of vantage he could make out the walking dead swarming toward the quay where the Zodiac was moored. 

   “The boat’s leaving!” he cried to Reno.

   Not true, but Halverson’s words had the desired effect of lighting a fire under Reno’s feet.

   






   

   Chapter 36

   

   Halverson could see Bascomb and the rest of his men frantically loading supplies onto the boat as the ghouls lumbered toward them.

   At length, tongue hanging out, panting, Reno jogged up to Halverson and took a gander at the scene unfolding before them.

   “You bastard,” gasped Reno. “The boat’s still there.”

   “You were moving too slow,” explained Halverson.

   Halverson prepared to make a dash for the boat.

   Reno latched onto Halverson’s arm and crouched over. “I need to catch my breath.”

   Halverson waved at Bascomb, trying to signal him to wait for them. Halverson didn’t want to call out and alert the walking dead. He could not tell if Bascomb saw his gesticulating. If Bascomb had seen him, he gave no acknowledgment. 

   “We can make it if we move fast,” Halverson told Reno.

   Hunkered down, Reno squinted up toward Halverson. “Do you want me to have a heart attack?”

   While he was looking down at Reno, Halverson picked up on a narrow yellow plastic wand a couple inches long lying on the asphalt near his feet. At the end of the wand’s shank was a circle. Halverson recognized the wand as a toy like one he had owned as a kid that he used to blow bubbles with. 

   As a child, blowing bubbles, he would sit back and watch with amazement as the soapy, iridescent spheres floated up from his puckered lips, borne by the wind. Or he would wave the plastic wand through the air, producing a multitude of bubbles that floated and burst around him. 

   He thought of his childhood, where his life lay before him with infinite possibilities. It seemed like anything could happen back then and he looked forward to the idyllic future. 

   And now . . .

   Now all he had before him was a plague-infected planet overrun with the walking dead. What the hell had happened? he wondered. 

   And time was running out.

   “I don’t like our chances if that boat leaves without us,” he said.

   “You talked me into it.”

   They shot down the street toward the dock where Bascomb and his men were finishing loading supplies onto the Zodiac that bobbed in the ocean. 

   Standing in the boat, directing his men where to put the boxes onboard, Bascomb cocked his head as he caught sight of Halverson and Reno scrambling toward him.

   Bascomb raked his eyes over Halverson and Reno.

   “Where are your supplies?” Bascomb demanded.

   “Supplies?” exclaimed Reno in outrage as he gasped for breath. “We’re lucky to be alive and all you can think about is supplies!”

   Winded, he trotted up toward Bascomb. 

   “Your mission was to go foraging and haul your take back to the boat,” said Bascomb.

   “We got bushwhacked by ghouls,” said Reno. “We had to defend ourselves.”

   “That’s no excuse.”

   “We don’t have to make excuses to you.”

   “You failed your mission.”

   “Fine.” Reno threw up his hands. “Have it your way. We failed our mission. Now can we get the hell out of here before those things eat us?”

   “Your attempt was pathetic. We ought to leave both of you behind for failing to pull your own weight in our community.”

   “I wouldn’t do that,” said Halverson, bracing himself for a fight with Bascomb.

   “Your community is screwed if this is the way you treat people,” said Reno.

   Bascomb stared at the two of them in silence.

   “I grant you permission to come aboard,” he said at last. “We’ll hash this over later, back at the island.”

   Halverson and Reno hopped off the pier into the Zodiac that was now crammed with cardboard boxes as well as with men. 

   For the first time, Halverson noticed the steel shaft of an animal grabber projecting over the boat’s inflated port gunwale. At the end of the grabber wedged in its steel tongs a black-haired male ghoul with a receding hairline was suspended by its throat. The creature had a long aquiline nose that looked like it had been broken once or twice when the creature had been human.

   “What’s that all about?” asked Halverson, indicating the ghoul in the water.

   “We saw him murder a small child,” answered Bascomb. “He’s going back with us to stand trial.”

   “Why didn’t you just blow the ghoul’s brains out?” said Reno.

   “That’s not how we do things here. That’s why I’m in charge and not you.” Bascomb jabbed his thick forefinger at Reno as if to emphasize the point.

   The herd of walking dead had now arrived at the quay and was plodding toward the Zodiac.

   “I suggest we get out of here while there’s still time,” said Halverson.

   Bascomb ordered one of his men to untie the Zodiac’s painter from the bollard on the dock just as a male ghoul Halverson figured for at least six three made ready to step onto the boat. The creature wore a Hugo Boss black suit with a lavender watered silk tie. The creature had a large worm-eaten head that unleashed a hideous grimace of disgust with rotting green teeth.

   Halverson could see maggots squirming around the creature’s teeth. 

   “Push off!” commanded Bascomb.

   At the tiller, Kobe Jones started the Evinrude and set sail.

   The suit stepped off the dock and, instead of landing in the Zodiac, dropped into the sea with a splash and disappeared into the murky depths. 

   Halverson watched half a dozen more ghouls plummet off the end of the quay into the ocean.

   “If they had half a brain they’d be dangerous,” said Reno.

   Nobody on the boat said anything.

   As the Zodiac plowed through the choppy seas, Jones had to keep compensating at the tiller for the craft’s drifting to port courtesy of the ghoul hanging from the end of the animal grabber into the ocean.

   Halverson could make out the ghoul’s bedraggled head as it desultorily bobbed above the ocean’s surface.

   “It’s getting a bath whether it likes it or not,” said Reno. 

   “Maybe the ocean will wash that stink of death off of it.”

   “I don’t think anything can wash that stench off.”

   The boat suddenly jerked hard to port, all but throwing several of the passengers head over heels off the hull into the drink. 

   Halverson snagged the rope along the top of the gunwale just in time to save himself from an unscheduled dip into the ocean.

   Reno wasn’t so fortunate. He fell backward so far that his head plunged into the ocean. As Reno clung to the hull for dear life, Halverson reached over and snatched Reno’s arm, making sure Reno didn’t fall off the boat.

   When Jones righted the boat on course, Halverson hauled Reno’s torso up out of the ocean.

   As he sat up Reno shook his sopping head like a wet dog trying to dry its fur. 

   






   

   Chapter 37

   

   “What happened?” asked Reno between coughs as he cleared seawater out of his mouth. He spat saltwater into the ocean. 

   Halverson shook his head. “It felt like we hit something.”

   “Is everyone OK?” asked Bascomb.

   Discomfited looks on their faces, the men nodded. 

   “What went wrong, Kobe?” asked Bascomb.

   Puzzled, Jones answered, “We hit something on our port side.”

   “I thought I saw a shark fin,” piped up one of the men, a short wiry guy wearing thick black plastic-framed glasses.

   “Are we taking on water?” asked Bascomb.

   The men inspected the craft, searching for holes in the hull.

   “I don’t see any leaks,” answered Jones, running his eyes along the length of the boat.

   “Nothing over here,” said Halverson, scoping out the area near him. 

   “Nothing,” echoed another man at the prow.

   Bascomb nodded. “We’ll give her a thorough checkout when we land.”

   Minutes later, Halverson, Reno, Bascomb, and the others disembarked on Alcatraz.

   “You two hand over your guns,” said Bascomb, singling out Halverson and Reno.

   Halverson and Reno exchanged looks. 

   Bascomb held his hand out.

   Halverson was reluctant to part with the AK. He would rather have a Heckler & Koch MP7, his weapon of choice as a black ops NCS agent, but beggars couldn’t be choosers. The AK would do in a pinch. It was a simple gun that didn’t jam easily. 

   “Are we being punished?” asked Reno.

   “Nobody carries guns on the island except for the security detail,” answered Bascomb. “You know that.”

   “Then we’re not being punished because we didn’t bring back any supplies?”

   “That has nothing to do with it.”

   Reno handed his AK to Bascomb. “It’s not much use now anyway. It’s empty.”

   Bascomb accepted the assault rifle. “We heard gunfire. That was you?”

   “We were attacked. We had to defend ourselves.”

   “Did you kill anyone?”

   “I’m sure I killed some of those things. Otherwise, I wouldn’t be standing here now.”

   Bascomb turned to Halverson, who still had not handed over his AK to Bascomb. “Did you see what happened?”

   “Of course,” answered Halverson. “I was with him and doing the same thing.”

   “Killing the infected?”

   “It was kill or be killed.”

   “You believe Reno acted in self-defense?”

   “No question about it.”

   “And you,” said Bascomb, facing Reno. “Did you witness Halverson killing the infected?”

   “You better believe it. Scores of ’em. He’s a damn sharpshooter, he is.” Smiling, Reno winked at Bascomb.

   “Did he kill them in self-defense?” asked Bascomb, stone-faced.

   “Of course, he did. What’s this all about?”

   “I don’t have any other witnesses to the killings. If you two murdered the infected, you’ll have to stand trial.”

   “We didn’t murder anyone,” said Halverson. 

   “I have no witnesses to the contrary at this point. You’re both vouching for each other. I’ll have to take your word.”

   “Thanks for nothing,” said Reno. 

   Bascomb motioned for Halverson to hand over his AK.

   Grudgingly, Halverson complied. 

   There was nothing he could do about it, he decided. Putting up resistance would probably get him clapped in the joint. He would have to bide his time, waiting for a chance to arm himself. The idea of being on Alcatraz without a gun didn’t appeal to him, not with this guy Bascomb calling the shots. 

   Halverson heard a commotion on the quay. He turned to see what it was.

   As did Bascomb.

   “What’s going on?” he asked.

   Jones was hefting the animal grabber out of the ocean with the ghoul suspended from the end of it. 

   As the ghoul’s figure broke the water’s surface, Halverson saw that the ghoul from the waist down was missing. Intestines were spooling into the ocean out of the ragged hole in the bottom of the ghoul’s torso. What was left of the creature was squirming at the end of the animal grabber.

   “Christ,” said Reno. “A shark got the ghoul. That must’ve been what we hit out there.”

   “What do we do with him now?” Jones asked Bascomb, levering the ghoul up with the animal grabber. 

   “Dump it into the ocean,” answered Reno with disgust.

   “No,” said Bascomb. “He’s still alive. As long as he’s still alive, he has to stand trial.”

   Jones looked none too pleased with Bascomb’s answer. Nevertheless, Jones hauled the creature along the quay. 

   The ghoul clawed the air as it writhed at the end of the animal grabber, leaving a trail of its oozing viscera behind. A ghastly rictus on its face, the creature bared its decrepit teeth and wriggled its leathery tongue in its mouth. Sallow drool slobbered out of the corners of the ghoul’s gaping mouth. 

   “Man, if that thing’s alive, I’m Tiny Tim,” said Reno, whipping his head away from the creature, sick of looking at it.

   

   






   

   Chapter 38

   

   Bascomb told his men to unload the boat.

   Halverson and Reno were going to pitch in, but Bascomb nixed it.

   “You two are with me,” said Bascomb.

   “To what do we owe this honor?” Reno muttered with a smirk to Halverson.

   “What? I didn’t catch that,” said Bascomb.

   “Where are we going?” asked Reno.

   “You’ll find out soon enough.”

   Reno shrugged and followed him.

   Wondering what Bascomb was up to, Halverson did likewise.

   Halverson and Reno lagged behind Bascomb as they ascended the path that cranked back to the prison. Halverson could sense that Reno was hanging back eager to talk to him. Halverson dragged his feet to stay in step with Reno.

   Jones brought up the rear of the procession, holding the animal grabber away from his body so the gyrating remains of the ghoul could not bite him.

   Out of Bascomb’s earshot, Reno said to Halverson with a chuckle, “How did you like getting chewed out by JB, you pathetic failure?”

   Halverson chortled. “JB can take a long walk off a short pier.”

   “The guy’s a piece of work,” said Reno, sneering at Bascomb’s back as the man swaggered ahead of them. “His social skills seem limited.”

   “Not an easy guy to get along with.”

   “Let’s round up the others and split from this place,” said Reno under his breath.

   Halverson was of two minds. The island was safe from the walking dead, he knew, but it wasn’t safe from Bascomb. It wasn’t clear what Bascomb’s plans were. It could very well be that Bascomb was more dangerous to him, Reno, Victoria, Parnell, and Brittany than were the zombies.

   When they reached the entrance to the prison, Bascomb summoned Halverson and Reno.

   “Follow me,” said Bascomb, pointing at them. “Kobe, lock the suspect up.”

   Kobe nodded and ushered the ghoul to A Block as they all entered the cell house.

   Bascomb led Halverson and Reno down Broadway in B Block. 

   Walking down Broadway, Halverson made out residents sitting in cells on his right and left. When the residents espied Bascomb, they stopped talking to each other. Halverson found their silence in the presence of Bascomb strange. In fact, he had noticed on the Zodiac that nobody had talked to each other either.

   Halverson was liking Bascomb less and less.

   Bascomb proceeded to the end of Broadway and hung a left on Times Square. He headed under the West Gun Gallery and took a right into the stairwell located a few feet before the catwalk entrance to the gallery.

   They emerged on a cement concourse that ended in a short flight of steps twenty-odd feet long and a foot wide that led at a slight angle to the exercise yard.

   “Here’s the yard,” said Bascomb.

   In the middle of the yard, workers were digging a large pit. At the bottom of the pit were a chugging front-end loader and numerous sweat-soaked men and women wielding shovels. Looming over the recreation yard was the nearby water tower.

   “Is this your idea of exercise here?” asked Reno.

   “It does keep people busy,” answered Bascomb. “You know what they say about idle hands.”

   “Is there any point to this big hole?”

   “Actually, there is.” Bascomb paused for effect. “We’re digging a bunker here.”

   “Why, may I ask?”

   Bascomb slewed toward Reno and looked him straight in the eye. “When the government nukes us, we’ll be ready for them.”

   Reno hiked up his eyebrows in surprise. “Why would the government nuke this place?”

   Bascomb heaved an impatient sigh. “The government can’t stand any kind of competition. If you’re not part of their group, you’re against them and must be destroyed.”

   “You’re taking paranoia to new heights.”

   “Let me make this simple for you to understand. If you’re not with them, you’re against them.”

   For his part, Halverson understood Bascomb’s wariness of the government. Halverson knew for a fact that the government was trying to kill him. They had been trying ever since they had learned Halverson knew about their funding of the experiment in Rotterdam that had created the mutant strain of H5N1 that was responsible for the pandemic. 

   “I can’t understand for the life of me why the government would be afraid of you and your little contingent here on Alcatraz,” said Reno, scratching his head.

   “If they know we can exist without them, they’re afraid of us,” said Bascomb. “They fear the self-sufficient and must destroy them as competitors.” 

   “So building a bunker is your answer?”

   “It is. Do you have a problem with that?”

   Reno scanned the workers digging in the pit. “No. At least it keeps them occupied. After all, what else is there to do around here?”

   “I’m glad you feel that way. Then you won’t have a problem joining them.”

   Reno bridled. “I don’t have a problem with hard work—if there’s some reasonable point to it.”

   Bascomb squinted at Reno. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

   “It means I’d rather be employed on your foraging missions to the mainland.”

   Bascomb stepped away from Reno and surveyed the workers shoveling and wielding picks below. The clangor of the steel tools striking earth and rocks resonated through the air.

   “You already tried out for the foraging party,” he said.

   “And?”

   “And you couldn’t cut it. You failed your mission.”

   “I didn’t know I was being tested.”

   “We employ people at what they do best. We need you to dig the pit.”

   “What about your security guards? I’d rather join them.”

   “They’re handpicked by me.”

   “Everybody’s handpicked by you.”

   Bascomb advanced on Reno. “Are you questioning my authority?”

   Realizing that discretion was the better part of valor, Reno managed to put a lid on his temper and backed off. 

   “No,” he muttered. “I’m only trying to understand how things work here.”

   “They work how I want them to work for the good of the community.”

   Halverson sighed. 

   He was tired of listening to Bascomb’s circumlocutions. Obviously, Bascomb had it in for them. Halverson and Reno weren’t going to get any of the plum jobs on the island. Of that Halverson was certain. Maybe Bascomb was afraid of them. Halverson didn’t know. 

   Be that as it may, Halverson decided the best option was to play along with Bascomb for the time being. Bascomb held the trump hand. He had an armed security force at his disposal. Outnumbered, Halverson and Reno didn’t even have guns anymore.

   “What do you want us to do?” asked Halverson.

   “The community needs you to work in the pit and do your fair share,” answered Bascomb.

   When one of the workers in the ditch wiped his sweaty brow with a handkerchief and looked up at them, Halverson recognized him and started.

   






   

   Chapter 39

   

   “What’s Doctor Parnell doing down there?” asked Halverson. “He’s a professional doctor, not a ditch digger.”

   “We need more diggers than doctors at the moment,” answered Bascomb. “Right now the infirmary is empty.”

   “It seems like you could come up with a better use of your manpower,” said Reno.

   “Not the way I see it.”

   Reno gave up arguing with Bascomb. “What do you want us to do?” 

   “Go down in the pit and start digging.”

   “It’s off to work we go,” said Reno and whistled tunelessly heading for the stairs that led down to the yard.

   “There are plenty of shovels and other tools in the pit.”

   From the yard, Reno and Halverson climbed down the earthen steps that led to the base of the pit.

   As they descended they saw across from them a heavyset sweaty man struggling to push a wheelbarrow loaded with dirt up a gradient that issued from the pit.

   “Why doesn’t Bascomb do his fair share of this scut work?” Reno asked Halverson sotto voce. 

   “He’s the Chosen One,” answered Halverson. “He doesn’t want to get his hands dirty.”

   “I’ll be back to check up on your progress later in the day,” said Bascomb from above. “Hopefully, you two will work out better here than you did in the foraging party.”

   “Is he gone yet?” Reno asked Halverson.

   “Yeah,” answered Halverson.

   “I thought he’d never leave.”

   Once he set foot on the floor of the pit, Halverson made a beeline for Parnell.

   Parnell stopped shoveling for a minute and nodded at Halverson.

   “What happened to Victoria and Brittany?” asked Halverson, casting around for them in vain.

   “Victoria’s upstairs in the pen, I think,” answered Parnell. With the back of his wrist he wiped off sweat that was beading on his brow. “Bascomb had Brittany taken to his house.”

   Halverson looked puzzled. “Why? I thought you were treating her for shock.”

   Parnell shrugged. “Change in plans, I guess.”

   “What’s going on?” asked Reno, sauntering toward them.

   “To tell you the truth, I think Bascomb’s got eyes for Brittany,” said Parnell. 

   “I wouldn’t mind giving her a spin, myself. She’s young and built.” Reno leered and winked. “Or haven’t either of you two noticed?”

   “What’s your drift?” Halverson asked Parnell.

   “I’m just saying,” answered Parnell.

   “Are you saying Bascomb’s keeping her prisoner for himself?”

   “A sex slave?” asked Reno, eyes wide.

   “I don’t know,” answered Parnell. “I don’t know what’s going on here, but something’s off-kilter. Haven’t you noticed how nobody talks when Bascomb’s around?”

   “Yeah,” said Halverson.

   “I think they’re scared of him.”

   “But why?”

   “He doesn’t exactly warm the cockles of my heart,” said Reno.

   “They don’t look very happy here,” said Parnell.

   “Why should they be?” said Halverson. “They’re living in a prison.”

   “It’s better than living among the infected.”

   “Everything’s relative,” said Reno, nodding.

   “It’s clear Bascomb doesn’t know what he’s doing,” said Halverson.

   “Why do you say that? He’s got that security detail backing him up.”

   “That’s not what I mean.”

   “What are you getting at?”

   “If he knew what he was doing, he wouldn’t have Parnell down here digging a ditch. Parnell’s a doctor, not a construction worker.”

   “How can I find the cure for this disease if I’m shoveling dirt?” asked Parnell.

   “Bascomb knows what he’s doing when it comes to protecting his own ass,” said Reno.

   Clad in a tank top, a short stocky bald guy with tattoos clustered on his beefy arms stepped up to the three of them. “What’s the problem here? We’re not on break.”

   Parnell glanced at the man’s jowly face and resumed shoveling.

   “Who are you?” asked Reno.

   “Erskine. I’m the foreman here. Who are you?”

   “I’m Reno.”

   “OK, Reno. Grab a shovel and get cracking. No lollygagging around here.”

   Sighing, Reno glommed onto one of the shovels that lay in a nearby heap. 

   Arms akimbo, Erskine stared up at Halverson with his porcine blue eyes. “Do you get special treatment or something?”

   Halverson said nothing.

   “Don’t you know the motto around here?” asked Erskine.

   “No,” answered Halverson. “I’m new here.”

   “Work will set you free.”

   “You mean, the truth will set you free.”

   Erskine shook his head. He peered up into Halverson’s face and inspected Halverson’s eyes. “I meant what I said and I’m not gonna repeat it.”

   Erskine was itching for a confrontation, Halverson decided. Erskine was out of luck.

   Halverson retrieved a shovel.

   He and Reno started digging beside Parnell.

   Erskine moseyed away.

   “This place is leaving a bad taste in my mouth,” muttered Reno.

   Shovel in hand, wearing skintight jeans and a yellow halter, a muscular Hispanic woman pushing thirty sidled up to Halverson. With her deep-set brown eyes and short brunette hair, she could not be considered beautiful. But she was voluptuous, Halverson recognized.

   She waved her gleaming supple arm at him. 

   “Be careful what you say here,” she said under her breath, “or they could throw you in the dungeon.”

   






   

   Chapter 40

   

   “I’m Halverson. What’s your name?”

   “I’m Selena Playa,” she said with her full lips.

   Halverson moved closer to her, so Erskine could not overhear them. Halverson noticed that Erskine was preoccupied with another worker at the moment.

   “What’s with this dungeon?” asked Halverson. “Isn’t that where they execute the ghouls?”

   “They execute all criminals there,” answered Selena. “Not just the infected.”

   “What’s going on in this place? Why doesn’t anyone say anything?”

   “They know a good thing when they see it.”

   Reno came over to them, swinging his shovel. “I couldn’t help but overhear you. Did I hear you correctly? Did you say this is a good thing?”

   “It’s better than living with the infected,” said Selena. 

   “I don’t know about that.”

   “We don’t get infected here. I’d rather be here than get infected in San Francisco.”

   “What keeps you going, though? Digging this ditch? That’s not much to look forward to.”

   “The country’s not what it used to be. The plague changed everything.” 

   Selena shoveled dirt into a nearby wheelbarrow. 

   “But you live in a prison here,” said Reno. “You wake up every morning and see steel bars surrounding you.”

   “It’s not a prison anymore.”

   Her torso glistened with sweat as she shoveled.

   “I don’t have any problem with hard work,” said Halverson, digging into the hard ground. “That’s life. But people should do the work they’re qualified for.” He motioned to Parnell. “He’s a doctor, not a construction worker. He might be able to find the cure for this disease if he worked at it.”

    “I don’t make the decisions around here.”

   “Nobody does except Bascomb, apparently.”

   “That’s the problem,” said Reno.

   He jammed his shovel into the earth and struck a rock, which sent a shudder up the shovel’s wooden haft. 

   “Ouch!” He winced as his arms vibrated from the impact. 

   He let go of the haft, leaned it against his chest, and shook his arms at his sides, trying to dispel the pain in his elbows.

   “We get food and a roof over our heads and no plague here,” said Selena. “Where else are you gonna get that?”

   “But what kind of a life is this? It’s more like a life sentence than a life.”

   She stopped shoveling for a minute and looked at Reno. “We’re all screwed. Is that what you’re trying to tell me? So what else is new? That’s the way things are now. Get used to it.”

   She resumed shoveling.

   She had a point, decided Halverson, but that didn’t give Bascomb the right to order everyone around. 

   “Why do you want to be a ditch digger?” asked Reno.

   “If I wasn’t working here, I wouldn’t be doing anything,” answered Selena. “I don’t know about you, but I don’t like sitting on my ass doing nothing.”

   “Why not? It’s a nice ass to sit on,” said Reno.

   “Don’t get any ideas,” she said, rounding on him.

   “Why not?”

   “Then keep them to yourself. I didn’t dress like this for you. I dress like this for me.” She went on shoveling.

   “Whoever you did it for, I approve.”

   “You need to concentrate on your work.”

   Reno sighed. “I don’t know if I can stand being locked up in this prison for the rest of my life.”

   “Then leave and get eaten by the infected. I’m not stopping you.”

   “You’re not. I’m not so sure about Bascomb.”

   “You sound like a spoiled brat. Do you want this to be Disneyland or something?”

   “I don’t want to feel like I’m in jail.”

   “If you don’t live here, you don’t live. Period.”

   “How can you be so sure?” Reno glanced in the direction of the ocean but could not see beyond the wall of the pit they were standing in. “Maybe there’s somewhere out there that’s not infected with plague.”

   “Every place we’ve been to so far has been infected,” said Halverson. 

   “I know it doesn’t look good out there, but this place is giving me claustrophobia.”

   “You think too much,” said Selena. “Just do your work. Keep going. Your mind can be your own worst enemy, if you let it.”

   “There must be a better way,” muttered Reno.

   He heard the front-end loader toot as it backed toward him. Leaning on his shovel’s haft, he watched the vehicle chuff forward again.

   “I’d rather be driving that front-end loader than using a shovel,” he said. 

   “If you get on the Chosen One’s good side, he might grant you your wish.”

   Reno scoffed. “When pig’s fly. He hates my guts.” He paused. “How can you stand calling him the Chosen One?”

   Halverson caught sight of Erskine swaggering their way, hitching up his pants. 

   “Put a lid on it,” whispered Halverson and shoveled a load of dirt into the wheelbarrow. 

   “I’m not a afraid of that clown,” said Reno, but resumed shoveling.

   “I’m still trying to figure out the lay of the land here. Let’s keep playing along with them for now.”

   Erskine changed his direction and headed elsewhere.

   “Bascomb is bad news, if you ask me,” said Reno.

   “It’s not like he’s got everybody locked up,” said Halverson.

   “What about that dungeon we keep hearing about? That can’t be good.”

   “I think he’s an OK guy,” said Parnell. “He believes in a society based on laws. He’s just not very bright in certain matters, like there’s no good reason for me, a doctor, to be digging a ditch when I could be studying the disease.”

   “You’re all missing the point,” said Selena.

   “Which is?” said Reno.

   “We’re safe here from the infected.”

   “But are we safe from Bascomb?”

   Selena stopped shoveling and gazed at Reno. “What do you think he’s gonna do to you?”

   Reno didn’t answer right away. 

   At last he said, “Why is everybody so afraid of him that they won’t talk when he’s around?”

   “It’s not that they’re afraid of him. They’re afraid of the plague. That’s why people are scared here.”

   “But you just said we’re safe from the plague here.”

   Selena shrugged. “For now, anyway.”

   “What did you used to do before the epidemic?”

   “I was a trainer for the California Angels.”

   Reno looked impressed.

   “You must have a medical background then,” said Parnell, looking up from his digging.

   “I can treat minor injuries.”

   “Then you shouldn’t be digging this ditch either. You ought to be in the infirmary along with me.”

   “Maybe nobody’s sick. How do I know? The community needs people to dig, so I’m digging.”

   “What about this sex slave rumor that’s going around?” asked Reno, his eyes peeled for Erskine’s unannounced return.

   Selena froze as her shovel hit the dirt. 

   “Well?” said Reno.

   “That’s the first I’ve heard of it,” said Selena, keeping her eyes averted from Reno and returning to work. “Who told you that?”

   “Parnell says Bascomb took Brittany to his house to be his sex slave.”

   “I overheard somebody say that,” said Parnell quickly. “And they didn’t use the term sex slave,” he added, annoyed with Reno. “I have no idea if it’s true.”

   “He does invite people to his house,” said Selena. “What’s wrong with that? It’s a nice place.”

   “How do you know? Have you been inside?”

   Selena paused. She looked up at Reno, shading her eyes from the sun with her hand. “I’ve been there. Yeah.”

   “That’s another thing I don’t like here. How come Bascomb lives in the lap of luxury and the rest of us live in jail cells?”

   “He’s our leader.”

   “So you put out for him. Is that it? Is that why he invited you to his house? To party with him?”

   Selena whirled on him. “Watch your mouth!” she snapped, brandishing her shovel like she was fixing to hit Reno.

   Erskine heard the commotion and jogged over to them. 

   “What’s going on here?” he demanded.

   Selena settled down and lowered her shovel. “Nothing.”

   “Are you two married or something?” asked Erskine, his eyes cutting back and forth between Selena and Reno.

   Selena guffawed. 

   “Then let’s chill out and get back to work,” said Erskine. “I’m gonna keep my eyes on you two.” He pointed his index finger and middle finger at his eyes then pointed the same fingers at Reno and Selena.

   As good as his word he stood there, arms folded, and watched the two of them dig.

   Shoveling earth Reno grumbled.

   






   

   Chapter 41

   

   Halverson didn’t know what to think. He was too exhausted to think. His entire body ached from the hours of shoveling he had put in at the pit. 

   Now he lay on his bunk in a cell wondering what to make of all of it. To stay or not to stay on this island? That was the question. Maybe he should just stop thinking about it and get used to living here. Then again, maybe not. There was no law that said he had to stay here. 

   He must have dozed off for a few minutes somewhere along the line. He could not remember entering this cell.

   He wondered where everyone else was.

   He turned on his side in his bunk and peered into the adjacent cell. Reno was lying supine on his bunk.

   Halverson whistled to him.

   Reno stirred. He opened his eyes and stared at the bleak ceiling.

   “Are you awake?” asked Halverson, sitting up.

   “Yeah.” 

   Reno tried to move. He groaned. His body ached all over. 

   “What’s wrong?” asked Halverson.

   “I never worked so hard in my life,” answered Reno, grimacing as he felt his sore muscles throb whenever he moved. “Every fiber of my body hurts.”

   “You’ve led a sheltered life.”

   “I never want to see another shovel again for as long as I live.”

   “Bascomb knows the natives won’t get restless if they’re dead on their feet.”

   “You’re speaking in riddles.”

   Halverson lowered his voice. “People won’t question his authority if they’re too tired to think.”

   Halverson scanned his digs. He picked up on a CCTV camera mounted in the top right corner of his cell trained in his direction. Watching the camera he stood up and stepped to the other side of his five-foot-wide cell.

   The camera lens turned with him, following his every move.

   “Where are you going?” asked Reno.

   “We’ve got company,” answered Halverson.

   Reno ran his sore, blistered hand over his rucked brow and down his face. He blinked his eyes.

   “My brain doesn’t work after I wake up until I’ve had coffee,” he said, trying to concentrate. “Run that by me again. There’s nobody in here with me that I can see.”

   “Check out the top corners of your cell.”

   Reno looked up and quartered his cell. When he clapped his eyes on the movie camera crouched like a spider in one corner, he stopped casing the joint. 

   “I can’t say that I’m surprised,” he said.

   “All these cells are probably equipped with them.”

   “Sort of an invasion of privacy, don’t you think?”

   “I’m sure the place is bugged for sound, too.”

   “I thought Bascomb was supposed to be big on respecting the law.”

   “Not all laws, apparently.” 

   “This just goes to prove Bascomb’s paranoid, like I’ve been saying all along.” Reno raised his voice, stood up, and faced the camera lens. “And I don’t care if he hears me or not.”

   Humming, the camera swiveled and followed Reno. 

   He caught sight of his reflection in the lens. He lowered his gaze and spied the pinpoint of red light beneath the lens.

   Halverson watched him. “They’re not making any attempt to disguise the camera.”

   “They want us to know they’re watching us.”

   “Another way to intimidate us,” muttered Halverson.

   “Bunch of voyeurs. Probably get their kicks ogling the women undress in their cells.”

   “The women could kill their lights.”

   Reno spun on his heel to face Halverson. “What good would that do? These cameras nowadays have night-vision capability.” 

   “It wouldn’t be the same as living color, though.”

   “How do you know? Have you ever used a night-vision camera?”

   “NVGs. Everything looks green.”

   Reno quirked an eyebrow. “I get the impression there’s more to you than meets the eye.”

   Halverson changed the subject. “I wonder where Victoria and Brittany are.”

   “Speaking of women, do you think Bascomb ever pronged Selena?”

   “Why do you say that?”

   “Didn’t you see how she reacted in the ditch when I mentioned her being at Bascomb’s house?”

   “She almost took your head off with her shovel.”

   Reno smiled like the proverbial cat that ate the canary. “That’s my point. I touched a nerve. There must be something to it.”

   Halverson shrugged. “What difference does it make?”

   “What if Bascomb won’t let women out of his house unless they let him bang them?”

   “If that’s going on, then neither Victoria nor Brittany is safe.”

   “You’re not as stupid as you look.”

   Halverson gave Reno a look. “The point is, we don’t actually know that’s what’s going down.”

   Halverson heard a door slam and footsteps approaching from the main entrance to the cell block. 

   “They’re coming to take us away,” said Reno, tongue in cheek.

   Halverson wasn’t so sure it was a laughing matter.

   






   

   Chapter 42

   

   “Rise and shine,” said Bascomb, marching up to Halverson, a coterie of armed security guards behind him. “Today’s your big day.”

   “How so?” asked Halverson, puzzled.

   “You get to practice what you preach,” answered Bascomb, briefcase in hand.

   Halverson shook his head, not getting Bascomb. “What are you talking about?”

   “We’re having a trial for one of the infected today. You’re gonna be the acting DA.”

   “I thought that was gonna be my job,” said Reno.

   “You’ve been demoted,” said Bascomb without even looking at Reno.

   Halverson could not believe his ears. “I’m not a lawyer.”

   “Well, I am. I’m also the judge presiding over today’s trial.”

   “How am I supposed to present my case if I’ve never been a DA?”

   “I’m sure you’ve seen enough lawyer shows on TV to know the basics of a trial.”

   Reno put his oar in. “Is that your idea of a joke?”

   “Trials are not joking matters. Just ask the accused. And what about the victims of the accused? If they could speak from the grave, they wouldn’t be laughing.”

   “Just shoot the ghouls,” said Reno. “They don’t deserve a trial.”

   “Everyone deserves a fair trial. It’s in the Fifth Amendment and it’s what sets a democracy apart from other forms of government.”

   “What’s going on?” asked a female voice from a nearby cell. “You’re making enough noise to wake the dead.”

   Halverson glanced in the direction of the voice. He saw Victoria and smiled. He thought he had recognized her voice. 

   “We’re going to trial,” answered Bascomb.

   “Where have you been?” Halverson asked Victoria.

   She yawned and stretched. “I feel like I’ve been sleeping for two days.”

   “Welcome back to paradise,” said Reno.

   “Hey! What about me?” called out a voice three cells away from Halverson’s.

   Halverson recognized Parnell waving at him from the cell.

   “You can all come along,” said Bascomb. “Everybody attends the trials. They make people feel safe and secure knowing that there’s still law and order left in the world despite the chaos and anarchy surrounding us.”

   “A likely story,” grumped Reno in an aside to Halverson.

   Bascomb entered Halverson’s cell and laid his briefcase on the bunk. He snapped open the hasps on the briefcase, flipped it open, withdrew a sheaf of papers, and presented the bundle to Halverson.

   “What’s this?” asked Halverson.

   “This is the testimony of the eyewitnesses who observed the crime.”

   Halverson accepted the papers listlessly. “There’s only one thing I want to know. Did the infected kill anyone?”

   “Actually, he killed three persons.”

   Halverson jiggled the papers in his hand. “Then I don’t even need to read this.”

   “You’re not gonna present a very good case, if you don’t study the testimony.”

   Bascomb shut his briefcase, swung it off the bunk, and exited Halverson’s cell.

   “This is too much,” said Reno.

   “Follow me,” said Bascomb and marched down Broadway, followed by his ever-present retinue of guards. “We’re holding the trial in the cafeteria.”

   “Good,” said Reno. “Maybe I can finally grab a java there.” 

   “Who’s the ghoul’s lawyer?” asked Halverson.

   “If you’re talking about the infected, I am,” answered Kobe Jones, who was trailing a few steps behind Bascomb.

   “Have you ever practiced law?”

   “No. I used to work at UPS before this apocalypse mess started.”

   “Wonderful,” said Reno. “A UPS driver is defending a zombie, and a reporter is prosecuting it.”

   “That’s sort of like having a doctor digging a ditch,” said Halverson.

   “I know the difference between right and wrong,” said Jones. “That’s all you need to know as a lawyer.”

   “Right and wrong have nothing to do with being a lawyer,” said Reno. “You need to know how to lie with conviction and to have no conscience.”

   “They’re pretty much one in the same,” said Halverson.

   “You don’t know squat,” said Jones. “Neither one of you. Just a couple of hacks.”

   Bascomb reached Times Square, walked under the West Gun Gallery, and entered the dining hall.

   “You know what the Alcatraz convicts used to call the dining hall?” asked Bascomb, cracking a smile.

   “I’m dying to know,” deadpanned Reno.

   Bascomb chuckled. “The gas chamber.” 

   






   

   Chapter 43

   

   The capacious refectory stretched before Halverson. At the opposite end of it a Jumbotron loomed behind a large mahogany desk that sat on a dais. On the Jumbotron Halverson could see the images of Bascomb and the rest of their group entering the cafeteria. 

   The dining hall was equipped with CCTV as were the cells, Halverson could see.

   Grey deal tables were situated lengthwise in the room so the people sitting at them were facing the dais and the Jumbotron. Many of the crowd had cups of coffee and other drinks set before them on the tabletops.

   “That’s what I’m talking about,” said Reno, spying a cup of steaming hot coffee on a table to his right and sniffing the tang of its aroma.

   “There’ll be a coffeepot at your table,” said Bascomb.

   “The simple pleasures of the poor.”

   Bascomb ushered them to a table in the front of the room near the dais. 

   “That’s the district attorney’s table,” he said and gestured to his left.

   Halverson, Reno, Victoria, and Parnell took seats at the table. 

   Reno helped himself to a Styrofoam cup and poured a hot cup of coffee from the copper coffeepot before he sat down. 

   Halverson planked down his sheaf of papers on the tabletop, sat down, and perused the testimonies of the eyewitnesses to the three murders.

   Kobe Jones, the accused’s counselor, took a seat at the table to Halverson’s right. Halverson saw no sign of the accused.

   Bascomb disappeared into a room behind the dais. 

   “Now all we need is some popcorn,” said Reno, held his cup up to his lips with both hands, elbows propped on the tabletop, and sipped his coffee.

   Clad in a judge’s black robe, Bascomb reappeared on the dais and stood behind the mahogany desk. “You may all rise.”

   Everyone in the cafeteria stood up.

   Everyone except Reno. 

   Grudgingly, Halverson got to his feet. He could not blame Reno for not standing. After all, this trial was a farce. How could you try a ghoul for murder?

   Bascomb acted like he didn’t notice Reno sitting down.

   “Court is now in session,” said Bascomb, sat down behind his desk, and pounded his gavel.

   Everybody followed his lead and took their seats.

   On the Jumbotron Halverson could see a figure in a wheelchair being wheeled by a short, wiry guard through the back entrance of the cafeteria. The guard ushered the wheelchair down the center aisle, rolling it toward the judge.

   As the wheelchair neared the front of the cafeteria, Halverson could see on the Jumbotron that there was a ghoul squirming in the seat, arms chained to the arms of the chair. The male creature pushing forty wore a tattered, grime-streaked white guayabera shirt. Writhing, the ghoul grimaced, baring its large green broken teeth.

   As the guard trundled the ghoul by him to the defense’s table, Halverson could see that shackles fettered the creature’s legs to the base of the wheelchair.

   The guard parked the wheelchair beside Kobe Jones’s seat.

   Jones pulled his seat away from the wheelchair so he was out of reach of the creature. 

   “You may proceed with your case against the accused, Mr. Halverson,” intoned Bascomb.

   “Is this what passes for entertainment around here?” Reno said dryly to Halverson.

   Shoving the sheaf of papers away from him on the tabletop, Halverson stood up, kicking the chair back behind him. 

   “There’s no point in having this trial,” he told Bascomb.

   “Are you addressing me, Mr. Halverson?” asked Bascomb.

   “Yeah.”

   “In a court of law the judge is addressed as ‘Your Honor.’”

   Halverson hung fire. He didn’t want to proceed. He saw this whole trial as a farce. It was a dog and pony show for the residents of the prison. He could not understand why Bascomb staged this charade—unless it was to make him look like a benevolent leader, or something like that. Still, why go to such lengths?

   Halverson decided to play along with Bascomb, not wanting to look like the villain in this piece. 

   “Your Honor,” said Halverson, “I see no need for this trial.”

   “You don’t believe in the jurisprudence system of our country? You don’t believe that everyone is entitled to a fair trial? You reject the Fifth and Fourteenth amendments?”

   Again, Bascomb was painting him as the villain, Halverson could see. “I believe every person has the right to a fair trial.” 

   “Please explain.”

   “The accused is not a person.”

   Bascomb made a show of gazing at the ghoul shackled to the wheelchair. “He looks like a person to me.”

   “I would like to call the accused to the stand.”

   Bascomb cast an inquisitive glance at Kobe Jones.

   “No objection, Your Honor,” said Jones.

   The bailiff, a gum-chewing statuesque brunette over six feet tall with a direct, masculine gait, wheeled the ghoul to the witness stand. She made no attempt to unshackle the creature and stepped several yards away from the wheelchair after she parked it.

   “I would like to call Dr. Parnell to approach the accused,” said Halverson.

   “Objection!” said Jones, standing up behind his desk.

   Bascomb turned to Halverson. “I hope there’s some point to this line of questioning. I can’t say that I see it.”

   “There is, Your Honor,” said Halverson.

   “This better not be a theatrical stunt you’re trying to pull, Mr. Halverson.”

   “It isn’t.”

   “Mr. Halverson is trying to make this court look like a joke,” chimed in Jones.

   “Objection overruled,” said Bascomb.

   Jones sat down indignantly.

   “Dr. Parnell,” said Halverson, “would you approach the accused?”

   Bemused, Parnell stood up and ambled toward the ghoul. He stopped about a yard from the creature for safety’s sake.

   “Does somebody have a pair of latex surgical gloves?” Halverson asked the courtroom.

   “Objection!” said Jones.

   “This is highly irregular, Mr. Halverson,” said Bascomb. “I’m warning you this better be on the level.”

   “It is, Your Honor,” said Halverson. “You’ll see.”

   As far as Halverson was concerned, this entire court was highly irregular.

   “I have some,” said Parnell, reaching into his trouser pocket. “I always carry a pair in case of a medical emergency.”

   Halverson nodded. “Could you put the gloves on?”

   “Objection!” cried Jones and bolted to his feet. “What do latex gloves have to do with the accused’s guilt? I must protest.”

   Bascomb gave Halverson the onceover. “If you’re trying to make a mockery of this court, I’ll have no problem citing you in contempt, Mr. Halverson.” As if to indicate the sincerity of his words, Bascomb snapped up his gavel and held it in front of him, prepared to pound it. 

   “I’m trying to show why there is no need for this trial.”

   “But you’re the prosecuting attorney. I don’t understand.”

   “May I proceed?”

   Bascomb thought about it. “Yes.”

   Shaking his head, a frown on his face, Jones took his seat. 

   “Could you put on the latex gloves?” Halverson asked Parnell.

   Parnell slipped the gloves on his hands. 

   “Now could you take the accused’s pulse?” asked Halverson.

   “Objection!” said Jones. “This isn’t a hospital. It’s a court of law.”

   “Overruled!” said Bascomb. He glowered at Halverson. “I want to see where this is going, and it better be good, Mr. Halverson.”

   “Go ahead, Doctor,” said Halverson.

   Circumspectly, Parnell stepped closer to the ghoul that was writhing in its wheelchair. He reached for the creature’s wrist, careful not to place his hand too close to the clenching and unclenching dirty, desiccated fingers. 

   Parnell found he could not insert his fingers under the ghoul’s wrist as the shackles to the arm of the wheelchair bound the wrist too tightly. He changed his plan and reached for the pulse in the ghoul’s decomposing neck, careful to avoid the yawning jaws and jagged teeth that snapped at his hand as the creature twisted its neck to bite him.

   Parnell placed his fingers on the carotid artery, what he could feel of it under the diseased, sloughing flesh that covered it. But he felt no pulse.

   “What do you feel, Doctor?” asked Halverson.

   “I don’t feel anything,” answered Parnell, sliding his fingers along the scabrous throat trying to detect any sign of a pulse.

   Perplexed, Jones leapt to his feet. “What does this prove? I’ll tell you. It proves nothing.”

   “It proves this is not a living human being,” said Halverson. “Without a living human being to put on trial, we have no need of a trial. I ask that this case be dismissed, Your Honor.”

   “You’re saying we should let the accused go free?” asked Bascomb. 

   “Hell no. Shoot it in the head and burn its diseased body to a crisp in a bonfire!”

   Reno clapped in approval.

   “Objection! Objection!” bellowed Jones, all but overturning his table as he sprang to his feet.

   An uproar in the courtroom built to a crescendo as spectators muttered among themselves. 

   “Order in the courtroom!” Bascomb demanded.

   He slammed his gavel down.

   Silence ensued.

   “There will be no more talking in my court,” said Bascomb, addressing the crowd. “This trial must proceed.”

   “You can’t try a corpse,” said Halverson.

   Bascomb rounded angrily on Halverson. “Did I ask your opinion, Mr. Halverson?”

   Halverson said nothing, deciding Bascomb might fly off the handle if challenged.

   “Is that your entire case against the accused?” asked Bascomb.

   Halverson nodded and returned to his seat.

   “What about the three people the defendant is accused of killing?” asked Bascomb.

   Before he sat down, Halverson answered, “The defendant killed them to eat them. The testimonies of the eyewitnesses confirm that.”

   “Then you’re accusing the defendant of murder in the first?”

   “The walking corpse is a killer and needs to be destroyed.”

   “Mr. Jones, it’s your turn to present the defense.”

   






   

   Chapter 44

   

   Jones stood up and took the floor. “Thank you, Your Honor.”

   “Please proceed,” said Bascomb.

   “There are a number of reasons why the defendant, one William Brisco, is not guilty of murder. First, he acted in self-defense when set upon by the three deceased.” Jones approached the squirming ghoul in the wheelchair. “Killing in self-defense is not murder. It is not a crime.”

   “Eyewitnesses say the ghoul attacked the three victims without provocation,” said Halverson.

   “Silence!” said Bascomb. “If you have an objection, Mr. Halverson, say so. Otherwise, don’t interrupt the proceedings.”

   “Thank you, Your Honor,” said Jones. 

   He strutted back and forth in front of the ghoul, his thumbs hooked in the armholes of his T-shirt, his AK slung over his shoulder.

   “The fatuous idiot,” Reno muttered to Halverson, leaning toward Halverson’s ear as they sat at their desk.

   “There is an even better reason why the defendant is innocent of murder,” said Jones. “The defendant is sick. He is suffering from the plague and has no idea what he’s doing. He doesn’t know the difference between right and wrong. If he doesn’t know the difference between right and wrong, he cannot be held responsible for his acts.”

   “Objection,” said Halverson.

   “On what grounds?” asked Bascomb.

   “The defendant can’t know the difference between right and wrong because he’s a corpse. A corpse can’t plead insanity.”

   “Objection overruled.”

   “In his sickened state, the defendant has no idea what he’s doing,” Jones went on. “His disease has rendered him legally insane. He is therefore innocent of these three charges of first-degree murder.”

   “Objection,” said Halverson.

   “On what grounds?” asked Bascomb.

   “On the grounds that a corpse cannot be considered innocent or guilty, because a corpse is dead and can’t make any decisions, period.”

   “Overruled.”

   “As everyone here can plainly see,” said Jones, making a sweeping gesture with his hands toward the audience, “the defendant is not a corpse. See how he moves. A corpse can’t move.”

   “I feel like I’m Alice in Wonderland,” said Reno more to himself than to anyone else, watching the spectacle.

   “Why don’t we just let the creature go, so it can go out and eat more people?” said Halverson mordantly.

   “Silence, Mr. Halverson,” said Bascomb. “You have presented a very weak and poorly prepared case against the accused, one William Brisco. Do your homework next time, sir.”

   Seething in frustration Halverson held his tongue.

   “I am therefore ruling the defendant not guilty by reason of insanity,” declared Bascomb. 

   “This is a joke!” cried Reno. “Are you seriously going to let this creature go so it can kill again?”

   “The defendant has been found innocent due to the poorly prepared case presented by the prosecuting attorney.”

   “Oh sure. Blame your own idiocy on the prosecuting attorney.”

   “I will hold you in contempt, sir, if you continue!”

   “I want to be miles away when you let that thing free, I’m telling you!” ranted Reno.

   Bascomb slammed his gavel against his desk. “That will be enough.”

   At that moment, a teenage brunette in yellow culottes and a white blouse, whipped through the back door into the courtroom, her perspiring face twisted with excitement.

   “I have important news!” she hollered at Bascomb.

   “Can’t it hold? We’re in the midst of a trial,” he said.

   “No. I have to tell you.”

   “Settle down! Take deep breaths.”

   The brunette stopped running down the center aisle and gasped for breath.

   “Now what are you so agitated about?” asked Bascomb.

   “I was out on a foraging mission on one of the Zodiacs.”

   “It’s not the end of the world if you didn’t find any supplies.”

   “That’s not it.”

   “Then what’s the problem?”

   The brunette gulped more air. “We couldn’t land in San Francisco because the infected are massing there.”

   Bascomb looked attentive. “How many?”

   “Hundreds of thousands of them. They’re everywhere you look, like they’re literally crawling all over each other in piles.”

   A din arose in the courtroom when everyone fell to muttering in consternation. 

   “Calm down,” said Bascomb. “There’s no need to worry. Even if there are millions of them out there, they can’t reach us here on the island. They can’t swim. We’re safe.”

   “They could use boats,” said the brunette.

   “They don’t have the muscular coordination to sail boats. The disease has atrophied their muscles and nervous systems.”

   “But why are they doing this?” asked the brunette, blue eyes wide.

   “Where are they exactly?”

   “All over Fisherman’s Wharf. They’re all over the coastline, actually. That’s why we couldn’t find anywhere to dock our boat and go foraging.”

   “I don’t get it,” chipped in Jones, standing in front of the judge’s desk. “They’ve never done this before.”

   “We’ll have to forage somewhere else,” said Bascomb. “We’ll sail farther down the coast for supplies. That’s all.”

   Nobody seemed consoled by Bascomb’s words, Halverson noticed. To a man, the residents sitting in the cafeteria looked disconcerted.

   He knew the ghouls had a herding instinct, but it seemed odd that they would be herding in this particular area at this particular time. But then again maybe it was just a fluke. 

   “What’s it mean?” asked Jones.

   “It doesn’t mean anything,” answered Bascomb shortly. “The infected can’t think. They can’t plan. There’s no meaning to anything they do. You all worry too much.”

   “You’re the one digging the bunker,” said Reno.

   Bascomb confronted Reno. “There’s good reason to worry about the government attacking us. They have the ability and the resources to launch an attack. The infected simply aren’t a viable threat while we’re on Alcatraz, no matter how many of them are out there.”

   “If you say so,” murmured Reno, his face impassive.

   “Why don’t we give the defendant back to them,” said Jones. “Maybe that’ll make them happy and they’ll go away.”

   The ghoul writhed more vigorously in its wheelchair, as if the creature knew what they were saying.

   Reno sniggered. “Fat chance. Like they care about each other or something. They’re dead. They don’t care about anyone, not even themselves.”

   “You think they’re gathering out there because they want the accused back?” Bascomb asked Jones, unconvinced.

   “Why else would they all suddenly crop up there?” said Jones. “Maybe this infected is a head honcho among them.”

   Reno eyeballed the ghoul as it screwed up its face and struggled against its bonds in the wheelchair trying to free itself.

   “That’s ridiculous,” said Reno. “They’re just dead things walking around. All they can think about is eating.” 

   “They’re not dead,” said Jones. “If they were dead, they couldn’t walk. They’re infected. The disease has eaten into their brains and turned them into cannibals.”

   “You have no idea what you’re talking about. They have no heartbeat. They’re dead.”

   “That’s enough squabbling,” said Bascomb. “Where were we before I was interrupted?”

   “You were ruling on the case,” said Jones. 

   “Oh yes.” He gaveled the court to order. “Silence in the courtroom.”

   The worked-up spectators ceased their chattering.

   “I find the defendant innocent of all charges,” announced Bascomb.

   “Like hell you’re gonna let that thing free!” cried Reno, leaping out of his seat and rushing the ghoul in the wheelchair.

   Before anyone could intervene, Reno snapped his hunting knife from his waistband, charged the ghoul, and rammed the blade into the creature’s right eye up to the hilt.

   “Die for good, scumbag!” he yelled.

   The creature succumbed in the wheelchair and slumped backward, Reno’s knife protruding from its eye. The creature’s manacled hands flapped a couple times then became motionless.

   






   

   Chapter 45

   

   Pandemonium erupted in the courtroom.

   “Bailiff!” shouted Bascomb. “Arrest that man!”

   The bailiff stormed toward Reno and hustled him away from the dead ghoul in the wheelchair. The bailiff pinioned Reno’s arms behind his back with handcuffs.

   “We’re charging you with murdering a defenseless man,” Bascomb told Reno.

   “This is madness!” exploded Reno, struggling to break free from the bailiff. “It’s impossible to murder a corpse. You belong in a loony bin!”

   Bascomb banged his gavel. “Silence!”

   “Madness!” repeated Reno.

   “Your Honor,” said Halverson, managing to maintain his equanimity amidst the chaos. “With all due respect, how can you charge Reno with murder when no murder has been committed?”

   “Are you blind?” said Bascomb. “He killed one of the infected right before our very eyes.”

   It was impossible to argue with Bascomb, decided Halverson. Bascomb could not get it through his head that the infected were already dead. 

   “He killed a ghoul,” said Halverson.

   “You can present Reno’s defense in our next session.”

   “I don’t know whether to scream in frustration or laugh my head off,” said Reno. “This is insane. I don’t believe it’s happening.”

   “This is no laughing matter,” said Bascomb. “You have been charged with murder.”

   Reno shook his head in disbelief. “I killed a man-eating monster. Look outside. They’re all over the place in San Francisco just waiting to kill you.”

   “That’ll be enough.”

   “If we don’t kill them, they’re gonna kill us. There are no half measures with these things. They have to be exterminated before they take over the planet.”

   “We cannot allow society to crumble into anarchy on account of a plague. We must continue to maintain order no matter what.”

   “I’m all for social order,” said Halverson, “but if we don’t fight the ghouls and kill them, they’ll run amok every which way and wipe us out.”

   “We will make every attempt to defend ourselves from them, but we won’t resort to cold-blooded murder. If we grant carte blanche to kill the infected on sight, it’s only a matter of time before we start killing ourselves.”

   “How do you figure that?” said Reno. “You’re jumping to conclusions.”

   “Law and order will collapse. Mark my words, we’ll slaughter each other like wild animals in the streets if we legitimize the murder of the infected.”

   “There’s no comparison between people killing monsters and people killing each other.”

   “Nobody’s killing monsters. There aren’t any monsters. The infected are people like you and me, not monsters.”

   “You don’t get it.”

   “I get this,” said Bascomb. “You’re going to lockup.”

   “The ghouls must be destroyed. They need to be killed on sight. We can’t treat them like fellow human beings.”

   “Then society crumbles and we become like them.”

   “No,” said Halverson. “We don’t—because they’re dead and we’re alive. As soon as we become like them, we’re dead.”

   “Semantics,” scoffed Bascomb. “The infected have as much right to live as the rest of us.”

   “Except they’re not alive in the first place!” fumed Reno. 

   “Take him away,” Bascomb told the bailiff.

   Reno struggled to break free from the bailiff’s grasp. “This is a travesty of justice! Let me go!”

   “Order in the court! Or you’ll be thrown into the dungeon!”

   “This is a kangaroo court!”

   “Order! I’m not going to warn you again!”

   Reno saw the futility of his putting up a fight with the handcuffs binding him. He stopped grappling with the bailiff. She shepherded him out of the courtroom.

   “I must protest, Your Honor,” said Halverson, standing in front of the judge’s desk. “How can Reno be accused of a crime here when no crime was committed?”

   “I don’t want to play verbal games with you again, Mr. Halverson,” said Bascomb. 

   “The ghoul on trial was dead to begin with. How can he be killed if he’s already dead?”

   Bascomb glanced down over his desk at the ghoul slumped motionless in the wheelchair, its head tilted back. “He’s certainly dead now. And that knife sticking out of his eye is the reason. That adds up to homicide in my book.”

   “Back in the day you would be right. But nowadays all bets are off. Everything changed with the plague.”

   “Not everything. The rules of law haven’t changed. Murder is murder.”

   Halverson felt like he was grinding away in futility arguing with Bascomb. Maybe Bascomb truly believed the ghouls were plague-infected live humans, Halverson decided. Then again, maybe not. In any case, Halverson’s arguments to the contrary cut no ice with Bascomb. 

   Halverson decided to keep his own counsel.

   “Court is adjourned,” declared Bascomb. 

   He banged his gavel and stood up.

   For his part, Halverson sat down and slouched back in his chair, weary of his verbal sparring with Bascomb. 

   “I’m getting tired of being a shut-in,” said Victoria, sitting beside Halverson.

   “What do you expect in a prison?” said Parnell as he shifted in his chair beside them.

   Victoria stared blankly ahead of her.

   Halverson watched Bascomb disappear into his chambers.

   “Maybe it’s time to make a run for it,” said Halverson.

   “I didn’t think I’d ever hear myself say this, but I’m inclined to agree with you,” said Parnell. “Granted, this place is safe from the infected. The problem is, it’s so poorly run by Bascomb.”

   “It’s a mismanaged fiasco,” said Victoria. “What is the point of putting these ghouls on trial?”

   “Maybe he believes in what he’s doing.”

   “I doubt it,” said Halverson. “I think these are show trials staged for the residents here.”

   “Why?” asked Victoria.

   “It could be a power thing. He wants everyone to be constantly aware that he’s in control.”

   “How does this trial do that?”

   “Every time he holds one of these trials, he gets up onstage and passes judgments on the defendants. It reinforces his status as an authority figure. Everyone here is answerable to him.”

   “He’s worse than I thought, if that’s true.”

   “We might be better off taking our chances among the infected,” said Parnell. “I don’t think they’re monsters like you do.”

   “You don’t?” said Halverson in surprise.

   “I think they retain vestiges of their humanity deep inside them, but they’re unable to express it.”

   Halverson shook his head, no. “They’re dead, Doc. Their humanity died with them.”

   “They’re only dead in the sense that their hearts stopped beating.”

   “Doc, you’re overthinking this,” said Victoria. “The walking dead can’t feel human emotions, and they can’t think. Just look at them. But I’m with both of you on this: let’s cut and run from this island.”

   “The first thing we have to do is free Reno,” said Halverson. 

   






   

   Chapter 46

   

   Bascomb debouched from the main entrance of the prison and headed for the warden’s house, i.e., his house, which was situated to the left of the lighthouse. 

   Feeling jacked up thanks to the trial, he was looking forward to the pleasures that Brittany Pine had to offer him. Trials always did that to him—got the old adrenaline going. All his juices were coursing through him as he swept into his house.

   






   

   Chapter 47

   

   Newton the iguana felt miserable as he lay on the prow of the Costaguana, his claws tense. He was freezing to death. The cold bay area weather was literally sapping the life out of him bit by bit. He needed bright hot sun shining down on him to revitalize him. 

   As it was, he could barely move, what with the chill wind sweeping across the bow of the sailboat. He had no desire to move in the coldness. 

   He wished he was noshing on bougainvillea flowers and fuchsias in Santa Monica, or better yet in his hometown of Colombia. Not only was he freezing here, he was starving. What had become of his warm human friends? he wondered. He missed their warmth. Would they ever return?

   He tightened up and remained motionless as he heard the sailboat creaking and felt it pitching beneath him. 

   He picked up on two strange men boarding the sailboat. It was best not to move, he knew, when he crossed paths with potential enemies.

   The men prowled around the boat.

   Newton wondered what they were searching for, if anything. Maybe they were just investigating the boat, inspecting what was onboard.

   Newton didn’t like the looks of them. He kept a vigilant eye on them. 

   “What is that?” asked a man with a bald tattooed head, pointing at Newton.

   “Some kind of lizard,” answered the other man, a shorter man who sported a dark goatee that curled forward out from under his chin. 

   “Can you eat them?”

   “Beats me. Lizard meat? I never had it.”

   “It would be fresh food, though. I sure would like some fresh meat. I’m getting tired of canned food fast.” Tattoo Head gazed at Newton. “Is that thing poisonous?”

   “I wouldn’t want to find out.”

   Tattoo Head took a step toward Newton.

   Newton didn’t like the looks of either one of them.

   He scampered off the prow and dove into the icy bay waters just as Tattoo Head lunged at him.

   Tattoo Head pulled up empty-handed and heaved a sigh. “There goes dinner.”

   “What do we have over here?” said Goatee.

   “What?” Tattoo Head turned to see what his companion was looking at. 

   “The Chosen One’s gonna want to find out about these.”

   Smiling, Goatee hefted a moneybag.

   






   

   Chapter 48 

   

   Brittany found herself lying on a bed in a well-appointed bedroom. She felt weak and groggy. She also felt feverish.

   She ached to eat in the worst way. But not just anything. She had a burning desire to eat fresh raw meat.

   She felt weak. She could hardly move.

   She managed to tilt her head up from her supine position and look down at her body. She realized she was wearing nothing but her bra and panties. 

   For the life of her, she could not recall removing her clothes. 

   Her throat felt sore and her teeth ached. She felt like she was coming down with something. She could do with a couple tablets of extra-strength Tylenol. 

   She heard the door to the bedroom click open. 

   Hopefully, somebody was bringing her some raw meat. She felt like she could down ten pounds of ground round and an entire T-bone steak in the blink of an eye.

   The back of her heel ached where her boyfriend had bitten her. She had not told the others about it because she did not want them to worry about her. In any case, it was a small bite. His teeth had barely broken the surface of her skin, and she had not bled much. It wasn’t anything to worry about.

    It was pointless to worry. Sure, everything was a mess. The plague was killing everybody off. They were all screwed. Every last one of them. That was the way it was these days. There was nothing you could do about it, she decided. So why worry?

   She wished she had more energy. She felt like she was going to pass out any second. She was having trouble focusing her eyes. She was surrounded by blurs. Fitfully, black dots stippled her vision then vanished as quickly as they had appeared.

   She wished she was somewhere else. On a beach in Malibu, lying on a towel on the warm, soft sand and soaking up rays as the surf crashed around her. Instead, she was in Alcatraz hemmed in by the walking dead. Why did it have to be like this? she wondered. Why did it have to be her lying here? Why couldn’t it be somebody else?

   Questions with no answers, she decided. That was what her life added up to. Questions with no answers. She went to college to try and find some answers, but all she ended up with was more questions. Every question begged more questions, with no answers in sight.

   Through a haze she thought she could discern somebody standing over her. To her shock, it looked like a naked man. He was leaning over her and pulling her bra off.

   She wanted to scream. She tried to sit up in bed. But she felt paralyzed. It was like a nightmare. She opened her mouth to scream, but the scream died in her throat. 

   She lay helplessly with her mouth open, while in her mind she was screaming her lungs out for help.

   Petrified with fear, she felt him tearing her panties off.

   This can’t be happening! she thought wildly. It must be a nightmare. How could anyone possibly think of sex in the middle of a plague? 

   All she wanted to do was eat. The overpowering urge to eat was inflaming her brain. She wanted to be left alone so she could eat fresh meat. She could literally taste blood-soaked raw meat on her tongue. She could taste hot blood leaching out of the flesh onto her tongue. She salivated at the sensation. 

   And now this had to happen! A sleazeball rapist assaulting her while she could not move. What next?

   In her current condition she could not fight back. Why couldn’t she move? What was wrong with her, she did not know. She knew only that she wanted to eat.

   In pain, she felt him pushing into her between her legs.

   She wanted to scream, I want to eat!

   Instead, she lay rigid, her body tilted up at a slight angle as she tried to will herself to get out of bed, her mouth frozen open in silence, her screams echoing solely in the corridors of her mind.

   






   

   Chapter 49

   

   Bascomb felt better now. He had a spring to his steps and a glint to his eyes as he strutted out of his house under the late afternoon sky.

   That was the beauty of being the Chosen One. He could have any woman he wanted. 

   Invigorated, he felt like he could run a mile.

   Alcatraz might be a prison, but it was his prison. Nobody else but him owned it and ran it.

   Life was good, he decided. The infected be damned.

   A large white gull swooped down at him like it had been ripped from a cloud.

   He smiled at the gull as it glided away westerly on jittery wings on a wind current.

   Then he heard a distant rumbling above. Concern etched on his face, he peered up toward the east. As he had suspected, it was a Predator drone heading his way.

   He could always count on the government to ruin his day. His mood soured. 

   It was only a matter of time before the drone started firing its Hellfire missiles at him, or even worse. He fully expected a drone to drop a nuclear bomb on Alcatraz one of these days. The smoke caused by the fires raging out of control in San Francisco was still interfering with the drone’s cameras, or the government would have detected him and his society by now. 

   The hazy sky was the only thing keeping him out of the bombsights of the drone, Bascomb figured. As long as the government didn’t tumble to his thriving society of uninfected humans on the island who got along fine without Washington’s help, the government’s honchos would not attack. Bascomb would do everything in his power to keep the wool pulled over the eyes of the government when it came to the existence of his island community. Yet he knew he could not keep it up forever. In the end, the government would find him out.

   He felt a chill of dread run down his spine at the thought.

   Watching the drone pass overhead, Bascomb decided it was high time he issued the order to his men to commence digging his bunker 24/7—even if it meant that nobody could sleep at night on account of the racket raised by the construction crew. 

   He had no time to waste. He could feel the government closing in on him even now. There was no way they would tolerate his survival as soon as they discovered how successful he was without them. 

   The government wasn’t patrolling the skies for allies. It was patrolling the skies for foes that it would atomize at the earliest opportunity. 

   As an attorney who used to practice in the Beltway, he knew the paranoid mindset of politicians. It wasn’t friendship they craved. It was power. They always had to be top dog, which meant a death sentence to any isolated pockets of humanity that they discovered could exist without their imprimatur.

   Bascomb didn’t know how big the existing government was or where it was hiding. All he knew was that remnants of the USA’s federal power structure still existed. The presence of the drones proved that. 

   As long as any traces of the warp and woof of centralized federal government existed, nobody on this island, including him, was safe. He and the others here stood as living proof of the redundancy of whatever was left of the federal government, be it in the hallways of Washington or the bombproof bunkers of Virginia. 

   Bascomb could feel the hot breath of the government breathing down the nape of his neck and he wasn’t about to let them destroy him without a fight. 

   The fat was in the fire. He would increase the size of his construction crew immediately and order his laborers to work on his bunker around the clock. Everything else would take second place to completion of the bunker. 

   Yeah, he decided, leave it to the government to wreck his day.

   Fixated on the government, he fell to brooding about his five visitors who had arrived out of nowhere on a sailboat. Could it be, he wondered, that they had been sent by the government to spy on him? Did the government, in fact, already suspect he and his community were living here on Alcatraz? 

   Perhaps his benign acceptance of the visitors’ presence had been too cursory. He was in the process of vetting them. He would soon uncover their true intent, as he had set wheels in motion that would sound the visitors out. He probably should have initiated his stratagem sooner. 

   Be that as it may, he didn’t see how the visitors could hurt him as long as they remained on the island, even if they were working for the government—unless they were somehow signaling the government about his presence on the island.

   But cell phones weren’t working, he knew, because cell towers had been knocked out of commission by the fires burning out of control on the mainland. 

   Could one of the visitors possess a satellite phone? Bascomb wondered. He had not seen any of them using one. Besides, satphones were bulky and hard to hide. He would have noticed if any of the visitors had one. 

   You could never be too paranoid when the government was on your case. They possessed the resources that could jeopardize your existence. 

   Bascomb cursed and hammered his fist through the air. Everything had been fine until that damn drone had cropped up. 

   






   

   Chapter 50

   

   Kobe Jones was walking down Broadway with Halverson. Their footsteps resounded throughout the capacious prison.

   “I know how you feel,” said Jones under his breath.

   “What do you mean?” asked Halverson.

   He had no idea where Jones was coming from. 

   “About Bascomb,” answered Jones, continuing to keep his voice low. “You have doubts about his leadership. You probably think he’s in this for himself.”

   Halverson did not know if he should confide in Jones. To all appearances Jones was Bascomb’s right-hand man. Could Jones possibly be as fed up with Bascomb as were Halverson and his group?

   “His power here might be going to his head,” said Halverson, couching his words as speculation.

   “Might be?” Jones’s face registered surprise. “It seems pretty obvious to me. The only one who’s benefiting here is Bascomb.”

   “It seems that way.”

   Was Jones trying to sound him out? wondered Halverson. Or was he on the level?

   “He gets to live in a house and keeps all the good-looking foxes for himself,” said Jones. “Does that sound like a guy who puts the community’s interests above his own?”

   “It doesn’t appear to,” said Halverson.

   Halverson did not trust Jones and wasn’t going to go out on a limb revealing what he really thought of Bascomb.

   Jones leaned toward Halverson conspiratorially. “Can I count on your company when I break out of here?”

   Taken aback, Halverson answered, “This is news to me.”

   “Hopefully, it’s news to everyone. You’re the first person I’ve told. I don’t trust anybody else in here. Bascomb has paid snitches all over the place.”

   Jones’s eyes darted around the prison suspiciously. 

   “Why trust me?” asked Halverson.

   “I heard what you said at the trial. You gotta want out of here as much as I do.”

   “If we leave here, we have to contend with the ghouls surrounding us.”

   “We have an armory in the prison. It’s chock-full of all sorts of guns and ammo. We’d make those sorry-ass infected pay big-time if they came after us.”

   Halverson plumbed Jones’s droopy eyes to see where he was coming from. Halverson could not tell. Jones’s eyes were unfathomable. 

   As a secret agent trained by the CIA for the National Clandestine Service, Halverson trusted no one. Distrust had become second nature to him. Part of him wanted to believe Jones, but the trained professional in him distrusted Jones.

   “Why me?” asked Halverson. 

   “You look like you can handle yourself. I need someone like you to have my back.”

   “What about Reno? Can we take him with us?”

   “Of course.”

   Halverson could not rid himself of his doubts of Jones’s sincerity. “What’s your plan?”

   Jones kept his voice so low Halverson could scarcely hear it. “We need to take out Bascomb.”

   Jones’s words stunned Halverson. Jones must’ve really had it in for Bascomb, Halverson decided. Bascomb’s murder didn’t figure into any of Halverson’s plans for escape. Halverson saw no need for it. 

   “Is that necessary?” asked Halverson.

   Again Jones’s all but imperceptible voice. “If we don’t whack him, he’ll hunt us down to the ends of the earth.”

   “I don’t get it. Why?”

   “He can’t tolerate anyone opposing his authority.” 

   “But if we’re not here on the island anymore, what difference does it make to him what we do?”

   “The other people here will know that somebody opposed him and got away with it. Bascomb can’t let any kind of opposition exist on earth. He’s got to set an example of each and every rebel.”

   “He sounds like he’s certifiable.”

   Jones stopped walking and looked Halverson square in the eyes. 

   Halverson came to a halt as well and returned Jones’s stare. 

   “It doesn’t matter whether he is or he isn’t,” said Jones. “What matters is, he’s got to be taken out before we split. Or, like I said, he’ll hunt us down and kill us.”

   At this point, Halverson didn’t know who was crazier. Bascomb or Jones. They both sounded paranoid. After all, why would Bascomb leave a good thing here at Alcatraz just to chase Halverson? Why go to all that trouble just to set an example of him? Was there no limit to Bascomb’s paranoia? Did it all boil down to survival of the most paranoid on this island?

   Halverson remained wary of Jones. Jones’s answers weren’t scanning. On the other hand, Halverson wanted to know what Jones was up to. He wanted to know where this line of discussion was leading. He decided to play along with Jones and find out.

   “OK,” said Halverson. “I’m in.” 

   Jones nodded expressionlessly and walked away.

   






   

   Chapter 51

   

   Halverson found himself standing in front of Reno’s cell. At least they had removed Reno’s handcuffs, Halverson could see.

   “This is insane,” said Reno. “I told you we were better off among the ghouls.”

   “Don’t worry,” said Halverson. “We’re gonna get you out of there.”

   Reno tried to slide the closed cell door open. It was locked. 

   “How do you plan on busting me out of a jail cell?” he said. “They didn’t name this place ‘the Rock’ for nothing. It’s supposed to be escape proof.” 

   He grabbed the case-hardened steel bars on the door and tried to yank them sideways several times as if to demonstrate his point.

   “Maybe I can find the key,” said Halverson. “I still have free rein of the place.”

   “Lucky you.” Reno paced restlessly around his cramped cell.

   “I’m not gonna let you rot in here.”

   “We all need to break out. Take our boat and scram. The sooner the better.”

   Halverson thought about his discussion with Kobe Jones. “I may’ve gotten help for us.”

   “What do you mean?”

   “A mole in Bascomb’s camp.”

   Reno faced Halverson. “Can he get the key to my cell?”

   “Maybe. I’ll see.”

   “Are you sure you can trust this mole?”

   Halverson did not mince words. “No.”

   Reno screwed up his face. “I guess we don’t have much choice. It’s not like we have a lot of options.”

   “He seems to hate Bascomb, though, even more than we do.”

   “Impossible,” said Reno, scoping out the jail bars surrounding him.

   Halverson scanned the proximate cells. “Have you seen any sign of Brittany?”

   “No.”

   “We need to know where everyone in our group is when we make our breakout.” 

   “The last I heard she was in Bascomb’s house.”

   Halverson caught sight of Parnell and Victoria in their cells. “The only one missing from our group is Brittany.”

   Depressed, Reno plunked down on his bunk and held his bowed head in his hands. “Everything’s going to hell.”

   “So what else is new?”

   Reno did a double take. “I thought I was the resident cynic.”

   “I’m trying to see the glass as half-full, but it’s not working.”

   Reno rubbed his bloodshot eyes. “If the plague doesn’t get us, Bascomb will.”

   “We can’t give up. How much worse can it get?”

   “Be careful what you ask for.”

   “What we need now is a plan of escape.”

   “Yeah. It’s only a maximum-security prison. A piece of cake.”

   Aware that the CCTV camera in his cell was drawing a bead on him, Halverson kept his voice low. “As long as we’re not all locked up, we have a chance.”

   Halverson heard a commotion up front. He slewed around to see what was happening. 

   Reno looked up, too. 

   A rent-a-cop with a cleft chin was shepherding a ghoul at the end of an animal grabber’s wooden haft through the main entrance into the cell house. 

   The fortyish male ghoul had a shock of tousled white wispy hair that needed a thorough washing. A pair of horn-rimmed glasses was sliding down the creature’s prominent beak, which was half-eaten away by decomposition. 

   A disheveled russet tie was lolling down the back of the ghoul’s white button-down shirt. Unkempt, wrinkled beige polyester trousers with inch-and-a-half cuffs completed the creature’s ratty wardrobe. 

   Fighting the animal grabber squeezed around its neck, the fortyish creature sneered and grimaced, exposing two rows of rotting, pus-slathered green teeth the color of pea soup. The creature bridled and was all but hissing as it grimaced, its withered upper lip curled upward. 

   When the ghoul had been human, perhaps he had been an elementary schoolteacher, decided Halverson. In the end, it made no difference. A schoolteacher ghoul was just as deadly as a physicist ghoul or a serial killer ghoul. A ghoul was a ghoul, regardless of its occupation in its prior life.

   The guard herded the ghoul down the corridor out of sight.

   Reno puckered his mouth in disdain. “Why do these people waste their time throwing the creatures in jail and trying them?”

   “Maybe one reason Bascomb does it is to keep the residents entertained, to keep their minds off the lousy lives they lead here,” said Halverson. 

   “If you ask me, it’s not working.”

   Looking distraught, a twentysomething female security guard with pierced nostrils strode down Broadway past Halverson. Her two slender silver nose rings no bigger than Cheerios, one in each nostril, glinted in the prison’s harsh fluorescent light. Her short brown hair sported green-tinted highlights. 

   Halverson could tell she was part of the security detail because of the 9 mm Sig Sauer semiautomatic holstered at the waist of her jeans. 

   “Have you seen our leader?” she asked.

   “He’s not my leader,” retorted Reno.

   “He’ll throw you under the bus if he hears you talking like that.”

   “We haven’t seen him,” answered Halverson. “What’s going on?” 

   “The infected are doing something on the shoreline,” she said.

   “We already heard they were massing there.”

   “They’re not only massing there, they’re doing something else.”

   “Doing what?” asked Reno.

   “We can’t tell. They seem worked up over something.”

   The security guard hustled past them, casting around for Bascomb.

   Halverson turned to Reno. “What could they be doing?”

   “Who knows?” said Reno. “Hopefully, they’re eating each other.”

   Halverson shook his head. “They don’t have a taste for stiffs.”

   “Well, maybe they’ve developed one.”

   






   

   Chapter 52

   

   Trembling with fever and chills, Brittany felt like she was going to croak. Her sinuses were on fire. In fact, her whole head was on fire. 

   She could hardly budge. It was like she had been run over by an eighteen-wheeler.

   With superhuman effort she contrived to slip out of her bed in Bascomb’s bedroom and crawl to the nearest corner. 

   Hugging her knees she huddled into a ball. The only thing she wanted to do was eat. She was convinced if she ate a king-size slab of raw bloody steak she would feel better. 

   Shivering, she realized she was buck naked. Not that it mattered. The only thing that mattered was eating.

   She did not want to die. She had been walking this planet for a measly nineteen years. It was like she hadn’t even begun to taste life, and now it was being robbed from her before she even knew what it was all about. Cut down in the prime of her life. It wasn’t fair!

   But whoever said life was fair? You lived, you died. What did fairness have to do with being alive? 

   Maybe she wasn’t going to die, she decided in a moment of hopefulness. Maybe she would survive this malaise, or whatever it was, like she had survived mono two years ago. Indeed, she had felt like she was going to die back then, too.

   All she needed was a fresh steak bathed in blood in her mouth and she would feel better. She knew it.

   But then again doubt plagued her mind. Maybe she was grasping at straws. Maybe this really was the end. 

   She couldn’t stand the idea of her life being over. She hurriedly thought about something else. In her mind’s eye she pictured the juicy raw steak dripping thick red blood. The Technicolor mental image got her heart pounding with anticipation.

   Braced after a fashion, she almost felt like she could stand up. But she couldn’t. Her legs quivered like jelly underneath her and she could not move them. 

   She heaved a sigh.

   What nightmare did life have in store for her? she wondered. 

   She would find out soon enough. Of that she could be certain.

   






   

   Chapter 53

   

   The light was failing. 

    Banks of fog were rolling in from the west, smothering Alcatraz in a swirling grey mist that clung to the eaves of the buildings like caterpillar nests.

   Bascomb liked the feel of the dank wisps of fog that crept along his naked arms, embracing him like a phantom lover. He also liked the tangy aroma of the brackish seawater borne by the fog as it stole over the island in grey clouds harried by the wind. He breathed the musky odor deep into his lungs relishing the feel of it as it cleaved to the alveoli in his lungs.

   He was on his way to make sure his diggers had picked up their pace excavating his bunker in the recreation yard. 

   Instead of cutting through the prison, he decided to take the path bordering it and enjoy the aromatic fog outdoors a while longer as he made for the rec yard.

   Visibility was low due to the creeping fog. He found it tricky negotiating the path. 

   At the last second he avoided colliding into two men who were bustling toward him from the opposite direction. 

   Their faces flush with excitement, Goatee and Tattoo Head greeted Bascomb.

   “Why can’t you two wear normal shoes like everybody else, instead of jogging shoes?” asked Bascomb. “I couldn’t hear you coming.”

   Tattoo Head glanced down at his Adidas. “We were heading to your house to see you, boss.”

   “Well, here I am.”

   “We searched the strangers’ sailboat like you told us, and look what we found.”

   It was only now that Bascomb became aware of the two stuffed navy blue nylon sacks that Tattoo Head and Goatee were gripping in their hands.

   “Those look like moneybags they use in armored trucks. What’s in them?” asked Bascomb.

   “Like you said,” answered Tattoo Head with a smile. “Money. They’re crammed with dough.”

   Bascomb leaned over, pried open one of the sacks with his hands, and peeked inside at the bundles of cash secured with red rubber bands. 

   “This money is from a bank,” he said, standing up. “You know what that means?”

   “We sure do,” Goatee answered with a grin. “It means we’re rich.”

   “No, you idiot. It means this money was stolen. Our visitors are looters.”

   “Damn.”

   “I knew there was something fishy about them the moment I laid eyes on them.”

   Bascomb heard footsteps approaching in front of him. He could not make out anyone in the swirly fog. He held his forefinger to his lips, motioning to Goatee and Tattoo Head to hold their peace. 

   The two stiffened and looked alert in the direction of the footfalls.

   At last Bascomb could discern the figure of a man coming into view. 

   It was Kobe Jones.

   “Were you heading to my house, too?” asked Bascomb.

   “As a matter of fact I was,” answered Jones, surprised at seeing Goatee and Tattoo Head with Bascomb.

   “What for?”

   “I got to talking with Halverson like you wanted me to.”

   “And? Did you find anything out?”

   Jones gazed at Bascomb with his hooded eyes. “He says he’s planning to kill you.”

   “I figured as much,” said Bascomb smugly. “What can you expect from looters? Does he want to take over the island?”

   “He wants to get out of here. That’s what he told me.” 

   “I knew they were too good to be true. Doctors, journalists, dressmakers, students . . . Yeah, sure. Crooks, the whole lot of them, is more like it.” Bascomb hung fire, pricking up his ears. “What’s that?”

   An eerie low-pitched ululation reverberated through the air. 

   “It’s the infected,” said Jones. “They make that moaning-howling sound when they’re worked up.”

   Tattoo Head felt a frisson run down his spine. “Gives me the willies.”

   “Why are they worked up?” asked Bascomb.

   “They’re massing and doing something on the coastline,” answered Jones. “We don’t know what they’re up to.”

   “Well, find out.” 

   “What difference does it make? As long as they can’t get over here, that’s what matters.”

   “There’s no way they can get over here,” said Tattoo Head. “Not those dumb clucks. They don’t know their asses from their armpits.”

   “I want to know what they’re doing,” demanded Bascomb.

   “Sure, boss,” said Tattoo Head a tad sheepishly. “We’ll take a Zodiac over there and check it out.” Tattoo Head motioned to Goatee to follow him as he struck off into the fog.

   “Aren’t you two forgetting something?” said Jones.

   “Like what?” asked Tattoo Head, coming to a halt.

   “How are you gonna see anything in this fog?” 

   “He’s got a point,” Goatee told Tattoo Head. “We’re socked in.”

   The two of them waited for Bascomb to tell them what to do.

   “Check it out as soon as the fog lifts,” said Bascomb. He cut his eyes toward the moneybags. “And take those bags to my house.”

   “No problem.”

   Bags in hands, Tattoo Head and Goatee started on their way to the house when they came to an abrupt standstill.

   “Jeez,” said Tattoo Head.

   “What is it?” asked Bascomb, wheeling around to see what had caused them to stop.

   Nobody answered.

   Then Bascomb saw what Tattoo Head and Goatee were looking at, and he knew why they had not answered.

   Standing in front of them was Brittany Pine. She was stark naked. 

   






   

   Chapter 54

   

   The fool, decided Bascomb, sizing up Brittany. Why hadn’t she put her clothes on? Why in the world was she traipsing around in her birthday suit in the fog for all to see?

   “Didn’t you forget something, my dear?” he asked.

   She stood in front of them, her head bent to the side at a weird angle. She said nothing.

   It was difficult for Bascomb to distinguish her features courtesy of the fog that was swirling around them. 

   “Cat got your tongue?” he said.

   He was getting horny again, glimpsing the contours of her naked body as it appeared fitfully through the floating fog.

   She was hanging her mouth open, he could now see as a gap in the fog appeared. Her flesh looked livid. Her long chestnut hair, usually so full and wavy, fell lankly over her shoulders. It had no body to it. It must have been the humidity that was wreaking havoc on her hair, decided Bascomb. She was no doubt freezing to death, too, standing out here naked in the dank fog.

   She said nothing.

   “You’re gonna catch your death of cold,” said Bascomb. 

   “She’s starting to creep me out,” said Jones. “What’s wrong with her?”

   Maybe it was better she didn’t talk, decided Bascomb, the more he thought about it. He didn’t want her blabbing to the others about his session with her in his bedroom. 

   “You need to go back to the house, Brittany,” he said in a soothing voice.

   She said nothing, standing there like a statue with her head canted to her right. A wisp of fog eddied around her torso for a moment then dissipated. 

   “I’m telling you she’s making my flesh crawl,” said Jones, fidgeting. 

   “You’re not the only one,” said Tattoo Head sotto voce. 

   “Why doesn’t she say something for Christ’s sake?” said Goatee.

   “She doesn’t look right to me.”

   “Make her say something!”

   At that moment, Brittany lurched toward Goatee, who was standing nearest to her, grabbed his shoulders, leaned toward him, and clamped her teeth around his throat. She tore a clump of flesh and a three-inch section of the carotid artery out of his neck. 

   Goatee screamed in pain. He clutched his wound, blood spewing through his fingers that he was using to stanch the bleeding.

   Blood gushed and sprayed from his throat all over Brittany’s face and body.

   Blood streaming from her mouth, she munched on the chunk of flesh from Goatee’s throat and purred like a contented cat.

   Unable to stanch the bleeding, Goatee dropped to his knees, his fingers pressed around his throat soaked in blood.

   Jones cursed.

   He whipped out his Sig Sauer P226 automatic from his leather holster on his waist and let loose three 9 mm Parabellum hollow-point rounds into Brittany’s blood-soaked chest. 

   Jerked back by the impact of the slugs, Brittany, nevertheless, continued chewing on the bolus of flesh from Goatee’s throat.

   Swallowing his flesh, she stepped toward Goatee, who knelt dazed on his knees. She leaned down so she could reach his mutilated throat and tore a chunk of flesh out of the other side of it. 

   Goatee wailed in pain and fell flat on his face onto the path.

   “Put her down!” shouted Bascomb, lest he’d be the next entree on Brittany’s menu. 

   Jones unloaded three more shots in quick succession out of his Sig’s eleven-round clip into her upper body mass with no effect. 

   “Why won’t she go down?” Tattoo Head asked Bascomb.

   “He must be missing her,” answered Bascomb.

   “I can’t miss her at this range!” exclaimed Jones, gnashing his teeth. “I’m firing point-blank! If I was any closer, I could touch her!”

   Frustrated, Jones took a step toward Brittany, brought his pistol to bear on Brittany’s forehead, and fired his Sig. 

   The round slammed into her forehead, coursed through her brain, and blew out the occipital bone as well as a portion of the parietal bone. The bones and brain matter attached to them blew ten-odd feet through the air. 

   Her face smeared with Goatee’s blood, Brittany stumbled backward and dropped dead. She landed on her buttocks in a reclining position. 

   Angrily, Jones reared back his leg and kicked what was left of her blood-smeared head. 

   Her corpse flattened out and lay supine, motionless. Her hands shuddered briefly.

   “Time for a beer,” said Tattoo Head, wiping the sweat from his brow with the back of his hand.

   Not convinced she was dead, Jones fired one more round for good measure into Brittany’s shattered head.

   “Enough already,” said Tattoo Head. “She ain’t going nowhere.”

   “You know what this means, don’t you?” said Bascomb.

   A puzzled expression registered on Jones’s face as he holstered his gun. He said nothing. 

   “It means she was infected,” said Bascomb, eyes intense.

   “I sort of figured that when she wouldn’t go down,” said Jones dryly.

   “But how did she get infected, you idiot? None of the infected are walking around loose on the island.”

   Jones frowned. “I never thought of that.”

   “Duh.”

   “Then how did she get it?” said Jones, irritated at Bascomb’s sarcasm.

   “It means she must have gotten infected before she came onto the island.”

   “We should never’ve let her stay here.” 

   “It makes you wonder if any of the other visitors are infected,” said Tattoo Head.

   Nobody said anything. The silence was deafening.

   Bascomb heard movement in front of him to his left. 

   He saw Goatee roll over onto his back and sit up. Goatee had trouble holding his head up on the mutilated remnants of his neck.

   “Give me a break,” said Tattoo Head, watching Goatee rise to his feet with herky-jerky movements. 

   “No way he’s still alive,” said Jones and snapped out his pistol.

   He blasted Goatee three times in the head. 

   The first bullet tore off one of Goatee’s jug ears. The second bullet drilled through his cheek. The last round tore a hole in Goatee’s right eye and ripped through his brain. Goatee’s knees buckled and he hit the ground in a heap. 

   “He’s not anymore,” said Jones, holstering his Sig. 

   






   

   Chapter 55

   

   As soon as Halverson sat down on the bunk in his cell, he was out like a light.

   He heard a clang as he lay on his bunk and through his half-shut eyes peeked at a ghoul shambling into his cell. The male creature had only one eye and no arms. The other eye was hanging halfway down the creature’s cheek on a stalk oozing with aqueous humor. 

   Revolted, face sweaty, Halverson bolted upright in his bunk. He tried to grope for something he could use to clobber the ghoul, but he could not move. Paralyzed, he wanted to yell at the creature to scare it off.

   Halverson’s heartbeat accelerated. If only he could move, he might be able to find a club. He thought his heart was going to burst as he watched the creature skulk toward him out of the shadows.

   And then he snapped open his eyes and realized it was a dream. 

   He was alone in his jail cell.

   Sighing, he got to his feet. He massaged his sweat-soaked brow. He felt claustrophobic in here. He needed to get outside and get some air.

   He reached the door in three strides and yanked it.

   His heart stopped.

   The door would not open. 

   He yanked on it again.

   Nothing. 

   The door was locked.

   Halverson cursed. How could he be locked in? he wondered. Was he still dreaming? Was this one of those nightmares within nightmares like one of those Russian dolls that you open up and find another doll inside it and another inside that and so on? A nightmare where you think you’re awake but in reality you’re still dreaming? 

   He pinched his arm to wake himself up. He felt the pinch. 

   But nothing changed. He was still standing in front of his closed cell door. 

   He grabbed two steel bars in the door, one in each hand, and tried again to jerk it to the side to slide it open.

   No soap. 

   He was locked inside. 

   He glanced over at Reno’s cell. Reno was fast asleep on his bunk. 

   “Reno,” said Halverson.

   Reno stirred. 

   “Reno,” Halverson repeated.

   Reno sat up and peered at Halverson through blurry eyes. 

   “What?” asked Reno drowsily.

   “How did I get locked in?”

   Reno shook his head in bafflement. “You’re locked in, too?”

   Halverson heard footfalls approaching on Broadway.

   Bascomb and his retinue swept into view.

   “Did you have a good rest?” asked Bascomb genially. 

   “Somehow my door got locked,” answered Halverson. “Open it up.”

   “I’m the one who locked it.”

   Halverson looked nonplussed. 

   “What’s going on in this madhouse?” demanded Reno, standing up, grouchy from having his sleep interrupted.

   “Your luck ran out,” answered Bascomb.

   “What do you mean?” said Halverson.

   “We found the stolen moneybags on your yacht. You’re a pack of looters. You know the law. All looters will be shot.”

   “We didn’t loot anything,” said Reno, trying to rein in his temper.

   “Those moneybags were stolen from a bank or from an armored truck. Banks are the only ones that use those moneybags.”

   Halverson didn’t know how he was able to exercise enough self-restraint to prevent himself from reaching out between the bars and strangling Bascomb. 

   “This is a trumped-up charge,” said Reno.

   “Don’t worry,” said Bascomb. “You’ll have your say in court. You’ll get your due process. The law is what separates us from the chaos and anarchy of the infected. Otherwise, you both would have been shot by now.”

   The two moneybags were, in fact, from an armored truck, Halverson knew. He also knew that Reno was in the dark to that fact. Reno had not been there when Halverson and Victoria and several of Halverson’s erstwhile companions, now deceased, had appropriated the moneybags. It hadn’t been Halverson’s idea, but he had gone along with the others and done so grudgingly if not willingly. 

   “Why?” asked Halverson, at a loss for words.

   “Your luck sucks,” said Bascomb. “You’re in the wrong place at the wrong time. If you commit a crime on this island, you do the time. After all, this is the Rock.”

   “This is bullshit,” spat Reno.

   “Just think. If you were anywhere else on the apocalyptic landscape except on this island where we still have law and order, you’d still be scot-free.” 

   “You’re a lunatic who makes up your own laws to suit yourself.”

   “Our American legal system has been around a lot longer than I have. I didn’t invent it.”

   “But you’re using it for your own ends.”

   “You’ll have your day in court where you can present your defense.”

   “How many trials am I gonna have for Christ’s sake? You’ve already got me on a murder charge. Now you’ve got me on a looting charge. How many more charges are you gonna trump up for me?” Reno kicked one of the steel legs on his bunk out of frustration.

   “As many as there have to be. How many crimes have you committed?”

   “None! I killed a ghoul, which isn’t murder. And I didn’t loot anything.”

   “Tell it to the court.”

   Reno threw up his hands. “I hate this place. All that’s missing in this nightmare is bats flying around.”

   “Sorry we don’t have a palace suite for you,” said Bascomb.

   Reno turned to Halverson. “At least you have only one charge against you.”

   “Not true,” said Bascomb.

   “Say again,” said Halverson.

   “Not only are you being charged with looting, as are your companions, you’re also being charged with conspiracy to commit murder.”

   Halverson pshawed. “Murder? Who am I plotting to murder?” 

   No sooner were the words were out of his mouth than Halverson recalled his conversation with Jones about murdering Bascomb.

   “Me,” answered Bascomb. 

   “Says who?”

   “Says Kobe.” 

   Bascomb eyed Jones. Jones nodded. 

   “I was set up!” exploded Halverson. “It’s a put-up job. It was Jones’s idea to kill you, not mine. This is nothing but entrapment.”

   “Like I said before,” said Bascomb, “you can tell your version to the court.”

   “Face it,” Jones told Halverson. “You’re just not lucky. You’re in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

   “Bastard,” hissed Halverson. “You bitched me.”

   Jones sneered and advanced on Halverson. “I found out where you were coming from. That’s all I did. The Chosen One suspected you of instigating a plot against him and he was right.”

   “You put words in my mouth.”

   “The thought was already in your mind and I wormed it out of you.”

   Halverson shook his head in disgust with Bascomb’s and Jones’s subterfuge. “You’re as nutty as your boss.”

   Jones clenched his meaty fist and looked like he was about to take a swing at Halverson, which wouldn’t have been easy what with the iron bars between them, Halverson knew. He doubted Jones’s oversized fists would fit between the bars.

   Bascomb put his oar in. “It’s all that bad luck of yours, Halverson. That’s what it is. You carry it around with you like a vulture perched on your shoulder.”

   “I thought cruel and unusual punishment was against the law,” said Reno.

   “What’s your point?”

   “Listening to your BS is cruel and unusual punishment.”

   Bascomb glowered at Reno. “You haven’t reached the punishment stage—yet. You’ve had it easy so far.”

   “Locking all of us up isn’t gonna do you any good,” said Halverson.

   “I hope you have a good attorney in mind,” said Bascomb. “I wouldn’t want you representing me. Not after you botched your last trial.”

   Bascomb turned to leave. 

   “You’re gonna need as much manpower as you can get if you have to deal with the ghouls in the near future,” said Halverson. “You can take that to the bank.” 

   “Did you find out what they’re doing over there on the mainland?” Reno asked Bascomb.

   “We’re not worried about the infected,” answered Bascomb. “They can’t swim, they can’t walk on water, and they can’t sail boats. So how are they gonna get over here? Why worry about them? Whatever they’re doing doesn’t concern me.” 

   Bascomb strutted away with his entourage in tow.

   “Never underestimate your enemies,” called Reno after him. 

   Bascomb stopped on a dime and slewed around. “I almost forgot to tell you. Your whole group is quarantined.” 

   He resumed his departure.

   Halverson and Reno traded puzzled looks.

   “Why?” hollered Reno after Bascomb.

   Bascomb ignored him and disappeared around the corner.

   “To hell with him,” said Reno. “What difference does it make anyway? We’re already under lock and key. What difference does it make whether it’s for punishment or quarantine?”

   “The question is, why?” said Halverson. 

   Reno shrugged. “Just another trumped-up charge to make us feel miserable.”

   Halverson pondered it. “He must think we have the plague.”

   “Why would he think that? We’re as healthy as he is.”

   “Maybe he knows something we don’t.”

   “If we had the plague, we’d know it. I don’t know about you, but I don’t feel sick.” Yawning, Reno sat down on his bunk. “Tired and fed up with this joint maybe, but not sick.”

   






   

   Chapter 56

   

   Halverson paced around his cell, canvassing it, searching for a way out.

   “I’ve done that already,” said Reno, watching him. “There’s no way out. After all, this is a jail.”

   “I’m not gonna just sit here waiting for them to come and get me.”

   Halverson halted at his small sink and scoped it out, rubbing his chin. 

   “What are you gonna do? Crawl out through the drainpipe?” said Reno. He pulled a face.

   Halverson said nothing.

   Reno spotted Selena Playa approaching. He strode to the front of his cell and buttonholed her.

   “You don’t happen to have the keys to these cells, do you?” he asked.

   “Fat chance,” she answered.

   Clad in a black tank top and dirt-streaked khaki cargo pants, she looked like she had put in a long day at the pit. Her face and arms were covered with sweat.

   “Have you heard about us?” asked Halverson.

   “About your being locked up as looters?” She nodded. “News travels fast in this place.”

   “What about Brittany? Have you found out what happened to her?”

   “We haven’t seen hide nor hair of her,” chipped in Reno.

   A guarded expression on her face, Selena turned away from them. 

   “What happened to her?” Halverson asked with concern, picking up on her reaction.

   “I haven’t seen her,” she answered.

   “So what happened to her?”

   Selena faced him, thinking about it. 

   At last she said under her breath, “She was probably molested or will be by Bascomb.”

   “I wouldn’t put it past him,” said Reno, leaning toward them, eavesdropping on them.

   “Why do you say that?” Halverson asked Selena.

   “That’s what he did to me,” she answered, her voice tight. “If he takes you to his house, that’s what happens.”

   “Rapist,” said Halverson between his teeth. “We gotta help her.”

   “How do you propose to do that behind bars?” asked Reno.

   Halverson clutched the iron bars before him and leaned toward Selena. “We need your help to get out of here. Can you get the keys for us?”

   “I don’t know where he keeps them.”

   “Is there some way you can help Brittany?” asked Reno. “You know where he’s keeping her prisoner, since you’ve been there.”

   “He got tired of me and threw me out. Nobody stays there forever. I’m not allowed to go to his house anymore. Once he throws you out, that’s it.”

   “The more I know about this guy, the less I like him,” said Halverson. 

   “Guy is a piece of work,” said Reno.

   Halverson hoped Bascomb never took a fancy to Victoria. Halverson didn’t want her to end up victimized in Bascomb’s bedroom. 

   “Maybe Brittany will fight him off,” said Reno.

   “She won’t have a chance,” said Selena. “He drugs you first—with Roofies or Special K—and then he attacks you.” 

   Her full mouth twisted into a sneer as she recalled Bascomb’s assaulting her. 

   “Roofies or Special K?” said Halverson.

   “Rohypnol or ketamine. They disorient you and you can’t move.”

   “How do you know so much about drugs?” asked Reno.

   “I told you, I’m a trainer. I have a medical background.”

   “Then we have to get her out of Bascomb’s house,” said Halverson. “That’s all there is to it.”

   “I can ask around and see if anyone else has heard anything about her.”

   “I guess we’ll have to settle for that for now,” said Halverson, unable to come up with anything else they could do under these conditions. 

   Selena weighed it. “I might be able to wheedle something out of Kobe. I know he likes me.”

   “Don’t trust that snake in the grass whatever you do.”

   “I don’t plan on trusting him. I’m just gonna see if he knows anything about Brittany.” 

   “I wouldn’t believe anything he says.”

   “He likes me. Didn’t you hear me before?” She plucked coyly at her tank top between her cleavage.

   “Oh,” was all Halverson said.

   “He has good taste,” said Reno, ogling Selena.

   “Good-bye,” she said and took a powder.

   “I’m gonna kill Bascomb when I get out of here,” muttered Halverson.

   “You’ll have to stand in line,” said Reno.

   Halverson sat down on the edge of his bunk, leaned over, and tied his shoe. Finished, he sat up and massaged his bristly face. 

   “I’m getting scruffy,” he said.

   “We all are,” said Reno, running a hand over his cheek. “Except for Bascomb, that is. He has all the comforts of home.”

   “You’re making me feel bloodthirsty again.”

   “I never figured I’d end up in the joint, especially not for something I didn’t even do. I’m not a murderer and I’m not a looter, and here I am in the hoosegow.” 

   “I have a plan,” murmured Halverson.

   






   

   Chapter 57

   

   Selena idled out of the prison’s main entrance into the fog. She felt sorry for Brittany. She knew what Brittany was going through or had already been through at Bascomb’s house. What Selena didn’t know was what she could do about it. She didn’t see how she could help Brittany.

   Bascomb had a lock grip on the island, Selena knew. There was no way anyone could stand up to him. He could do as he pleased. 

   As she walked down the path she all but bumped into Kobe Jones and Tattoo Head. The fog was so thick she had difficulty making them out even though she stood within several feet of them. She saw enough though.

   They were hauling a body between them. 

   “What happened?” she asked, eyeballing the body that sagged between Jones and Tattoo Head.

   Jones was holding its hands and Tattoo Head was holding its feet, she could see. Both Jones and Tattoo Head were wearing yellow latex gloves. 

   “Nothing,” answered Jones brusquely.

   It looked like a woman’s corpse to Selena. “Is she dead?”

   “Just stay away. She’s one of the infected.”

   “Did you get her from the mainland?”

   “No. We got her here.”

   “How can that be? There aren’t any infected walking free on the island.”

   “Not anymore,” said Jones and glanced at the corpse in his hands.

   Jones and Tattoo Head kept walking awkwardly forward. They couldn’t make much time what with the dead weight they were hefting between them. Tattoo Head grunted under the pressure the weight of the corpse was exerting on his back.

   Selena followed in their wake. She was surprised to note that the corpse was naked.

   The corpse’s face looked familiar. It was hard to discern it through the fog, and the fact that it was partially decomposed didn’t help matters when it came to ID’ing her. Of one thing she was sure: it was a female face. 

   It looked like—

   She held her hand to her mouth to suppress a gasp. 

   It looked like Brittany. 

   What had happened to the poor thing? Selena wondered. Selena felt responsible somehow, as though she could have prevented it from happening. Of course, that was nonsense. What could she have done to prevent it? Prevent what? She didn’t even know what had happened to Brittany. All Selena knew was that Brittany had got the plague somehow and was dead.

   “What happened to her?” Selena repeated.

   “None of your business,” said Jones. “She’s got the plague, so stay away from her. That’s all you need to know.”

   “Where did she get it from?”

   “We don’t know. She must have had it before she came onto the island.”

   Selena followed them a little farther, but didn’t want to rile Jones. “Does the boss know about this?”

   She thought she heard Jones chortling.

   “He knows,” he said. 

   Why was he chortling? Selena wondered. 

   And why was Brittany naked? Selena wanted to know, but didn’t ask. Asking would be sticking her nose where it didn’t belong. She figured she already knew the answer, anyway, considering her own history with Bascomb. 

   “Why did you kill her?” she asked.

   “She attacked us,” answered Jones. “It was self-defense.”

   “Where are you taking her?”

   “We’re gonna burn her. All of the infected have to be cremated after they die. You know that as well as I do.”

   Selena watched them disappear down the path into the fog. 

   






   

   Chapter 58

   

   In his cell Halverson was peering out between the iron bars when he spotted Selena approaching. She looked disconcerted.

   “Did you find the keys?” he asked.

   “No,” she answered. “I found out what happened to Brittany, though,” she added, her face glum.

   “Is she OK?”

   “No. She’s not. She’s dead.”

   “What!”

   Reno overheard them, sprang to his cell’s door, and clutched the iron bars. “What happened to her?”

   Selena ran her hand over her face. “They killed her.”

   Halverson could not believe his ears. “Why? For looting? How come she didn’t rate a trial like the rest of us?”

   “They shot her because she got the plague.”

   Selena’s response knocked Halverson and Reno for a loop.

   It took a minute for Halverson to gather himself. “How did she get the plague?”

   “I don’t know,” answered Selena.

   “Maybe they’re lying about it,” said Reno. “Maybe they used the plague as an excuse to kill her.”

   Selena shook her head, no. “I saw her body. She had the plague.”

   “It doesn’t make sense,” said Halverson. “Where did she get it from?”

   Selena paused a beat. “She was naked.”

   “Naked?” said Halverson, screwing up his face with bafflement. “What do you mean? When was she naked?”

   “I saw them carrying her corpse. Her corpse was naked.”

   “Why would she be naked?” asked Reno.

   “Why kill her and strip her?” said Halverson, more to himself than to anyone else. 

   “They were carrying her away to cremate her,” said Selena.

   “But why strip her to cremate her? You’d want to burn her clothes as well as her body if she had the plague. Her clothes could be contagious.” 

   Selena debated whether or not to tell them of her suspicions that Bascomb had molested Brittany, hence the cadaver’s nudity. 

   Before she could reach a decision, Bascomb and his retinue barged through the main entrance of the prison and paraded down Broadway straight toward Halverson’s cell.

   “Why didn’t you tell us you killed Brittany?” demanded Halverson.

   “I didn’t kill her,” answered Bascomb, coming to a halt in front of Halverson’s cell.

   “Somebody did.”

   “I did,” said Jones, at Bascomb’s side. “She got infected and tried to kill us.”

   “Never mind about that,” chimed in Bascomb. “You don’t have to explain yourself,” he told Jones. 

   “How come she didn’t get a trial like everybody else?” said Reno.

   “It was an open-and-shut case of self-defense.” Bascomb waved Reno off. “I didn’t come here about that. We’re executing a criminal tonight and I’m taking both of you to the dungeon so you can witness it and see your future.”

   Selena’s eyes bugged out of her head when Bascomb mentioned the dungeon.

   “You don’t have to go with us,” he told her, witnessing her reaction.

   Jones unlocked Halverson’s and Reno’s cells. “Now we’re gonna have some fun.”

   Jones ushered the two of them out of their cells.

   “How did Brittany get infected with the plague?” Halverson asked Bascomb.

   “You brought her to the island that way,” answered Bascomb. “She must’ve gotten infected before she landed on the island. That’s the only explanation.”

   They headed down Broadway, hung a left onto the aisle in front of B Block, then hung another left on Sunrise Alley to the staircase that led to the dungeon.

   Bascomb withdrew a dark brown bag of M&Ms out of his pocket and began popping the brightly colored chocolate candies into his mouth one at a time, looking like he was going to a movie. A round yellow candy, then a green one, then a red one . . . 

   Halverson had no desire to visit the dungeon. Every time anyone mentioned it, the residents clammed up and looked terrified. He followed Bascomb into the stairwell. 

   Dank and dimly lit, the staircase seemed chillier than the rest of the prison, decided Halverson as he descended the steps, Reno behind him.

   “I get the impression Bascomb is trying to tell us something,” Halverson told Reno.

   “That we’re gonna die soon?” said Reno.

   “It looks that way.”

   “How have you guys existed so long with all that bad luck you’ve got?” said Jones, gun in hand, descending the steps behind Reno.

   They reached the dungeon. Like a Vegas casino, the capacious room had a cathedral ceiling, no windows, and little light. The resemblance ended there. In the middle of the starkly decorated room, a large machine loomed.

   The machine itself didn’t take up much room. In fact, Halverson wondered why such a large room was needed for a single machine. 

   The room had a stone floor and a row of ten uncomfortable-looking deal chairs that stood facing the machine. Seats for the audience, decided Halverson. He heard water dripping. 

   When he scanned the room, he realized the copper pipes inside the room were situated outside of the cement walls in lieu of behind them and that, indeed, a joint connecting two of the pipes was leaking drops of water that were pinging sporadically onto the floor. 

   “Even the sound effects are creeping me out here,” said Reno.

   “They should shoot the interior decorator,” said Halverson.

   “Haven’t you guys ever heard of plumbers?” Reno asked Bascomb and his spear-carriers.

   “Nobody stays here long,” answered Bascomb. “What difference does it make if the floor’s wet?” 

   Bascomb and the rest of them gathered around the machine like they were paying homage to it. 

   As far as machines went, it was nothing special, decided Halverson. It had a butcher-block table about eight feet long, four feet wide, and two inches thick. At the moment, a male twentysomething Chinese ghoul was lying supine on the tabletop, his wrists and ankles manacled to the table. An inch-wide leather strap collared the ghoul’s throat and kept the creature’s head pinned to the tabletop.

   “Here’s our version of Old Sparky,” said Bascomb. 

   “How many seconds did it take you to think this gizmo up?” said Reno, unimpressed by the machine. 

   Bascomb either ignored or didn’t pick up on Reno’s sarcasm, decided Halverson. In any case, Bascomb gazed imperturbably at the ghoul as it writhed while strapped to the machine. 

   Halverson studied the contraption, trying to figure out how it worked. Above the ghoul’s head was suspended a large cube of cement some four feet by four feet. To the side of the cement block was a worm gear that raised and lowered the block down a steel pole onto the tabletop. The whole setup reminded Halverson of a winepress. 

   “It looks like cruel and unusual punishment to me,” he said. “I thought there was a law against that.”

   “The infected don’t scream in pain when they’re executed,” mused Bascomb. “On the other hand, the healthy criminals do.”

   “I’m dying of suspense,” deadpanned Reno. “How’s this thing work? I see you have gutters skirting the tabletop. What are they for?”

   “They’re for runoff.”

   “Runoff of what?”

   “The infected don’t bleed, but the uninfected do—quite copiously, actually.”

   Reno turned livid. “The gutters are for blood?”

   “We don’t want the blood to run all over the floor. The gutters channel the blood into the dungeon’s drainage system.”

   “Neat thinking,” murmured Reno, his still face ashen.

   “And then there’s the brain fluid.”

   “I get the picture.”

   “Even the infected leak brain fluid—”

   “That’s enough.” 

   “Would you like a demonstration?”

   “No. That’s OK.” Reno felt nauseous just thinking about it.

   “Take a seat and I’ll execute this mass murderer.”

   Halverson, Reno, and the rest of the group sat down on the chairs arrayed to the side of the machine. 

   “This really isn’t necessary,” said Reno in the act of reclining. “I’ll take your word for it.”

   “No problem,” said Bascomb, who approached the steel pole at the head of the table.

   Halverson figured the steel to be about four inches in diameter, strong enough to support the block of concrete. His stomach felt queasy. He had no desire to sit through this gruesome demonstration. Granted, it was a ghoul that was being executed and not a human, but there was no call for this sickening display. 

   Bascomb noted with approval that everybody was seated. “When I press this red plastic button in the pole, the execution will begin.”

   He pressed the button with his thumb.

   The machine hummed to life. 

   The worm gear commenced rotating, which lowered the cement block toward the ghoul’s head that was strapped to the tabletop.

   “We don’t need to see anymore,” said Reno. “We get your point.”

   “I want you to be a witness to the execution,” said Bascomb. 

   The cement block descended gradually toward the ghoul’s head that was twisting back and forth trying to break free of its bonds.

   “Could you at least speed the machine up and get this over with?” said Reno, shifting restlessly in his seat.

   “I’m afraid not. The machine works at only one speed,” said Bascomb, standing beside it.

   The cement block continued its leisurely and implacable descent toward the ghoul’s head. 

   “We’ve seen enough,” said Reno, squirming in his chair.

   “No, you haven’t. This is your fate, the fate of murderers everywhere.”

   “That’s enough, damn it!” cried Reno and bolted to his feet.

   Jones bounded out of his chair and pulled his gun on Reno. “Sit down!”

   Reluctantly, on edge, Reno took his seat. Resigned to his fate, he slumped back and watched the spectacle. 

   A minute later the cement block was crushing the hapless ghoul’s head into pulp a fraction of an inch at a time, it seemed to Halverson. 

   Despite being shackled, the ghoul’s arms and legs twitched as the block descended.

   It seemed to take forever for the block to finally come to rest. Unable to descend any farther, the block remained motionless against the ghoul’s flattened head beneath it.

   Fluid from the creature’s smashed brain leached out from under the cement block, across the tabletop, and into the gutters that skirted the tabletop.

   “Would anyone care for a glass of wine now?” asked Bascomb.

   Face sweaty, Reno leaned forward and retched.

   






   

   Chapter 59

   

   When Victoria realized she had been locked into her cell, all she could feel was anger. She felt like she had been suckered into this predicament somehow by Bascomb.

   They never should have trusted the guy, she decided. He was obviously a megalomaniac who couldn’t tolerate the slightest criticism. When she first landed here, she could never understand why the Alcatraz residents went along with whatever he said. Now she knew. They were petrified with fear that he would lock them in prison or even execute them.

   Sitting on her bunk Victoria tried to figure out a way to escape her cell. She didn’t like her chances. 

   She had to admit she was a looter. She and Halverson had looted the money from the armored truck when they were in LA. She and her companions at the time figured the owners of the money were dead, killed off by the plague. If she and her group didn’t take the money, somebody else would. 

   In retrospect she figured she should have left the money behind in LA. Little good had the money done them and much harm, as it turned out. Of course, hindsight was always twenty/twenty. She had no idea back then that she would run into the power-mad Jefferson Bascomb. For sure, she had no idea she would take refuge in Alcatraz, of all places. 

   Victoria caught sight of Selena striding down Broadway toward her. Selena looked bent out of shape. Victoria wondered why. She was about to find out.

   “Which do you want first?” asked Selena. “The good news or the bad news?”

   Victoria sighed. “The good news.”

   “There isn’t any good news.”

   “I love your sense of humor.”

   “The boss took Halverson and Reno down into the dungeon,” said Selena, grinding her teeth in agitation.

   Victoria sprang to her feet. This was too much, she decided.

   “Is he executing them?” she asked, worrying her lip. “I thought they were supposed to get a trial, even if it is in a kangaroo court.”

   “I don’t know. He’s never executed anyone without a trial before.”

   “There’s always a first time.”

   “I think he took them down there to scare them. He’s big on intimidation and bullying.”

   “That’s a scoop,” Victoria said, her face impassive.

   “I heard him say he was taking them to the dungeon to witness an execution.”

   “Have you ever gone down there?”

   “No,” answered Selena, twitching her fingers. “I don’t ever want to go down there. 

   “What next?” said Victoria, fit to be tied.

   She cut her eyes back and forth, feeling like a caged animal. 

   “Do you know about Brittany?” asked Selena, glancing over her shoulder making sure Bascomb and his men weren’t around.

   “That she was taken to Bascomb’s house? Yeah, I know.”

   “Not that.”

   “Is there something else?”

   “Brittany’s dead.”

   “What!” cried Victoria so loudly that nearby residents whipped their heads in her direction to check out the source of her outburst, their eyes wide.

   Selena fixed her brown eyes on Victoria and held her forefinger to her lips, shushing her. “The boss and his men killed her because she had the plague.”

   Flabbergasted, Victoria stood speechless. There was too much bad news for her to digest all at the same time. 

   At last she said, “Brittany didn’t have the plague.”

   “She got it somehow. The boss says she contracted it before she landed here.”

   “She was fine when we landed. Are you sure she really had the plague? Maybe Bascomb killed her for some other reason.”

   “I saw her. Her face was decomposing. She had it.”

   “This can’t be happening.”

   “You haven’t heard all of it.”

   Victoria stood dumbfounded. She said nothing.

   “Brittany’s corpse was naked when I saw it,” said Selena. 

   Victoria shook her head in bewilderment. “Why would she be naked?”

   “I think the boss molested her.”

   Victoria slouched back toward her bunk. She felt like she had been kicked in the chest by a horse. She plunked down on the bunk and held her head between her hands. 

   When she looked up, she said, “If it’s so bad here, why haven’t you ever tried to escape?”

   “To where? The infected are everywhere. There’s nowhere to go.”

   “Any place is better than here, the way you tell it.”

   “Don’t you think I haven’t thought about it? I think about it every day. But I always reach the same conclusion. It’s still better here than anywhere else. The island is the lesser of two evils.”

   Parnell approached them in the cell adjacent to Victoria’s. “I couldn’t help but overhear you two talking.”

   “Can you believe this is happening?” asked Victoria.

   Parnell faced Selena. “You say Bascomb molested Brittany?”

   “Her corpse was naked.”

   “That doesn’t prove he molested her.”

   “He did it to me. Why wouldn’t he do it to her? Why else would she be stark naked when they killed her?”

   Taken aback, Parnell answered, “I didn’t know about his attacking you.” 

   “It’s not something I brag about.”

   “How did you escape him?” asked Victoria.

   “He treats women like toys. When he gets bored with you, he lets you go and gets another.”

   “I’m sorry,” said Parnell.

   Selena shrugged. “It’s over.”

   “The thing is, if Brittany had the plague and Bascomb molested her—”

   “Oh my God! Are you saying . . .”

   Parnell nodded. “You can contract the plague from bodily secretions.”

   “How will long will it take before he becomes infected?” asked Victoria.

   “That’s anyone’s guess,” answered Parnell. “I just don’t know enough about the disease to say. But he’ll only contract it if he raped her.”

   “I know he did,” said Selena.

   






   

   Chapter 60

   

   Halverson and Reno ascended the steps from the dungeon with Bascomb and his guards. 

   When they reached the landing on Sunrise Alley, Halverson pricked up his ears. The eerie moan of the ghouls was getting on his nerves. 

   “They sound louder,” he said.

   Reno shook his head. “Why would they sound louder?”

   “Maybe they’re excited about something,” said Jones, at Reno’s side.

   “That’s not it,” said Halverson. He listened to the ghouls’ weird, unnerving moaning that carried through the foggy night air like the sound of creaking hinges. “They sound like they’re closer.”

   “That’s impossible,” said Bascomb in the lead. “They can’t get any closer than they are on the coastline. They can’t cross the bay.”

   “They do sound closer,” said Jones, cocking his head toward the sound. 

   “They’re just louder. That’s all. They can’t be closer. Use your head. How can they be closer?”

   “I don’t know. But they do sound closer.”

   “All right. Take some of your men out on one of the Zodiacs and check it out to set your mind at ease.”

   “We’re gonna have to get awfully close to them to see anything in this fog.” 

   “The Zodiacs are equipped with xenon searchlights.”

   “It’s like trying to see through cotton candy out there.” 

   “Just do it,” said Bascomb in a voice that brooked no objection.

   Jones glanced at Tattoo Head. “Soros, you’re with me.”

   Jones made tracks for the main entrance to the prison, Tattoo Head on his heels. 

   Bascomb and the rest of his guards shepherded Halverson and Reno back to their cells.

   “I hope you two learned something tonight,” Bascomb told Halverson and Reno. 

   A guard measuring about six five shoved Halverson into his cell. Sneering, out of sorts, Halverson stumbled into his cage.

   Another guard slammed Reno into his cell.

   “I learned you’re sick,” said Reno, skidding to a halt in the middle of the cramped room and trying to compose himself.

   “I may be sick,” said Bascomb, “but you’ll be dead after your trial for murder.”

   “That sounds like a threat,” said Halverson.

   “It’s not a threat. It’s a promise.”

   “Well, here’s my promise,” snarled Halverson. “As soon as I get out of here, your life span will be greatly reduced.”

   Bascomb looked amused. “You’re already dead. You just don’t know it yet.”

   He led his clutch of guards away toward Times Square. 

   “I’m getting out of this place, even if it kills me,” grumbled Reno.

   “We’re dead if we stay here,” agreed Halverson.

   He caught sight of Selena heading down Broadway toward him.

   “I didn’t think I’d ever see you two again,” she said as she stood in front of his cell and glanced cursorily at Reno.

   “He’s just trying to intimidate us,” scoffed Reno. “Buttering us up for our execution.”

   “He may not have much longer to live himself.”

   “You can take that to the bank. I’m killing him the first chance I get.”

   “That’s not what I mean.”

   “What are you talking about?” asked Halverson.

   Selena lowered her voice. “Dr. Parnell thinks the boss has the plague.”

   Halverson did a double take. “Say again.”

   “He contracted it when he molested Brittany.”

   “Serves him right, if it’s true,” said Reno.

   “Maybe there’s some kind of justice in the world after all,” said Selena and crossed her chest.

   “How long does he have before he turns?” asked Halverson.

   “The doctor doesn’t know,” answered Selena. 

   “If he turns at all,” said Reno.

   “I don’t see how it helps us one way or the other,” said Halverson. “The bottom line is still the same. We have to get out of here. We can’t just sit around and wait for him to turn. We have to act on the double.”

   “Don’t you see?” said Selena. “When he turns, he’s gonna infect the rest of us, unless we quarantine him.”

   “Or shoot him,” said Halverson.

   “She’s got a point,” said Reno.

   “The sooner we get out of here, the better.”

   Reno turned to Selena. “Does Bascomb know he’s got the plague?”

   Selena screwed up her face in thought. “Good question.”

   “If he does know, he might get really batty on us.”

   “I don’t think he knows,” said Halverson.

   “Why not? Can’t he put two and two together? He knows she had the plague when he raped her.”

   “I still don’t think he knows he’s got it.” 

   “Why do you say that?” asked Reno.

   “He doesn’t look agitated.”

   “Yeah. I guess if you knew you had the plague, you would definitely look agitated. That wouldn’t be something you could hide with dissembling.”

   “So he doesn’t know. Where does that leave us?” asked Selena.

   “It leaves us locked up unless you can get a key to free us,” answered Halverson.

   “I’ll see what I can do.”

   Selena made tracks for the main entrance.

   “I don’t like our chances,” said Reno, watching her leave.

   “We can’t count on her,” said Halverson, looking skeptical.

   Reno ran his hand through his sparse hair. “What else can we do?”

   Halverson heard the ghouls moaning even louder than before. A shudder went down his spine. “It sounds like they’re right outside.”

   “We’re dead meat if those things somehow get on this island while we’re locked up.”

   “No matter how you cut it we’re dead meat if we stay locked up.” 

   “I thought you said you had a plan earlier.”

   Halverson spun around on his heel and gazed at his small sink. “I do.”

   He stepped toward the sink and started kicking the elbow joint in the drain. Several stout kicks dislodged the joint from the pipe, and water gushed out onto the floor. 

   “Are you gonna swim out of there?” asked Reno.

   “Call for a guard.”

   Reno shrugged. He had never realized until now how bad prisons smelled. They smelled like giant outhouses. 

   “Guard!” he hollered. “Emergency!”

   Halverson felt his feet getting wet in the sluicing, splashing water.

   “Guard!” he yelled.

   “What’s the plan?” Reno asked under his breath.

   The pouring water helped drown out his voice so the CCTV video camera’s mike could not pick up his words.

   Halverson covered his mouth with his hand and whispered amidst the gurgling water, “They’ll have to open my cell to fix the leak. Then we jump them.”

   “Long shot is putting it mildly.”

   “Do you have a better plan?”

   Reno sniggered. “Is this a million-to-one shot or a billion-to-one shot?”

   “It’s the only shot we’ve got at the moment.”

   Reno answered his own question. “More like a shot in the dark.”

   




 

   

   Chapter 61

   

   AK-47s slung over their shoulders, Jones and Tattoo Head commandeered a Zodiac at the pier and set sail in the fog.

   Jones handled the tiller. Tattoo Head switched on the searchlight and directed its beam ahead of them into the coasting fog banks. 

   “This is a great idea sailing into this mess,” complained Tattoo Head, squinting into the fog.

   “You heard what the boss said,” said Jones. 

   “What exactly are we doing out here?”

   “We’re doing a recce.” 

   “How can we do a recce when we can’t see ten feet ahead of us?”

   “Shut up and keep watch.”

   The eldritch moaning of the ghouls resonated through the air. 

   “Damn,” said Tattoo Head. “They sound like they’re right on top of us.”

   “They must be using bullhorns or something on the mainland.”

   Tattoo Head pulled on his nose, wiping the cold mist off it. “Why?”

   “How do I know? Maybe they’re talking to each other.”

   “They can’t talk.”

   “Maybe moaning is their form of talking,” said Jones irritably.

   “What’s the point of them talking if they can’t even think?”

   “That never stopped you.”

   Tattoo Head flinched. “That’s not funny.” 

   “You ask too many questions. Keep surveilling the area and tell me what you see.”

   “Fog.”

   Disgusted, Jones said, “What else, bonehead?”

   “There’s no way we should even be out on the ocean in this stuff.”

   “Concentrate on what’s ahead of you. It’s not your job to think.”

   Tattoo Head muttered a string of curses and swiveled the searchlight back and forth over the Zodiac’s prow. The xenon beam sliced through the grey fog, revealing more fog. The fog was so thick he could feel its clamminess like a living thing on his skin. 

   “What was that?” asked Jones.

   “What? We’re nowhere near the mainland yet. There can’t be anything here.”

   “Sweep the searchlight to your right.”

   Grumbling, Tattoo Head followed his orders. “I don’t see anything.”

   “That.”

   Jones shrugged his AK-47’s leather strap off his shoulder, grabbed the AK’s stock and trigger guard with one hand, and trained the muzzle to the right while he held onto the tiller with his other hand to steady the boat’s course. 

   “I don’t know,” said Tattoo Head, straining to peer through the fog.

   “It looks like something’s moving out there.”

   “Think about what you’re saying. That’s the middle of the bay you’re looking at.” 

   Jones throttled down. “I know when I see something.”

   “What do you see? I can’t make anything out.”

   “There’s something moving out there. And the infected, they sound loud enough to be right next to us.”

   “Then we have to be near the shore. But we’re not.”

   “Can’t you hear them?”

   “They’re louder than you are, for Christ’s sake. How can I not hear them? Maybe their howls are carrying on the wind. I still can’t see what you’re looking at. What does it look like?”

   “I’m gonna bust you if you keep talking to me like that. I’m your CO.”

   Jones sailed closer to the movement he had detected on the ocean. It defied belief. But there it was. 

   He saw somebody literally walking on the ocean!

   AK in hand, he sailed closer. He had to make sure his eyes weren’t deceiving him. It must be a trick of the light. The beam from the searchlight must be reflecting off the fog and causing an optical illusion.

   “Can you see it now?” asked Jones as the Zodiac bobbed closer to the apparition.

   Tattoo Head did a double take and all but flipped over the side of the Zodiac into the ocean. “Christ! It’s one of the infected! He’s walking on the water!”

   “I told you.”

   “I’m seeing it, but I don’t believe it. Nobody can walk on water.”

   It was a swarthy twentysomething male with close-cropped hair, a hirsute face, and thick decomposing lips that looked like cured hide. He was wearing a white button-down shirt smeared with filth. His black trousers had one of the legs missing. 

   Moaning, he shuffled seemingly on the surface of the water out of the fog toward Jones.

   “What do we do?” asked Tattoo Head.

   “Kill it,” answered Jones.

   “But it hasn’t broken the law. The boss’ll get mad at us.”

   The infected scrabbled toward Jones. 

   Jones drew a bead on the figure’s head with his AK and unleashed a long burst. The figure’s head blew apart as he toppled into the rippling ocean.

   “It attacked us, for Christ’s sake,” said Jones. 

   In no time, four more figures marched out of the fog toward Jones. Eyes popping out of his head, Jones emptied his thirty-round banana clip into the four infected. 

   Two of the figures plummeted into the sea. The other two kept shambling toward the Zodiac.

   Tattoo Head sat and gawked at the infected as if in a trance.

   “Open fire!” cried Jones. “Don’t just sit there! They want our blood!”

   Tattoo Head stirred himself out of his funk and fell to blasting the figures. “This can’t be happening!”

   Jones realized the Zodiac was puttering too close to the infected. He veered to port in the nick of time, evading the phantoms. He circled the craft around and beheld the infected once again.

   His eyes must have been deceiving him. Ten-odd figures were now scrabbling across the ocean surface toward him. He closed his eyes for a minute. He opened them. The figures were still there.

   Then he witnessed an interesting thing. 

   The infected were shuffling forward and then lying down on the ocean and stretching forward as more of the prostrate infected behind them held onto their legs. 

   “They’re building a human fucking bridge across the bay!” he wailed. 

   He reloaded his AK, racked a cartridge into the chamber, brought the muzzle to bear on the figures, and cut down three more of them. The victims dumped and splashed into the water and disappeared into its gloomy depths. 

   More of the infected loomed out of the fog to resume extending their bridge on the ocean surface.

   Tattoo Head opened fire on the infected, cutting down two more.

   “There’s too many of them!” bellowed Jones. “We need more men!”

   “How can they hold onto each other like that and not drown?”

   “Who knows? We’re going back for reinforcements.”

   Jones circled the Zodiac around and made a beeline for Alcatraz.

   “Fucking a,” was all Tattoo Head could say, eyes wide, fog and spindrift spraying his face as the Zodiac cut through the ocean.

   






   

   Chapter 62

   

   Parnell was standing in his cell and facing Victoria, his arms dangling between bars into Victoria’s abutting cell. She was sitting on the middle of her bunk.

   “I’m starting to have my doubts about Bascomb,” said Parnell.

   “Starting?” said Victoria incredulously. “I was having them way before now. The man’s locked us up or haven’t you noticed?”

   “His intentions are good, though.”

   “The road to hell is paved with good intentions.”

   “He wants to keep the law. And he’s right about that. Law is essential for any civilized society.”

   “But society’s changed. What’s left of it after the plague.” 

   Parnell steepled his hands in her cell and interlaced his fingers reflectively. “That doesn’t give us the right to loot and murder.”

   Victoria ground her teeth and shot to her feet. “If everybody’s dead and there’s sacks of money lying around, who does that money belong to?” 

   “It belongs to whoever owned it in the first place.”

   “Even if the owners are zombies? That’s ridiculous. What are zombies gonna do with it?”

   “So, we just go around pilfering everybody’s money when we see it?”

   “If we don’t take it, somebody else will. If anyone’s still alive, that is.”

   “That line of reasoning won’t track in a court of law. You don’t have the right to commit crimes because others are going to commit them if you don’t.” 

   Victoria threw up her hands. “I could care less about a court of law. I’m talking about the real world.”

   “I’m just saying I can see where Bascomb’s coming from, and it’s laudable. Not practicable, maybe, but laudable.”

   “This is the same guy you’re talking about who molested Brittany,” snapped Victoria.

   Parnell pulled his hands apart and withdrew them from Victoria’s cell. “I know. That’s why I’m having my doubts about him.”

   “Welcome to the club.”

   “I’m losing my faith in mankind,” said Parnell, lowering his head and pacing around his cell. “I never thought I’d see the day I said that.”

   “Losing your faith in Bascomb isn’t the same as losing your faith in mankind.”

   “True. And I still think Bascomb’s basically a decent guy.”

   Victoria rolled her eyes. “As long as you conveniently forget about what he did to Brittany—and to Selena, I might add.”

   “I resent your remark. Are you insinuating I don’t care about Brittany and Selena?”

   “You’re behind the curve, Doc.” 

   “How do we know that really happened? We have only Selena’s speculation on his assaulting Brittany.”

   “Selena wasn’t speculating when she said Bascomb assaulted her.”

   “She could be lying, though.”

   “Why would she lie?”

   Parnell shrugged. “Who knows? Maybe she’s mad at him for something.”

   Victoria heard a noise and gazed toward Halverson’s cell that was situated farther down the cell block. “Did you hear that noise?”

   “What noise?” asked Parnell, frowning.

   “It sounds like gurgling water.”

   






   

   Chapter 63

   

   Key in hand, an armed guard was standing at Halverson’s cell, scoping out the water gushing out of the broken drainpipe under Halverson’s sink.

   “What kind of a mess are you making in there?” demanded the guard, a stocky guy with a Fu Manchu mustache and a Mohawk, as well as a gold earring in his left ear.

   “The pipe broke,” answered Halverson.

   “Stand back while I come in there and take a look.”

   Halverson backed away from the cell door as the guard withdrew his Glock 17 and trained it on him. 

   With his left hand, the guard withdrew a large ring of keys from his belt and inserted one of the keys into the cell door’s lock. The guard slid the steel door open, flourishing his gun in Halverson’s direction. The door clanged all the way open.

   The guard stepped warily into the flooded cell, wincing as he felt his feet get wet in the two-inch-deep water.

   “This is one hell of a mess you made,” he said. 

   “I hope you don’t charge as much as my plumber!” roared Reno from his neighboring cell.

   Distracted by Reno, the guard glanced toward him.

   In that second, Halverson burst into action.

   He stormed the guard, batting the guard’s Glock out of his way and coiling his arm around the guard’s neck. The guard’s neck in the crook of Halverson’s elbow, Halverson wrenched from behind the guard and crushed the guard’s hyoid bone and cricoid cartilage. Then with his other hand he twisted the guard’s head with a sudden jerk. When he heard the muffled click of the guard’s neck snapping, Halverson released his death grip.

   The guard slid lifelessly to the flooded floor. 

   Halverson scooped the Glock out of the guard’s hand. 

   “Where’d you learn to do that?” asked Reno, stunned and sickened by Halverson’s ruthless efficiency in dispatching the guard.

   “I used to be a chiropractor,” answered Halverson, searching for the key ring under the pool of water around his feet.

   Reno sniggered despite himself. “Remind me never to pay you a visit.”

   Halverson stooped down and groped through the dirty water. “Did you see where he dropped his key ring?”

   “To your right, I think.”

   Halverson slid his hand through the water on his right. “We don’t have a lot of time to be fooling around here.”

   Feeling the floor under the water, he moved his hand back and forth, probing for the keys.

   Reno scanned the prison apprehensively. “Another guard could show up any second now.”

   Halverson felt the keys and dredged the crowded key ring from the water. He scooted over to Reno’s cell and tried the wet keys one at a time on the locked door.

   “Damn,” said Reno. “How many keys are on there?”

   “Too many,” said Halverson as he tried out each key on Reno’s door.

   Reno glanced up at the CCTV in the corner of his cell. “You do know the camera’s on.”

   “I know. The guards will be here any second.”

   At last Halverson heard the tumbler click as he applied one of the keys. He wrenched Reno’s door, sliding it open. 

   Reno bounded out onto Broadway.

   Halverson and Reno whipped down the aisle toward Victoria’s and Parnell’s cells.

   Halverson fumbled through the keys again, trying to unlock Victoria’s door, as Reno kept lookout for guards approaching on Broadway.

   “Isn’t it the same key you used on my door?” asked Reno.

   “No,” answered Halverson. He had to start from scratch again, inserting each key in the lock.

   “Are we glad to see you,” said Parnell, watching Halverson.

   “This cell is getting on my nerves,” said Victoria.

   The lock on her door snicked. Halverson slid the creaky steel door open.

   Victoria popped out of her cell in a trice. 

   “Where do we go from here?” asked Reno, keeping alert for any signs of the guards. “They’re gonna be all over us any second. We could do with more guns.”

   “That’s where we’re heading,” answered Halverson, working a key into the lock on Parnell’s door.

   “Where?” asked Reno.

   “To the armory. I bet one of these keys opens the armory.” 

   “Bogey at the end of the hall.”

   A guard brandishing an AK-47 burst onto Broadway from the main entrance. 

   Halverson stopped inserting keys, snaked his gun hand around, and double-tapped the guard, who dropped in his tracks. 

   “You’re a regular killing machine,” said Reno, eying Halverson suspiciously.

   Halverson resumed fumbling with the keys, jamming them one after another into the lock on Parnell’s door. 

   “We don’t have time for this,” said Reno. “We need to get a move on it.”

   Halverson stepped up his pace, sprang the lock, and released Parnell from his cell just as two more guards barreled down Broadway, guns in hands.

   “Where’s the armory?” asked Parnell, his face breaking into a sweat at the sight of the guards.

   The two guards were about to open fire on Halverson and his group when Jones and Tattoo Head exploded into view.

   “Hold your fire,” Jones told his men, barging out in front of them to face Halverson.

   Halverson leveled his Glock at Jones. 

   “Throw it down,” said Jones. 

   “Give me one good reason I shouldn’t drop you on the spot.”

   “We need your help. We need all the shooters we can get.” Jones lowered his AK and gestured for Halverson to follow suit with his Glock.

   “What are you talking about? You locked us in jail. Now suddenly you need us?” said Halverson, holding his gun steady with Jones in his sights. 

   “Listen! If we don’t stop them, the infected are gonna be swarming all over this island in a matter of minutes.”

   Knocked for a loop, Halverson commenced lowering his pistol. 

   “It’s a trick,” Reno told Halverson. “Don’t listen to him.” 

   “How can the ghouls possibly cross the bay to get here?” Halverson asked Jones. 

   “They’re building a bridge,” answered Jones.

   “Do you take us for idiots?” Reno scoffed. “You can’t build a bridge across the bay in a day or two. It would take them years.”

   “They don’t have the coordination to build anything,” pointed out Victoria.

   “They’re building a bridge out of humans,” said Jones.

   Reno gawked at him. “Humans? What humans?”

   “Themselves.”

   “A bridge of corpses,” said Halverson in awe.

   “We just came from the bay,” said Tattoo Head, face twisted in panic. “We saw them doing it. They’re almost here!”

   “It’s got to be a trick,” Reno told Halverson. “How could the walking dead build a bridge out of cadavers? Jones just wants you to throw down your gun so he can toss us back in the slammer.” 

   “He couldn’t make something like this up,” said Halverson. “It’s too fantastic.”

   “We need all the manpower we can get to fight the infected,” said Jones. 

   “We need guns.”

   “We’ll arm you. We have plenty of ordnance in the armory.”

   “I ought to kill you for betraying me,” growled Halverson, training his pistol on Jones again. “You’re a snake.”

   “I love you, too,” said Jones, gripping his AK-47 tighter.

   “Well?”

   “I don’t know what the deal is with you, where you learned your skill set, Halverson. All I know is you obviously can handle a weapon. We need shooters to fight the infected.” 

   “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

   “I saw you double-tap that guard like it was second nature to you.”

   “If it wasn’t for you, I’d still be free.”

   Jones shook his head, no. “The boss would have locked you up for looting. Your goose was already cooked without my intel about your plot to kill him.”

   “He’s right,” Parnell told Halverson. “What’s the point of killing Jones only to have the infected kill us afterward?”

   “The ghouls are our prime enemy,” agreed Victoria. 

   “The question is, can we trust Jones?” said Reno.

   Halverson thought about it. 

   “We’ll finish this after we polish off the ghouls,” he told Jones and lowered his automatic.

   “I can’t wait,” hissed Jones. “Now let’s get down to the armory, tool up, and hit the infected with everything we got.”

   He exploded into action, reversing direction and charging down Broadway with his guards, a blur of churning arms and legs.

   Halverson, Reno, Victoria, and Parnell tore after them in hot pursuit.

   






   

   Chapter 64

   

   Halverson and his group scuttled down Park Avenue, down Seedy Street, then turned left into D Block. From there they took the steps to the basement, in the middle of which was the armory.

   The armory’s door was closed and standing in front of it was Bascomb.

   Halverson balked. Bascomb was the last person he wanted to see.

   “You didn’t say he was gonna be here,” Halverson told Jones.

   “Who do you think sent me for you?” said Jones.

   Reno, Victoria, and Parnell gathered behind Halverson, watching Bascomb.

   “We’re the last line of defense for mankind,” announced Bascomb. “Without us to defend it, society will crumble into an abyss of chaos. We are all that stands between the continuation of humanity and the termination of it.”

   “I didn’t sign up for a lecture,” said Reno.

   Bascomb began pacing back and forth, puffing himself up as he resumed his speech. “We are the last best hope of humanity. If we die here, humanity and all it has strived for throughout the centuries dies with us.”

   “Cut to the chase so we can arm up,” muttered Reno behind Halverson’s back so Bascomb couldn’t see he was the one doing the talking.

   “I want all of you to know what’s at stake here,” went on Bascomb. “It’s not just one man. It’s not just me, or you, or you,” he said, pointing at different persons standing before him. “It’s all of us. It’s mankind. We are the last bastion of humanity. If we fail here, humanity fails. We cannot fail. We will not fail.”

   “Talk about a blowhard,” muttered Reno, still hiding behind Halverson.

   “I—”

   “Here we go,” chimed in Reno.

   “I, yes I, am the embodiment of man. I stand for all of you.” Bascomb made a sweeping gesture with his hands. “I represent all of you. What I have built here is a society that represents all of us equally. It is a society that must continue to exist at all costs. It is a society greater than any single person in it. The sum is greater than its parts.” He hammered his fist down. “We must stop the infected from overrunning our island! If they want war, we’ll give them a war they’ll never forget!”

   With a flourish, Bascomb opened the door to the armory and stood aside.

   His security guards cheered and bustled into the armory snagging weapons and ammunition from the fully stocked shelves. 

   Halverson, Reno, Victoria, and Parnell plowed into the armory, casting around for weapons.

   Halverson’s eyes lit up when he caught sight of his weapon of choice for CQB (close-quarters battle)—an H&K MP7. He snared the MP7 from the metal shelf and sought out magazine clips of 4.6 X 30 mm cartridges. 

   “We’re gonna cut those things to pieces,” said Reno, snapping up an MP7. 

   Halverson jammed a Sig Sauer P226 semiautomatic into his waistband. 

   “Now we can do them some damage,” he said, eying his MP7.

   “Your eyes lit up like a kid’s in a candy store when you set foot in here.”

   Halverson looked impassive.

   “You should have seen the look on your face,” said Reno. “You must have a thing for guns.”

   Halverson paused a beat. He displayed his MP7. “This is the only way to deal with those things. We have to destroy them. It’s them or us. Putting them in jail is a joke.”

   “You’re preaching to the choir.” 

   Halverson flicked his eyes around the armory and located a leather bandoleer. He crammed the bandoleer full of MP7 magazines and looped it over his shoulder. He repeated the process with another bandoleer and slung it over his other shoulder.

   “All right!” said Reno, impressed. “Rambo time.”

   Reno followed suit, draping bandoleers over his shoulders.

   Jones gathered the group together inside the armory. “We’ve only got three Zodiac boats. The men that can’t fit on the boats will stay on the island and patrol the shoreline for any sign of the infected invading the island.”

   “None of that arresting-for-a-trial bullshit. Right?” said Reno. “We shoot to kill.”

   Jones nodded. “This is war. They declared war on us, so they’re gonna die.”

   Bascomb overheard them and strutted into the armory. “The infected aren’t just lawbreakers now. If it’s war they want, it’s war they’ll get. They’re the enemy. That means shoot on sight.”

   The men cheered and jostled out of the armory. 

   Jones motioned to Halverson, Reno, Victoria, and Parnell. “You’re in my Zodiac. We’re the lead boat and we’re gonna hit them so hard, they’ll give up and turn back.”

   “We’re on the same page now,” said Halverson.

   “Let’s beat it before we have to listen to another one of Bascomb’s speeches,” said Reno.

   An AK in his hands, a bandoleer slung over his shoulder, Jones jogged out of the armory with Halverson, Reno, Victoria, and Parnell in tow. 

   






   

   Chapter 65

   

   Armed to the teeth, Halverson, Reno, Parnell, Victoria, Jones, Tattoo Head, and several other security guards piled into the first Zodiac. All told, the crew numbered a dozen.

   They cut through the fogbound bay waters with their xenon searchlight guiding them. The other two Zodiacs, each bristling with twelve heavily armed security guards, followed in the first Zodiac’s choppy wake. 

   At the tiller of the lead Zodiac, Jones, who had discovered the bridge-building ghouls earlier, knew where to steer. 

   Spindrift from the frothing sea sprayed Halverson’s face as he peered through the murky curtain of fog and darkness ahead.

   “How far out are they?” he asked, holding onto the rope on the gunwale of the Zodiac in one hand, and gripping his MP7 in the other.

   “Not far,” answered Jones. 

   No sooner were the words out of his mouth than he had to veer abruptly to starboard as the Zodiac all but crashed into the creatures lumbering through the mist in front of him. 

   The infected were even closer than Jones had thought. They must have lengthened their bridge in his absence, he decided.

   Bracing themselves in the Zodiac to avoid falling out as the craft slewed, their hands preoccupied, the crew was unable to open fire on the ghouls. 

   “We’ll get ’em coming back,” said Jones, heaving in a circle.

   He eased up on the throttle as they neared the ghouls once again.

   Teeth clenched, Halverson opened fire on three ghouls traipsing through the water attempting to extend their bridge of stiffs.

   Faces and heads shredded, two of the ghouls plummeted into the ocean.

   Reno blew away the third ghoul even as clutches of ghouls knelt down and stretched out on the ocean’s surface to extend their bridge of decomposing flesh toward Alcatraz. 

   Scores of the creatures poured out of the darkness, slogging over the soaked backs of their companions that lay stretched out on the ocean. 

   The two other Zodiacs pulled up and their crews fell to laying down fire on the ghouls.

   No matter how fast the islanders mowed down ghouls, hundreds more took their places to resume the task of building the bridge.

   “We’re fighting a losing battle,” said Reno, as he unleashed another burst of MP7 fire into the ghouls.

   “What about a flanking maneuver?” suggested Halverson, jamming a new clip into his MP7 and racking the first cartridge into the chamber.

   “How so?” asked Jones. 

   “We go farther down the bridge and cut it in half.”

   “Good idea,” said Reno. “Then the newest half of the bridge will sink.”

   Halverson nodded. “Without support, it’ll collapse.”

   Reno looked up into the sky. “What’s that noise?”

   Halverson could hear the roaring of an engine above them. He didn’t have to see it to know what it was.

   “It’s another Predator drone,” he said. 

   “Don’t worry about it,” said Jones. “Those things can’t see squat through this soup.”

   “Then it might crash into us,” said Reno.

   “It’s got radar,” said Halverson, “but it can’t photograph and target us.”

   “I hear ya.”

   Jones turned the Zodiac and accelerated parallel to the bridge. 

   Meanwhile, the crew continued peppering the creatures that were lumbering through the mist on their bridge of death. 

   The entire length of the bridge was chockablock with shuffling ghouls. 

   The two other Zodiacs were following Jones, Halverson could see with difficulty in the fog. 

   Pelting the creatures on the bridge with gunfire, one of the Zodiacs strayed too close to the bridge. The ghouls sensed live humans in their proximity. Driven by hunger, dozens of them lurched off of the bridge and into the boat. 

   Halverson watched in horror as the creatures set to tearing apart the hapless crew in the Zodiac. 

   The crew did their best to shoot the invading ghouls, but the creatures swarmed over the craft in no time. They tore arms and legs off the crew and chewed on the limbs with relish. Fountains of blood spouted all over the boat, turning it into a charnel house. 

   Ghouls tore stomachs out, unspooled intestines, and bathed in the hot blood that sluiced throughout the boat. Two creatures tore a head off one man. Blood from his ripped throat geysered ten feet into the air, as the two fought over the head, trying to grab it for themselves. 

   “We gotta help them!” cried Tattoo Head. “My buddies are over there!” 

   He aimed to shoot at the ghouls on the boat. Then he thought better of it and in frustration lowered his AK lest he hit his comrades.

   “They’re beyond help,” said Jones quietly.

   He made sure to keep a safe distance from the bridge so the nearby ghouls wouldn’t have a chance to board his boat like they had the other Zodiac.

   The ghoul-laden, blood-soaked Zodiac drifted away from the bridge and disappeared into the fog as the creatures polished off their blood feast, and the screams of the crew tailed off into an eerie complete silence that froze Halverson’s blood.

   Nobody said a word next to him. Nobody moved. 

   Everybody sat still, listening to the nerve-racking silence in mute horror, eyes trained on that area of the fog in which the infested boat had vanished from their sight.

   At last Jones managed to break the silence, voice cracking. “Let’s try to cut through the bridge over there.”

   “How are we supposed to cut through it?” said Reno. “It’s not like we have swords.”

   “With bullets. Don’t shoot at the infected that are on the bridge. Shoot at the bridge itself.”

   “We’ve got to get the creatures to loosen their grips, so the bridge collapses,” pointed out Halverson.

   “I don’t see how we can shoot their heads,” said Reno. “Their heads are underwater. The water’s gonna slow down the velocity of the bullets. They won’t have enough power to enter the brains.”

   Halverson realized that what Reno had said was true. Not only that, it would be impossible to hit the ghouls that were lying down in the middle section of the bridge with gunfire, as their heads would be protected by the bodies of the ghouls that stretched out on either side of them. 

   “We gotta try,” said Jones.

   “There’s one other option—and nobody’s gonna want to hear it,” said Halverson.

   “What’s that?”

   “One of us walks onto the bridge and shoots down at the creatures’ heads in the bridge.”

   “What kind of a half-assed idiot would want to do that?” said Reno. 

   “He’d be surrounded and eaten by the infected on the bridge in seconds,” said Tattoo Head.

   “At this angle it’s impossible to get headshots at the zombies that form the bridge,” said Halverson.

   “We can lay down so much fire on them that we might be able to cut their bodies in half with our barrage,” said Jones.

   “Yeah,” said Tattoo Head.

   “We’re still not gonna be able to hit the ghouls lying in the center of the bridge,” said Halverson.

   “At least none of us will die, using my plan,” said Jones. “Your plan is a suicide mission. Whoever steps on that bridge is dead meat.”

   With that, Jones guided the boat to within ten feet of the bridge and opened fire with his AK-47 on the bridge. Everybody in the Zodiac followed suit, plastering the cadaver-bridge with a hail of bullets.

   Meanwhile, throngs of ghouls continued to scrabble and splash to the end of the water-soaked bridge to extend the bridge to Alcatraz. 

   Frustrated, Jones lowered his AK and signaled with his arm. “That’s enough. Hold your fire.”

   Reno inspected the bridge from the Zodiac. “I don’t see any signs of damage to the bridge.”

   Tattoo Head shook his head, scoping out the bridge. “Me either.”

   Victoria stood up precariously in the boat. “I have an idea.”

   “I’m listening,” said Jones.

   “What if we kill the ghouls walking on the bridge so that their corpses pile up and act like a blockade to the other ghouls?”

   Parnell nodded. “Might work.”

   “The ghouls will just crawl over the blockade,” said Halverson. “I’ve seen these things in action before.”

   “Anything’s worth a try,” said Jones.

   “We have to break the bridge. It’s our only hope of stopping their progress.”

   Jones ignored him and fired a burst into the ghouls that were lumbering across the bridge. He dropped three of them in their tracks. 

   “Open fire!” he ordered.

   The rest of his security guards followed his example, slamming the trudging ghouls with lead. 

   Halverson, Reno, and Victoria jumped into the fracas.

   A pile of corpses soon formed and impeded the progress of the shambling ghouls. The congeries slowed the ghouls down but did not stop them. They simply crawled over the pile of carnage and resumed their trek to the end of the bridge. 

   Shrugging, Jones lowered his AK. “I’m plumb out of ideas.”

   “Maybe that big pile of corpses on it will cause the bridge to collapse,” said Reno, eying the heap of motionless bodies.

   “It doesn’t look like it’s sinking into the sea,” said Victoria. 

   “Too bad we don’t have any bombs we could drop on it.”

   “Looks like my plan’s the only one we’ve got left,” said Halverson.

   Nobody said anything. 

   






   

   Chapter 66

   

   “The problem is, nobody here wants to commit suicide,” said Reno.

   Halverson stood up in the boat, his MP7 slung over his shoulder. “Then I guess I’m elected. Just give me cover fire. Blow away those things when they try to go over the barricade of corpses and get at me while I’m on the bridge.”

   Reno gawked at Halverson. “You’re nuts. Why do you hate living?”

   “Back where I come from the guy who thinks up the plan has to do it,” said Tattoo Head.

   “What if we ram the bridge with the Zodiac?” suggested Jones.

   “That won’t work,” said Halverson. “We’ll all end up beached on the bridge, and the ghouls will wipe us out.”

   “Maybe not. Maybe our propeller would cut through the bridge and saw it in half.”

   “How wide do you think that bridge is?” asked Victoria.

   “I’d say it’s at least twenty feet across,” answered Parnell, scrutinizing the bridge. “But it’s hard to tell because of the fog.”

   “I doubt our propeller’s gonna cut through twenty feet of corpses without breaking,” said Halverson.

   Jones massaged his chin, thinking about it. “You’re probably right.”

   “Anyone got a cigarette?” asked Tattoo Head.

   “No,” answered Victoria. “I stopped smoking when my mom died of lung cancer.”

   A pall of silence fell over them.

   Halverson looked at Jones at the tiller. “Let’s get closer to the bridge so I can jump onto it.”

   “You have even less chance of succeeding than if we ram the bridge with the boat,” said Reno. 

   “We have to do something,” said Halverson. “If the creatures reach the island, we’re doomed.”

   “Think about it. You’re gonna have to kill at least twenty of those creatures that form the bridge and pry them apart before the other ghouls kill you.”

   “They’re gonna be all over you like white on rice as soon as you step foot on that bridge,” said Tattoo Head.

   “You won’t last five minutes,” said Reno.

   “Anyone want to go with me?” asked Halverson.

   Nobody answered.

   “If I can’t do it I’ll jump off the bridge,” said Halverson.

   “I’m telling you right now you can’t do it,” said Reno.

   Situation normal—hopeless, decided Halverson. It was hopeless ever since the plague had hit, but he kept going nevertheless. 

   Jones eased the Zodiac closer to the bridge.

   “Not too close,” said Tattoo Head, “or we’ll wind up like the other crew.”

   Halverson pictured the ghouls invading the other boat and tearing apart the crew.

   As they neared the bridge, everyone on board opened fire on the nearest ghouls, clearing a path for Halverson to make his leap. 

   But a few feet from the bridge, Halverson mounted the inflated gunwale of the Zodiac and prepared to jump. He must be crazy to do this, he decided, heart pounding at a furious pace. 

   He couldn’t stand on the side of the bobbing boat much longer without losing his balance and pitching head over heels into the ocean swells. It was time to fish or cut bait, he decided.

   As the boat bobbed upward, he leaped. Barely making it onto the bridge, he fell to his knees on the back of one of the prone ghouls that formed the bridge. Arms outstretched, ghouls immediately shambled toward him, mouths gaping and drooling.

   The passengers on the boat raked the ghouls with gunfire as the creatures descended on Halverson. 

   Bounding to his feet Halverson inspected the ghouls that lay flattened out beneath him. Their heads were, for the most part, turned downward into the ocean. One creature, however, turned its head to the side as Halverson stood above it. 

   The creature’s eye snapped open and gave Halverson a turn. The milky blue eye seemed to be staring directly at him. 

   Halverson grabbed his MP7 and commenced firing into the heads of the ghouls stretched out under him. Hoping the ghouls would release their holds on their fellow ghouls as they died from their head wounds, he blasted three ghouls’ heads into bits at point-blank range with his MP7. 

   He kicked at the three ghouls’ hands trying to dislodge their fingers from the ankles that they clenched with grips of iron in front of them. 

   He knew the three ghouls were dead because his MP7’s bullets had shattered their heads and pulverized their reanimated brains as seawater lapped over them. Still, try as he might, he could not pry their fingers away from the zombie ankles in front of them. 

   Seething with pent-up frustration he trained his MP7 on the fingers and emptied his clip into them. The rounds plowed into the fingers, shattering the bones of the digits and splitting them in half. It was only then that the fingers lost their grips.

   Bullets from Jones’s men flying all around him, Halverson managed to pick up on a female fortysomething ghoul shambling toward him. Its mouth open, its broken green teeth exposed, a black beret canted on its short brown hair, the creature lurched at him. 

   Halverson charged his MP7 at the creature and squeezed the trigger. His gun clicked empty. He cursed.

   He reversed the gun in his hands and slammed its butt into the creature’s head. He hammered the creature’s head again and again until its beret fell off and the creature collapsed on the bridge.

   Halverson gazed across the width of the bridge and realized it would take him hours to cut through all of the clutching fingers that held the bridge together. He didn’t have hours. He didn’t have minutes. The creatures were already closing in on him, plodding toward him relentlessly.

   Another ghoul in the onslaught reached for Halverson’s head. At the last minute, Halverson glimpsed the ghoul’s hand out of the corner of his eye and took a swipe at it with his MP7, deflecting the hand. He ducked away, peeled off toward the edge of the bridge, and dove into the ocean.

   The shock of the cold water coursed through his body.

   He found it difficult to swim because of his bandoleers, which were interfering with his strokes. He shrugged off the bandoleers and kept swimming.

   He swam toward the Zodiac, which Jones was pulling away from the bridge in an attempt to prevent the ghouls from boarding. Or was Jones planning on abandoning him? Halverson wondered. He did not trust Jones. But the way Halverson saw it, Jones still needed him because they hadn’t stopped the ghouls from building their bridge. Invasion of Alcatraz was imminent. 

   Two of the ghouls shuffled off the bridge into the ocean in their pursuit of Halverson and sank out of view. 

   Halverson swam for all he was worth through the frigid waters of the bay toward the Zodiac. He knew he had about twenty minutes before hypothermia set in. He planned to be onboard well before then.

   In fact, Reno was already reaching down to him over the side of the Zodiac and hauling him out of the ocean and onto the boat with the help of Dr. Parnell.

   Shivering, dripping with water, Halverson plopped down onto the boat’s floor.

   “What did we tell you?” said Reno. “You never had a chance.”

   “What went wrong?” Jones asked Halverson.

   Halverson gasped for breath, still shivering. “Even after I killed the ghouls in the bridge, they held onto the ghouls in front of them.”

   “A frigging death grip,” said Tattoo Head.

   “You have to literally cut their fingers off to get them to release their hold,” said Halverson, teeth chattering, face blue.

   “It must be the rigor mortis,” said Parnell, trying to find a blanket or something on the boat to cover Halverson with. “As soon as the infected die, rigor mortis sets in.”

   “That quickly?” said Tattoo Head.

   “You forget,” said Reno. “They’re already dead to begin with. The only part of them that’s alive is their reanimated brains.”

   






   

   Chapter 67

   

   “There’s no sense in staying here,” said Jones. “We can’t stop them building the bridge.”

   “For every one we kill a hundred take its place,” said Reno.

   “Our only chance now is to cut them down as they try to invade the island.”

   Jones signaled to the remaining Zodiac then accelerated and headed back to Alcatraz through the banks of fog that skated across the ocean. 

   “That’s not much of a chance,” said Reno. 

   “What else can we do?” rapped Jones, at the end of his rope.

   “Once the bridge connects to the island, nothing can stop them. They have the numbers.”

   “If we stay out here, we’re not even slowing them down. It’s pointless to stay here.”

   “Maybe we can negotiate with the infected,” said Parnell, placing a tarpaulin over Halverson’s shivering body.

   Reno laughed. “Yeah. Negotiate with zombies. That’ll work. They can’t understand a word we’re saying.”

   “Why not? They’re still human, even if they’re suffering from the plague.”

   “You sound like Bascomb about these creatures being human. They were human. They’re not human anymore.”

   “But maybe there’s a trace of humanity still inside them.”

   Reno waved his hand dismissively. “Count me out. If you want to powwow with these things, suit yourself.”

   Huddled in the Zodiac with the tarpaulin draped over his shoulders, Halverson felt sea spray impinging on his face as the boat plowed through the ragged waters. 

   “If the things set foot on the island, we’ll have to leave it,” he said.

   “Why not leave it now?” asked Reno.

   Jones shook his head, no. “It’s still the safest place. It’s the only place I know that hasn’t been invaded by the infected.”

   “But we have zero chance of preventing the ghouls from reaching the island.”

   “Our only chance is to negotiate with them,” insisted Parnell.

   “OK,” said Reno. “You can stand on the shore with a white flag in your hand and palaver with them. All I can say is, who do we notify as your next of kin?”

   “Can we all stop arguing for a second and dope out what we’re gonna do?” said Victoria.

   “Why return to the island at all? Let’s keep sailing out into the Pacific.”

   “You’re talking like a traitor,” said Jones. He tightened his grip on his AK-47. “That kind of talk could get you killed.”

   “If we stay on the island and try to fight those things, we’re all gonna get killed.”

   “Any problem can be solved if we put our minds to it,” put in Parnell. 

   “Your optimism is cloying,” said Reno. 

   “The boss’ll know what to do,” said Jones. 

   “He’ll throw us all in the joint again.”

   “No, he won’t. He needs your firepower—now more than ever.” 

   Halverson was starting to warm up and feel better, though his head still ached. Not that he had much to feel good about, but at least he wasn’t shivering anymore. 

   “We’re gonna have to hit those things on the shore with everything we’ve got,” he said.

   “That’s what I’m talking about,” said Jones.

   “We may have to spend the rest of our lives shooting those things on the shore.”

   “That’s what I’m talking about,” said Reno. “That’s a no-win situation, no matter how you look at it.”

   Jones glowered at Reno. “If you keep griping like that, I might forget we need your firepower.” 

   “Face it. We’re screwed.”

   “And you’re not lucky either. You and your friend Halverson aren’t lucky. Remember that. Your luck’s all bad.”

   Reno didn’t back down. “Who’s your next of kin?”

   Jones shook his head. “I don’t know how you’ve lived as long as you have, the things you say.”

    “Just one big happy family,” said Victoria.

   Warmed up, Halverson shook the tarpaulin off his torso and patted his shoulders. His MP7 was still slung over his shoulder, but the bandoleers were gone.

   “I need another bandoleer,” he said.

   Reno gave him one of his. 

   “Thanks,” said Halverson.

   “You’re a better shot than me, anyway.”

   “What are we gonna tell the boss?” said Jones in consternation. “He’s not gonna like hearing that we failed our mission.”

   “Tell him anything you want,” said Reno. “I’d like to tell him to jump off a cliff.”

   “Watch your mouth,” said Jones angrily. “He could toss you back in the slammer any time if he hears you say stuff like that.”

   “I don’t know what kind of a hold he’s got over you to make you so scared of him.”

   Jones bristled at the tiller. “I’m not scared of anyone, least of all you.”

   “We’re almost there,” said Tattoo Head.

   






   

   Chapter 68

   

   When they arrived at the dock at Alcatraz, everybody piled out of the two remaining Zodiacs onto the island.

   “Get everyone over here on the south end of the island at the Agave Trail,” said Jones, standing on the pier. “That’s where they’re gonna hit us.”

   Tattoo Head and three other guards shot off toward the prison. 

   “And make sure they’re armed!” Jones hollered after them.

   He turned back to Halverson, Reno, Victoria, Parnell, and the remaining guards.

   “An RPG would take care of that bridge,” said Halverson.

   “Except we don’t have an RPG,” said Jones. “I need the rest of you to take up position on the southern end of the island. We’re not gonna let even one of those infected on our island!”

   The crews from the Zodiacs struck off. Halverson, Reno, Victoria, and Parnell lingered behind. 

   Jones headed in the opposite direction.

   “Where are you going?” asked Halverson.

   “I have to give a sitrep to the boss.”

   “What’s a sitrep?” asked Reno.

   “Situation report,” answered Halverson.

   “While you’re there, get his permission to blow your nose,” Reno told Jones.

   Jones sneered at Reno and spat.

   Reno said nothing.

   “You don’t understand this place at all, do you?” said Jones.

   “I do understand this place. That’s why I want to get the hell out of here so bad.”

   “You don’t want to get on the boss’s list. If you don’t do like he says, you’re gonna get on his list. And then you’re gonna end up in the dungeon.”

   “You don’t have to tell me how scared you are of him.”

   Jones screwed up his face in fury. “You’d be scared too, if you’d seen all the people he’s taken to the dungeon.”

   “All the more reason to get out of this place.”

   “We had a good thing going here till you showed up.”

   “It doesn’t sound that way to me.”

   “This ain’t over between you and me,” said Jones. “Not by a long shot. After we repel the infected, we’ll have this out.”

   “Don’t forget me,” said Halverson.

   “You’re gonna get some, too.”

   “I hope so.”

   Sneering, Jones turned around and went on his way to Bascomb’s house.

   “What makes him so sure we’ll be able to repel the zombies?” Reno asked Halverson.

   Parnell stepped up to them. “We need to reason with them. It’s the only way we’re gonna stop them.”

   Reno shut his eyes and shook his head. “You can’t reason with these creatures, Doc. How many times do I have to tell you that?”

   “The only thing these creatures understand is a bullet to the brain,” said Halverson.

   Halverson, Reno, Victoria, and Parnell deployed along the southern end of the island. 

   “Dig in,” said Halverson, standing on a slope that overlooked the bay. Not that he could see much of the bay, thanks to the fog.

   “Now what do we do?” asked Reno. 

   “All we can do is wait for the creatures to show themselves then cut them to ribbons.”

   “We couldn’t stop them from building their bridge. What makes you think we can stop them here?”

   Halverson faced Reno. “All we can do is slow them down.”

   Brooding, Parnell paced around in a circle. He came to a halt, his mind made up.

   “I’m heading for the shore,” he said.

   “You don’t want to get too close to those things, Doc,” said Reno.

   “We have a wider line of fire from here on the rise,” said Halverson. “Safer, too.”

   Parnell made tracks for the shore. 

   “We can’t see anything from here,” he said over his shoulder.

   “He’s got a point,” said Reno.

   “We’ll be able to see them from here before they hit the shore.” Halverson looked up. “And maybe this fog’ll lift by then, too.”

   “I didn’t think the doc was such an eager beaver to mix it up with the creatures,” said Reno, watching Parnell take off.

   “He’s not,” said Victoria, approaching Reno. “I was next to him in the boat. I didn’t see him fire a single shot at the creatures on the bridge.”

   “Then what’s it all about?” said Reno, scratching his head.

   Halverson reconnoitered the area, behind him as well as before him. 

   “What are you looking for?” asked Victoria.

   “Just recce,” answered Halverson.

   As he turned to face the prison, he saw a figure looming out of the fog, walking in his direction. Halverson shrugged his MP7 off his shoulder and racked the first cartridge.

   “What is it?” asked Reno.

   Then he, too, picked up on the figure emerging from the fog. He grabbed his weapon.

   “How could one of those things be behind us on the island?” said Halverson.

   “Let me do the honors,” said Reno, preparing to fire.

   “Wait a second.” Halverson could now discern the figure’s face. “It’s Jones.”

   “I don’t have any problems shooting him.”

   Halverson clasped Reno’s muzzle and lowered it. “We still need all the firepower we can get against the creatures.”

   Jones strutted out of the fog. “Here you are.”

   “Did you get your orders from Bascomb already?” asked Reno.

   “Nope. I forgot something.” Jones eyeballed Victoria. “She’s coming with me.”

   “Why?” asked Halverson suspiciously.

   “So she can be one of Bascomb’s playmates?” sniped Reno.

   “I don’t want you guys to get any ideas while I’m away,” said Jones.

   Halverson raised his MP7. “What if she doesn’t want to go with you?”

   “That’s not a good idea,” said Jones, eying Halverson’s gun and raising his AK-47 in response. 

   Reno drew a bead on Jones with his MP7. “Why not?”

   “Turn around and find out.”

   Reno smirked and shook his head, not turning it.

   Halverson glanced over his shoulder, wondering if the walking dead were invading. 

   It wasn’t the walking dead he saw. It was the contingent of Jones’s guards that had disembarked from the Zodiacs and preceded Halverson to the shore. The guards were standing twenty-odd feet behind Halverson. To a man, they had their AK-47s trained on Halverson and Reno.

   Halverson turned his head toward Jones and lowered his MP7.

   “What are you doing?” asked Reno with a frown.

   “We got company.” Halverson nodded in back of him.

   Reno sneaked a glance behind him. His face fell. He lowered his gun.

   Smiling, Jones held up a walkie-talkie with his free hand even as he trained his AK on Halverson. “Never leave home without it.”

   “So now what?” asked Reno.

   “Victoria comes with me. That’s what.”

   Victoria scoped out the armed men behind her and grudgingly angled toward Jones.

   “Why?” asked Halverson.

   “To keep you and your buddies honest,” answered Jones. “I don’t want you getting any funny ideas.” 

   He retreated with Victoria toward Bascomb’s house and vanished into the fog.

   






   

   Chapter 69

   

   Bascomb was sitting in a leather recliner helping himself to a bottle of Cristal champagne in his well-appointed living room when he heard the doorbell ring. 

   His middle-aged butler Rupert who had a bum leg that he had got in a firefight in Hue answered the door and let Jones and Victoria into the foyer. Rupert halted toward the living room and introduced them to Bascomb.

   Bascomb eyed Jones and set down his glass of champagne on a nearby walnut coffee table.

   Jones looked hangdog.

   Concerned, Bascomb sprang to his feet. “What happened?”

   “The mission failed,” answered Jones, holding his head down.

   “Failed? How could it fail? Didn’t you break the bridge?”

   “We couldn’t break it.”

   “Why not?”

   “The infected are building a bridge out of themselves.”

   “That’s impossible!”

   “I saw it with my own eyes.”

   “Then shoot them. They’re at war with us. I gave you the order to shoot them as enemies.”

   “We did shoot them. There are thousands of them pouring across the bridge. We can’t get enough firepower in two boats to kill all of them.”

   “I thought you took three boats.”

   Jones bowed his head and muttered, “We lost one.”

   “Fuck,” said Bascomb. He paced to his bay window and gazed out into the fog. “Then we’ll have to stop them when they try to land on the island.”

   “I know.”

   “Where are they gonna land, do you think?”

   “On the southern end, near the Agave Trail.”

   “Deploy all our men there.”

   “I’m doing that.”

   “We’ll blast them out of the water before they ever set foot on our land.”

   Jones rucked his brow with worry. “I don’t think we’ve got enough firepower and manpower here to stop them.” 

   Bascomb slewed on his heel to confront Jones. “Our armory’s crammed with ordnance.”

   “But how many thousands of rounds do we have?”

   “How many thousands are we gonna need?”

   “I don’t know. But I don’t see any end to the infected. They’re swarming all over the bridge without letup. There’s gotta be over a thousand of them.” 

   Bascomb snapped his fingers with determination. “We’ve got enough ordnance. Just make sure every round counts when you open fire on them.”

   “What if we can’t stop them?”

   “You’re talking like a defeatist. If you think like a loser, you are a loser.”

   “I’m just being prepared. In war, nothing ever goes according to plan. We should have a contingency plan, just in case.”

   Bascomb thought about it. “If we can’t stop them from setting foot on this island, we’ve got problems.” 

   “I have military experience, sir. I was in the marines. We need a fallback plan.”

   “What do you suggest?”

   “Let’s pull back to the prison. The prison’s fortified and we’ll have the high ground. That’s always an advantage in a conflict.” 

   “OK,” said Bascomb, but his thoughts were elsewhere, thinking up a means of escape, should the unthinkable happen. He waved Jones off. “You take care of that.”

   “We’ll set up a second perimeter of defense at the prison.”

   “What are you waiting for?”

   Jones spun around to leave.

   “Wait,” said Bascomb, checking out Victoria. “What did you bring her here for?”

   “Halverson and Reno were giving me problems,” answered Jones. “She’s leverage to keep them in line.”

   Bascomb nodded with approval. “Those two are enemies of the state and will have to be dealt with after they’ve finished helping us fend off the infected.” He paused. “Right now we need their firepower.”

   “I don’t trust them on their own.”

   “You did right. Get a move on it and beef up our defenses.”

   Jones started for the foyer but stopped when he heard Bascomb speak.

   “How long do we have before the infected get here?”

   “We might have an hour at the most,” answered Jones. “Maybe more. It’s hard to say.”

   Bascomb dismissed him.

   Jones hustled out of the house.

   Bascomb turned to Victoria. “You don’t look happy, my dear.”

   “Why should I be?” she said. “I’ve heard stories about you.”

   “That’s all they are—stories.”

   “I doubt it.”

   “I have enemies here and they spread lies about me. They’re jealous of me.”

   Victoria didn’t trust Bascomb. She looked defiantly at him. 

   “You better not try anything with me,” she said.

   Bascomb smiled and gestured toward the sofa. “Sit down and have a drink. I have an excellent bottle of champagne here.”

   Bascomb retrieved the bottle of champagne from the coffee table.

   Victoria didn’t move. “I’m fine standing up.”

   “Suit yourself.”

   He retrieved a glass from the sideboard, poured champagne into the glass, and carried it to Victoria. 

   Victoria didn’t accept it. 

   “Relax and help yourself to a drink,” said Bascomb.

   Victoria looked down her nose at the champagne. “Did you put a Roofie in it?”

   Bascomb looked puzzled. “A what?”

   “You heard what I said.”

   “I’m afraid I don’t know what you’re talking about.” He carried her glass of champagne to the coffee table. “As you wish. The drink will be here when you change your mind.” He set the glass down on the tabletop.

   Victoria crossed her arms and set her jaw.

   “You might as well sit down and relax,” said Bascomb. “You may be here for a while.”

   “I didn’t come here because I wanted to.”

   “Where would you rather be?”

   “Back fighting the creatures.”

   “You’ve got to be kidding.”

   “At least I know what I’m dealing with when I’m dealing with them. They’re not devious like some people.”

   Bascomb gazed at her. “Are you referring to me?”

   “If the shoe fits . . .”

   Drink in hand, Bascomb sat down on the sofa. “You know I could make your life very difficult here.”

   “Like you did for Brittany?”

   Bascomb tensed and glared at her. “What do you know about her?”

   “I know she’s dead.”

   “She had to be killed. She was infected. You never should have brought her here in the first place. That’s all on you and your group.”

   “We didn’t know she was infected.”

   Bascomb massaged his brow. “You should have examined her.”

   “Are you worried?”

   “Why should I be worried? Worried about what?”

   “You know.”

   Bascomb slammed his drink down on the coffee table, spilling champagne over the tabletop, and jumped to his feet. He paced back and forth.

   “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said.

   “Then why are you wearing holes in the carpet?”

   He turned on her. “You’re the one who should be worried.”

   “I’m not the one turning into a ghoul.”

   “What’s that supposed to mean? Are you making some kind of cryptic threat against me?”

   “I’m just saying.”

   “If you think antagonizing me is gonna improve your lot here, you’re nuts.”

   “I didn’t ask to be brought here.”

   “If you don’t change your tune, I’m gonna have you locked up.”

   Victoria started at the sound of gunfire crackling in the distance.

   Bascomb pricked up his ears, his mouth grim. “I guess they got here early.”

   






   

   Chapter 70

   

   Several of the guards commenced firing their AK-47s at the creatures seemingly walking on water in the bay at the southern end of the island. The swirling mist obscured the guards’ vision and mitigated their ability to fire accurately.

   “The infected are working faster than I thought,” said Jones, watching the creatures from the bluff as they scrabbled like chimeras in the offing. 

   “The aroma of living human flesh must jack them up,” said Reno behind him. “There’s nothing like anticipating the taste of a human kidney in your mouth to get your juices going.”

   Jones turned around to look at Reno. “You’re disgusting, you know that?”

   “The fact is, they’re here,” said Halverson, standing beside Reno. “We have to deal with it.”

   “If only this fog would lift.”

   Jones scanned the surrounding area but saw no letup in the mist that was socking them in. 

   “They’re wasting their ammo at this range,” said Halverson, watching the guards firing.

   “They can barely see what they’re shooting at,” said Reno.

   “Hold your fire!” Jones called out to his men. “They’re still out of range.”

   Grudgingly, the guards lowered their weapons, anxiety written on their faces. 

   Reno nudged Halverson’s elbow and motioned for Halverson to step back with him out of Jones’s earshot.

   “This is hopeless,” Reno whispered.

   “What choice do we have?” said Halverson.

   “Let’s beat it. It’s all going sideways. What the hell are we hanging around on this island for? This place is a lost cause.”

   “What do you suggest?”

   “Let’s grab our boat and sail out of here.”

   “Aren’t you forgetting something?”

   “What?” asked Reno, puzzled.

   “Victoria. I’m not leaving her behind.”

   “Then we go up and get her and then split.”

   Halverson shook his head. “Bascomb’s got guards at his house.”

   Reno shrugged. “We attack them. What’s the big deal?”

   “As soon as we open fire on the house, Bascomb’ll signal Jones and his men for help. We won’t stand a chance.”

   Crestfallen, Reno lowered his shoulders. “There’s no way we’re gonna defeat these ghouls. There are just too many of them.”

   Halverson returned to Jones’s side and noticed Jones staring at Parnell down on the shoreline.

   “What’s he doing there?” asked Jones.

   “I don’t know,” answered Halverson. 

   “He must really want to mix it up with the infected.”

   “No. He doesn’t.”

   “Maybe he’s losing his mind—like the rest of us, if we don’t watch out.”

   Halverson paused in thought. “We’re gonna need a fallback plan in case we can’t stop the ghouls here.”

   “I know. We’re gonna fall back to the prison. That’s our obvious choice. It’s a fortress, after all.”

   “Then what?”

   “What do you mean?” asked Jones, scoping Halverson out with his hooded eyes.

   “We’re still gonna need to defend ourselves in the prison when the ghouls besiege it.”

   “What are you getting at?”

   “Bombs?”

   “We don’t have any bombs.”

   “Let’s make Molotov cocktails. We’ve got plenty of gas and bottles in the prison.”

   Jones nodded. “Yeah. Good idea.”

   “As long as the whole island doesn’t go up in flames as a result,” said Reno, walking up to them.

   “It’s great to have you around to cheer us up.”

   Reno smiled with half his mouth.

   Erskine, the burly foreman with tattoos of crimson tears on his forearms, angled toward Jones from the shore. Erskine was carrying a pump-action double-barreled Mossberg shotgun in his hands.

   “This is the part I hate,” said Erskine. “The waiting.”

   “You got that right,” said Jones.

   “Hurry up and wait,” said Reno.

   “It’s getting on my nerves.” Erskine stood next to Jones and peered into the fog that was massing over the bay and obscuring the movement of the walking dead on their bridge. “I just want to get this over with.”

   “I don’t have any problem with killing the infected, but this waiting is getting to me, too,” said Jones.

   “Why don’t we open up on them now? If they get too close to the shore, we’re not gonna be able to stop them.”

   “We can’t see them clearly yet,” put in Halverson. “We’ll be shooting at shadows.”

   Erskine leveled a stare at Halverson and puffed up his chest. “You don’t give the orders here.”

   “We need to be able to see what we’re shooting at before we start shooting,” said Jones. “There could be thousands of the infected out there. I’m not sure our ammo’s gonna hold out. We can’t waste bullets.”

   Halverson and Reno were watching Parnell wade into the tenebrous waters of the bay.

   “What the hell’s he doing?” said Reno.

   Halverson sprang down the incline toward the shingle on the shore. 

   Reno peeled off after him.

   “What are you doing, Doc?” Halverson called out.

   By the time Halverson reached the ocean lapping on the shore, Parnell was already swimming toward the creatures. 

   “What’s the old fool up to?” said Reno.

   “I’m gonna talk to them,” Parnell shouted back to Halverson.

   “They’ll eat you alive!” hollered Reno.

   “They can’t swim. I’ll stay in the water.”

   “You’re nuts!”

   “They’re just like us,” said Parnell as he swam through the bone-chilling water. “Can’t you see that? I know I can get through to them.” He accidentally gulped seawater and gagged.

   “If he doesn’t freeze to death in that water first,” Halverson told Reno.

   “He’s lost his marbles,” said Reno.

   “You’ll die of hypothermia out there, Doc!” yelled Halverson.

   “I know what I’m doing,” said Parnell. “I’m not staying out here long.”

   Halverson shook his head in exasperation.

   “Why does everyone think those things are like us?” Reno asked Halverson. “They’re not like us. They’re not human. You can’t reason with monsters.”

   “He can’t last out there. He has no chance.”

   Halverson was tempted to swim after Parnell and pull him back to shore. 

   Reno grabbed Halverson’s wrist.

   “By the time you reach him, he’ll be gone,” said Reno, as if reading Halverson’s mind.

   






   

   Chapter 71

   

   Shivering in the frigid bay waters, Parnell dogpaddled near the bridge of the infected. The water was colder than he had expected. He would have to do this quickly and swim back before he passed out from the cold. Negotiating with the infected was the only chance he and the rest of the survivors had if they were going to live.

   Bullets weren’t the answer, he knew. There weren’t enough bullets on the island to kill the hordes of advancing infected. Sooner or later the bullets would run out, while the infected would continue to multiply and spread across the earth. 

   He had to succeed or everyone on the island was doomed, and, in the long run, everyone on earth, for that matter.

   “We need to talk!” he shouted up to the infected that were shambling around on the bridge and lying down to extend its span on the water. 

   Two of the infected stared down at him. One was seventysomething and nothing but skin and bones. He had a hatchet face with grey stubble on it. He hung his mouth open, revealing broken green teeth and lacerated gums, in response to Parnell’s words.

   Christ, this water’s cold! thought Parnell. He paddled faster to keep his circulation going. He wasn’t going to be able to last much longer in the water. He swam closer to the bridge so the infected could hear him out.

   He needed to make them understand he wasn’t their enemy, to let them know that the infected and the healthy could coexist, while he and other medical experts determined the cure for the pestilence. In the meantime, everyone needed to learn to coexist.

   “We’re not your enemies,” he said. “We’re your friends. We can help cure you. Give us a chance to cure you. You’re suffering from a disease. That’s the only difference between us.”

   The other infected was short and stocky with a swarthy, furrowed complexion and close-cropped black hair. He was wearing a car repairman’s grey service uniform with the word Toyota blazoned in red over his right breast pocket. He grimaced at Parnell.

   Parnell shuddered. Not because of the infected, but because of the water. It was ice-cold. Gnashing his teeth Parnell could feel it in his very marrow. The cold was exhausting him. He would have to curtail his mission and head back. If he passed out in the water, he would drown.

   The idea of drowning terrified him. He would try to reason with the infected one last time.

   “We can cure you!” he yelled at the infected that stood above him. “Just give us a chance!”

   No answer.

   Already he was beginning to feel enervated as he treaded water. It was time to return to shore, he decided.

   That was when the car repairman stepped off the bridge into the bay waters, landed on top of Parnell’s head, and grabbed Parnell’s neck as Parnell sank below him.

   Parnell flailed his arms, trying to fend off the repairman and keep from drowning at the same time.

   The scrawny, decrepit infected geezer with the hatchet face stepped off the bridge and piled onto the repairman and Parnell, lunging for Parnell’s throat and chomping down on it.

   Splashing, Parnell screamed as he felt teeth tear at his throat. Blood spurted out of his shredded throat into the murky bay waters. 

   Underwater, the car repairman fell to chewing on Parnell’s forearm and ripping flesh from it. 

   “You idiots,” moaned Parnell, swallowing seawater and coughing, face turning blue. “We’re the only ones who can save you.”

   The geezer bit another hunk of flesh out of Parnell’s throat.

   Bleeding out, Parnell could swim no longer. He felt himself lapsing into unconsciousness and sinking into the endless black depths of water.

   The icy ocean was swallowing him and taking the dead weight of the two infected with him.

   






   

   Chapter 72

   

   Dumbfounded, Halverson stood on the shore and stared at Parnell’s head as it submerged, the ghouls draped all over Parnell’s body, clawing at him, chewing him.

   “What a waste,” said Reno, standing shell-shocked beside Halverson. “How could anyone with his high IQ be so stupid?”

   “He was trying to help.”

   Suddenly, anger overcame Halverson. He unslung his MP7 from his shoulder, trained the muzzle on the creatures in the fog, and fired a long burst. Several of the creatures plummeted off the bridge into the water.

   “I guess they’re in range now,” said Reno.

   He unlimbered his MP7 and emptied his magazine into the shuffling ghouls, dropping two of them.

   Behind Halverson and Reno, on the slope, the guards opened fire on the ghouls.

   No matter how many creatures they killed, more creatures kept coming along the bridge and taking the places of their dead compatriots to continue building the bridge. The air replete with automatic weapons’ fire, the creatures edged closer to shore, incapable of fear in their single-minded determination to attain landfall. 

   Sheets of bullets cut them down, shredding their clothes and cutting their bodies to ribbons. Still the creatures came closer, narrowing the gap of water between them and the shoreline. 

   “This is hopeless!” cried Reno above the cacophony of gunfire, ears ringing.

   Halverson ejected yet another clip from his smoking, hot MP7 and replaced it with one from his bandoleer. He didn’t dare touch the muzzle lest he burn his hands on the scorching steel. He fired a three-round burst into the nearest creature and felled it. 

   Grimacing, the tall male creature, clad in red track shorts, crashed into the sea and sank out of sight.

   “You know what?” said Halverson.

   “What?” said Reno.

   “We got problems.”

   Reno turned toward Halverson. “You just realized that?”

   Halverson was watching a drenched creature with white wet hair plastered down over its brow. Brown seaweed hung on the creature’s shoulder. White film covered the creature’s blue eyes. The creature was the better part of twenty feet from Halverson and it was wading through the water toward him.

   Halverson nodded toward the creature. “Look over there.”

   Reno looked. “Shit. Where’d that come from?”

   “If those things aren’t killed before they fall off the bridge, they land on the ocean floor and keep walking toward shore.”

   Halverson blasted the creature’s head apart with a three-round burst. The creature crumpled into the water and disappeared. 

   “What next?” said Reno, as he beheld three more creatures emerging from the water’s depths and wading toward him, their clothes and bodies pocked with bullet holes.

   He opened fire on the waders.

   “They don’t even have to finish the bridge to reach us now,” said Halverson.

   As if on cue, four ghouls’ heads bobbed out of the water as the creatures trudged along the sandy ocean floor in their bid to reach the island.

   Halverson plastered two of the heads with a sustained burst from his MP7. Their craniums shattered, the heads dropped below the water’s surface.

   Halverson picked up on a lull in the gunfire. “Do you hear that?”

   Reno held his fire. “I don’t hear anything.”

   “That’s my point.” 

   Halverson craned his neck around to check out the security guards. What few remained were clambering up the slope. Most of them had already bugged out, Halverson could see.

   Reno turned around, too. “Where’s Jones?”

   “They must have retreated to the prison already.”

   “That bastard! Why didn’t he tell us?”

   Halverson faced the fogbound bay again. Scores of heads were popping out of the inky water, making toward shore. 

   “We can’t stay here,” he said.

   He laid down fire on the fording creatures as he scuttled across the shingle and climbed up the slope after the guards. 

   Reno scrabbled up the slope after him, cursing Jones.

   “Jones must’ve been running low on ammunition,” said Halverson.

   “That doesn’t give him the right to hang us out to dry.”

   “Not at all. He’s a lousy commander, no question of that. A good leader never leaves anyone behind.”

   “I’m telling you, we need to get off this island of death in short order.”

   “I’m not going anywhere without Victoria. Right now we have to regroup at the prison.”

   “Once we hole up in there, we’ll never get out. The ghouls will surround us.”

   “They may surround us, but they won’t be able to get to us.”

   “We’re as good as dead trapped in there,” Reno grumbled as he climbed. “Let’s scram to the boats. It’s our only chance.”

   “I’m not leaving without Victoria. You can go if you want.”

   “Then let’s grab her and go.”

   “We need to find her first.”

   “She’s at Bascomb’s house, I thought.”

   “I doubt Bascomb’s gonna stay in his house with the ghouls invading the island. He’s probably in the prison now with everyone else. It’s built like a fort.”

   “I don’t trust that guy farther than I can throw him. I wouldn’t put it past him if he’s made tracks off the island by now.”

   They crested the slope and pegged up the cement path toward the prison. 

   “I don’t trust him either,” said Halverson, “but he’s not gonna leave here till it’s the last resort. This is his island. He’ll do everything he can to keep it.”

   Reno shrugged. “Maybe. I’ll tell you this though. If he bugged out already, he probably took Victoria with him.”

   Halverson and Reno sprinted to the main entrance of the prison.

   Catching his breath Halverson rapped on the steel door with the butt end of his MP7. He could see the CCTV camera mounted over the transom focusing on his head. He looked up into the lens so the guards could see his face. 

   Exhausted, gasping for breath, Reno bent over, bracing his hands on his knees.

   “I haven’t run like that in thirty years,” he managed to say between gasps.

   “We may do some more running before this is over with.”

   “My lungs are on fire. I don’t want to die from a heart attack.”

   “What’s taking them so long?” said Halverson, gazing into the video camera. 

   At that moment the door creaked open. Somebody appeared in the doorway. 

   It was Jones. He was bringing his AK-47 to bear on Halverson.

   






   

   Chapter 73

   

   “Why aren’t you two still down there guarding the shore?” demanded Jones.

   “Why’d you take off without us?” retorted Halverson.

   “You two were in charge of guarding the shore. Without you guys down there, what’s to stop the infected? You signed our death warrant.”

   Reno straightened up out of his crouch and gaped at Jones. “You expected the two of us to hold off thousands of ghouls from landing on the island? You’re out of your fucking mind!”

   Jones frowned. “You were our last line of defense.”

   “You left us there to be slaughtered.”

   Reno advanced menacingly toward Jones. 

   Setting his jaw Jones raised his AK higher and pointed the muzzle at Reno’s chest.

   Reno came to a halt, fuming.

   “You two need to go back there and defend the shore,” said Jones. “We can’t let the infected land on the island.”

   “Yeah, two against a hundred thousand,” said Reno, fit to be tied. “We got a chance.” Reno laughed caustically.

   “You’re the only chance we’ve got.”

   “I can’t believe you’re for real,” said Halverson, lionlike hazel eyes fixed on Jones. 

   “Are you two gonna do your jobs or am I gonna have to shoot you for disobeying an order?”

   Halverson shut his eyes. He could not believe his ears. “It’s too late.”

   “What do you mean, it’s too late?”

   Halverson opened his eyes and gazed directly into Jones’s. “They’re already on the island.”

   “How can they be? That bridge was nowhere near finished when I left.”

   “They don’t need to finish it.”

   “Stop talking crazy.”

   “They’re falling off the bridge and walking along the ocean floor to the beach.”

   “That’s impossible. They’ll drown.”

   “They can’t drown. They’re already dead. Can’t you get your head around that?”

   “When are you gonna open your eyes and see what’s going on here?” Reno told Jones. “Being in denial won’t solve the problem.”

   “Oh, shit,” muttered Jones and started firing his AK.

   “Christ,” said Halverson, heart in his mouth.

   He had no time to return fire. He braced himself for the impact of Jones’s rounds on his body. Feeling nothing he realized Jones was firing past him, not at him. 

   Halverson wheeled around. 

   Two ghouls were plodding up the path toward the main entrance. Jones’s bullets took them both out. They collapsed on the cement path.

   Jones opened the door wider to let Halverson and Reno inside. “There’s no way they should be here yet.”

   Jones closed the door behind Halverson and Reno.

   “They could be almost anywhere on the island now, because they don’t have to land where the bridge meets the island,” said Reno. “They could wander around underwater and land anywhere.”

   “But when they do finish the bridge, they’ll be coming at us in hordes,” said Halverson. 

   Bascomb strutted toward them from the sally port. “We need you men to help make Molotov cocktails.”

   “Where’s Victoria?” asked Halverson, checking out his surroundings but not seeing her.

   “Why is that your business?”

   “She’s my friend.”

   “She’s safe. Don’t worry about her. You need to worry about making Molotov cocktails. We need to torch the infected.”

   “Victoria could help us with the Molotov cocktails,” said Halverson.

   Bascomb headed back through the sally port. “You worry too much.”

   Halverson and Reno followed him to the main gate then into B Block. When they reached Broadway, they could see fellow residents busy pouring gasoline out of jerricans into empty wine bottles. Other residents were tearing rags and stuffing them into wine bottles full of gasoline. 

   “In the end we’re gonna have to torch all of the infected bodies to prevent the plague from spreading,” said Bascomb. 

   “That’s the first smart thing I’ve heard him say,” Reno said in an aside to Halverson. 

   “Do you have a problem with that?” Bascomb asked Reno.

   “Not at all. We should incinerate every last one of ’em,” answered Reno.

   “If you don’t agree with something I say, just let me know to my face.”

   “Yeah, right,” Reno muttered, face impassive.

   Bascomb addressed the residents who were building the Molotov cocktails. “The next part of our plan is to determine our mode of bombing the infected.”

   “What if we get on the roof and throw the bombs down?” suggested Halverson.

   “Sounds good to me,” said Reno.

   Bascomb ignored both of them. “We’re gonna have someone open the front door. One person at a time will step out and hurl bombs at the enemy.”

   “That’s insane,” objected Halverson. “As soon as you open the door, the creatures will crash in here.”

   “We’ll lay down covering fire.”

   “Why don’t you just put out a welcome mat for them?” said Reno.

   “Nobody asked you.”

   “You’re gonna get us all killed.”

   “You’re the one who got us into this mess in the first place.”

   “Me?” Reno could not believe his ears.

   “If you had stopped the infected at the shore like you were supposed to, there wouldn’t be any of them on the island.”

   “I like my chances. Halverson and I against a couple hundred thousand ghouls.”

   “That was your mission. You failed it. You should atone for your failure by being the first one out the door with a bomb in your hand.”

   Reno laughed. 

   “What are you laughing at?” demanded Bascomb.

   “Your trying to lay a guilt trip on me.”

   “Pull yourself together. We’ve got work to do.”

   Erskine the foreman stepped up to Bascomb. “I’ll go out the door first. I’m not afraid of a bunch of infected.”

   Bascomb patted Erskine on the back. “Good man. If we had more men like you, we’d be invincible.” 

   Erskine snagged a Molotov cocktail with each hand from the floor and angled toward the door at the main entrance. 

   Jones dispatched a group of armed guards after Erskine to cover him when he opened the door.

   “You don’t seem to understand how many of those things are out there,” Halverson told Bascomb. 

   “Are you mutinying?” said Bascomb. “There’s nothing worse than a mutineer. I’ll have you thrown in the brig again, if you refuse to help us.”

   “I want to help out as much as the next man, but you need to come up with a better plan. This one’s not gonna work.”

   “Have you had your say?” said Bascomb, knitting his brow.

   “Yeah.”

   “Then go to the front door and help lay down covering fire for Erskine.”

   MP7 in hand, Halverson headed for the door.

   “You too,” Bascomb told Reno.

   Reno gave Bascomb a look then, grudgingly, turned to follow Halverson.

   “Don’t forget to take some Molotov cocktails,” said Bascomb.

   His gun slung over his shoulder, Reno stooped over and snatched a couple of Molotov cocktails off the floor. “How come you’re not taking any?”

   “I’ve got your back,” said Bascomb and displayed his AK.

   “That’s comforting to know,” said Reno dryly and trailed after Halverson.

   Reno was getting fed up with taking orders from Bascomb. It was time for Reno to split from this place, Halverson or no Halverson. Halverson could mope around here waiting for Victoria all he wanted, as far as Reno was concerned. Reno couldn’t put up with this much longer. Bascomb was leading them to certain death.

   






   

   Chapter 74

   

   Halverson reached the steel door to the main entrance shortly after Erskine. Reno, Bascomb, and Jones weren’t far behind.

   Halverson didn’t like the looks of this. Bascomb’s defensive strategy hadn’t been very well thought out. Every time one of them opened the door to hurl out Molotov cocktails it would expose the bomber to an onslaught of the zombies. 

   Obviously Bascomb had no military background. Bascomb may have excelled at holding show trials, but that was about as far as it went with regards to his leadership abilities, Halverson decided.

   As soon as Halverson found out where Victoria was, he and Reno would cut and run. There was no point in staying on the island once the creatures invaded it.

   “As soon as the door opens, you go out and fling your bombs,” Bascomb told Erskine.

   “This isn’t a good plan of attack,” said Halverson.

   Bascomb gazed at him suspiciously. “How would you know? Are you in the military?”

   “No,” was all Halverson said. 

   He wasn’t about to tell Bascomb he had worked with the SEALs and now worked for the CIA. Bascomb might shoot him on the spot if he knew Halverson was a government agent.

   “Then what makes you an expert?” asked Bascomb.

   “It’s not a good plan,” answered Halverson.

   “It is a good plan and you need to keep your mouth shut.” Bascomb turned to Erskine. “OK, Erskine.” Bacomb patted Erskine on the back.

   Erskine ignited the cloth wicks that stuck out of his two Molotov cocktails.

   “You cover him,” Bascomb told Halverson. 

   Halverson racked the first cartridge in his MP7. 

   “Now,” Bascomb told the guard that was manning the door.

   The guard yanked open the steel door. 

   As soon as the gap in the doorway was wide enough, Erskine bulled out of the prison, a Molotov cocktail in each hand.

   The walking dead roamed everywhere, stumbling around, their putrescent faces grimacing. 

   Stunned by the shoals of ghouls maundering around in front of the door, Erskine paused a few moments before he flung his bombs at the highest concentration of creatures.

   Halverson stood in the doorway and fired a burst at the nearest ghouls.

   The Molotov cocktails exploded, taking out close to a dozen ghouls, igniting their clothes and catapulting the ghouls through the air. Black smoke, interspersed with body parts, mushroomed into the sky.

   Halverson started as the bombs went off. 

   He felt somebody grabbing his shoulders and hauling him away from the door.

   “You next,” Bascomb told Reno and shoved him out the doorway.

   Caught off guard by Bascomb’s manhandling from behind, Reno stumbled out of the prison onto the cement landing that led to the short flight of steps away from the prison entrance. He crashed into Erskine, who was screaming as two ghouls ripped his arms out of their sockets.

   “Christ!” said Reno, fumbling with his Molotov cocktails.

   “You’re not lucky!” called out Bascomb after Reno.

   Hands full, Reno spat on the landing in response.

   Bascomb hadn’t given him any time to light his fuses. Besieged by ghouls, Reno set down one of his Molotov cocktails on the landing and dredged a lighter out of his pocket. Lucky for him he had a lighter. He didn’t smoke coffin nails, but he did smoke weed on occasion. He thumbed the lighter’s flint, and a flame shot out.

   A scrawny male ghoul with a ponytail was stumbling toward him.

   Halverson leapt into the doorway and fired a burst into the ghoul, blowing its head apart. The ghoul collapsed in a motionless heap. Halverson wanted to fire at the ghouls tearing Erskine apart, but he was afraid of hitting Erskine. The ghouls were all over him. One was gorging on Erskine’s throat, while another was feasting on Erskine’s stomach. Erskine passed out and fell in their arms.

   Reno at last got his Molotov cocktails lit and pitched them into the closest mob of ghouls. The resultant two explosions rocked the prison entrance. 

   One of the ghouls that were eating Erskine broke away from him and attacked Reno from behind. The ghoul closed its teeth around the nape of Reno’s neck.

   Reno howled in pain.

   Halverson tried to fire at the ghoul, but Reno’s body was in the way.

   Meanwhile, scores of ghouls were staggering through the smoke and fog toward the front door of the prison.

   Three ghouls were crawling up the steps in singed and torn clothing toward the landing, their bodies embedded with glass shards from the Molotov cocktails that had exploded beside them.

   Another ghoul latched onto Reno, bit Reno’s throat, and tore out the jugular that jetted blood all over the porch. 

   Furious with the ghouls, Halverson emptied his clip into the ones that were squirming up the steps. He couldn’t shoot at the two creatures clinging to Reno without hitting Reno.

   To his consternation, Halverson saw out of the corner of his eye that several of the creatures that had been wounded in the explosions were now crawling behind him near the open doorway to the prison. They were cutting off his line of retreat. He slewed around to see if anyone was backing him up at the door. 

   Flabbergasted, he realized nobody was there. He was on his own hook—creatures in front of him and behind him now.

   Where was Bascomb? Halverson wondered. Why wasn’t Bascomb covering him?

   The bastard had shoved Reno into the zombies and then bugged out, Halverson realized. Not only that, Bascomb, Jones, and his cronies had left the door open for some reason. It made no sense to Halverson. Leaving the door wide open was an invitation to the creatures to enter the prison.

   Had Bascomb panicked and fled without realizing that he was leaving the door open? Or maybe he couldn’t get it closed for some reason.

   All Halverson knew was that he hated Bascomb for getting Reno killed. And the son of a bitch had almost gotten Halverson killed in the bargain by abandoning him outside without backup.

   Halverson conducted a quick recce of the vicinity. He saw that both Erskine and Reno lay dead. A fortysomething male creature and a fiftysomething female pounced on Erskine’s body and fell to scooping the entrails out of his stomach and scarfing them down.

   A twentyish male ghoul with a puffy face and frizzy brown hair was hunkered down over Reno’s torso and chewing on Reno’s face trying to eat through Reno’s skull to get to the brain. 

   Reno sprawled motionless in a pool of his own blood, both of his arms missing as well as one of his calves that had been ripped off at the knee. A geezer ghoul sat Indian-legged near Reno and gobbled Reno’s calf like it was an ear of corn, blood pouring out of the corners of the ghoul’s mouth. 

   Halverson grimaced in nausea at the sight. He figured Reno had to be dead and there was nothing Halverson could do for him. Halverson felt his throat tightening with grief at the sight of his friend. 

   Nonplussed, Halverson could only stand and watch, unable to pull himself together. The more he watched the angrier he got. 

   He became obsessed with hunting down Bascomb and wasting him. And then he thought about Victoria. Bascomb still held Victoria captive somewhere. He had to free her after he cut Bascomb to pieces.

   Meanwhile, ghouls by the carload were closing in on Halverson, scrabbling out of the dense fog and bomb smoke and making their way toward the main entrance.

   Halverson shook himself out of his funk, ejected the spent clip from his MP7, jammed a fresh one in its place, and racked a cartridge into the submachine gun’s chamber. 

   Point-blank, he blasted the brains out of every creature within ten feet of him, including the ghouls feasting on Reno and Erskine. Unconcerned now about hitting the already-deceased two men, Halverson went through his clip in seconds taking out every last one of the nearby fiends with less than thirty rounds.

   Halverson froze at the sight that confronted him on the steps to the landing. He didn’t know how many more shocks to his system he could take.

   Hair drenched with seawater and tangled with seaweed, bluish green face bloated from his recent drowning, Parnell was trudging up the stairs toward Halverson.

   Halverson had difficulty bringing himself to shoot Parnell, but shoot him he must. Parnell was dead and had turned into a ghoul and was now heading for Halverson to take a bite out of him.

   With Parnell but a yard away from him, Halverson contrived to get ahold of himself and fire a burst into Parnell’s grisly travesty of a face.

   Parnell slumped to the landing.

   Overwhelmed by rage and grief, Halverson wheeled around and kicked the ajar steel door behind him to vent his emotions. The shock of his foot’s impact with the steel door vibrated through his foot and up his leg and returned him to his senses.

   He bounded over a ghoul that was crawling between him and the doorway. Then he stomped on a prostrate ghoul’s back on the threshold and shot through the doorway into the prison.

   He could not close the door behind him. Too many of the ghouls’ bodies were wedged between the door and its jamb. He had no time to spare trying to remove the dead weight of the ghouls off the threshold. At that very moment, a raft of the creatures was maundering across the landing toward the door.

   Halverson dashed through the sally port into B Block, searching for Bascomb and his men. Halverson bucketed onto Broadway and stopped in his tracks.

   Where once there had been residents and Molotov cocktails lining the floor, there was now nothing. 

   No sign of Bascomb and his men.

   






   

   Chapter 75

   

   Cutting his eyes around the prison, Halverson caught sight of movement on Times Square at the end of Broadway. He saw Bascomb and Jones running full-tilt toward the rear door. 

   Halverson gnashed his teeth and brought his MP7 to bear on the fleeing duo. As they made the door, Halverson pulled the trigger. 

   Click. 

   There was no discharge. He squeezed the trigger again and again. All he got in return were the infuriating and depressing sounds of more clicks. 

   He realized with frustration that he had not reloaded. He cursed. 

   He ejected the spent clip, rammed home a new one, and chambered the first round, his MP7 at the ready.

   Except by that time, Bascomb and Jones had shut the rear door behind them as they hightailed it from the prison.

   Halverson barreled toward the rear door. He grabbed the doorknob and tried to wrench it open. To no avail. 

   Bascomb and Jones had locked the steel door.

   Halverson hastily scrutinized the door. It not only had a doorknob, which was locked, but a deadbolt lock a foot above the doorknob. Halverson could not tell if the deadbolt was thrown, but he figured it was.

   He might be able to shoot apart the lock in the doorknob, but not the deadbolt. That only worked in Hollywood movies.

   Peeved, he stepped back from the door and blasted the doorknob and deadbolt anyway with a brief burst of bullets, more out of frustration than anything else.

   He advanced toward the door and tried the knob.

   As he had expected, the door would not open.

   He backed away from the door, thinking about firing additional rounds into the deadbolt, when he heard a clanging above him. He looked up at the west gun gallery above him and discovered where the residents had gone.

   They were lined up on the gallery, their Molotov cocktails with them.

   Halverson scoped out the other end of the prison and spotted more residents arrayed on the east gun gallery overlooking the prison’s interior.

   It was a subterfuge, Halverson realized. Bascomb was luring the ghouls into the prison. Then his men would toss bombs at them and blow the creatures to smithereens. And at the same time, Bascomb and Jones would beat a hasty retreat, ditching everyone behind.

   Like Halverson, the residents no doubt hadn’t realized they were being set up by Bascomb to stage a diversion for his retreat. 

   Halverson picked up on a dozen-odd walking dead shambling under the east gun gallery onto Broadway. 

   As soon as the ghouls entered the residents’ line of vision under the east gun gallery, the residents ignited their Molotov cocktails and slung them down at the encroaching zombies. The ghouls went up in flames, morphing into torches of burning decomposed flesh.

   Halverson bounded up the narrow stairs to the west guards’ catwalk directly above him to lend a helping hand to the residents.

   From the catwalk at the west end, Halverson pelted the creatures with bullets as they scrabbled down Broadway, even as the residents beside him hurled Molotov cocktails at the intruders.

   Smoke from the bombs billowed upward and suffused the prison. 

   “How are we gonna get out of here?”

   Halverson turned and realized it was Selena at his side talking to him. 

   Beside her stood Tattoo Head, who said, “The back door is locked.” 

   “I found that out,” said Halverson.

   “The boss fed us to the wolves.”

   “He never cared about anyone here but himself.”

   “This is turning into a deathtrap,” said Tattoo Head, surveying the fires burning out of control below them as the ghouls wended their way through the flames.

   “The front door’s still open.”

   “We’ll never make it over there. The infected would tear us apart before we got within fifty feet of the door.”

   “I hate to tell you guys, but we wouldn’t even make it down the stairs,” said Selena, gazing toward the narrow stairwell that led from the main floor of the prison to the catwalk they were standing on. 

   In the mouth of the stairwell, Halverson could make out the top of a ghoul’s head as the ghoul climbed the steps toward the catwalk. 

   “The same thing for the east end,” said Tattoo Head, watching in consternation as ghouls stumbled along the east gun gallery assaulting the residents who were trying to fend them off with guns rattling.

   Eyes burning, Halverson coughed on the smoke that permeated the cell block. He blasted the first ghoul that was climbing toward the landing on their catwalk. 

   The ghoul toppled back down the treads into a crowd of other ghouls that were ascending the staircase.

   Halverson reconnoitered the prison, casting around for a means of escape. He glanced upward.

   “What about the roof?” he asked.

   “We can reach it from here using the stairs over there,” answered Selena. Coughing, her burning eyes watering in the smoke, she pointed toward the north end of the catwalk. “But then what?”

   “What do you mean?”

   “There’s no way down from the roof.”

   “No fire escape?”

   “No. Only maintenance crews go up there.”

   Halverson cursed. “At least the air would be breathable up there,” he said between coughs.

   The heads of two more ghouls popped up in the stairwell. 

   Halverson drew a bead on the two heads and let them have it with his MP7. The ghouls tumbled backwards down the stairs.

   “We can’t stay here,” said Tattoo Head, rubbing his stinging eyes with his fists. “Fuck, we can’t even see what we’re doing.”

   “If the infected don’t kill us, the fire or the smoke will,” said Selena.

   “Let’s go to the roof,” said Halverson and hustled toward the north end of the catwalk, Tattoo Head and Selena in tow.

   “The boss really screwed us,” said Tattoo Head.

   “He wants us to die,” said Selena.

   “He could care less.”

   “He’s sacrificing the rest of us to the ghouls, so he can make good his escape,” said Halverson. “We’re his diversion.”

   They reached the narrow stairwell to the roof and clambered up it, Halverson at point.

   Halverson burst onto the roof, gasping for fresh air as he lunged out into the open. Doubled over with coughing fits, Selena and Tattoo Head followed close on his heels, clouds of black smoke wafting in their wake. 

   Halverson scampered across the roof, his shoes crunching on the gravel that covered it. He hastened to the perimeter searching for any kind of fire escape. As he gazed over the parapet he noticed the roof must have been at least seven stories high. There was no way they could jump down and survive the fall. Even if by some miracle they managed to survive, they would be in no condition to walk.

   He heard the rattle of automatic weapons’ fire behind him as Tattoo Head and Selena fired on ghouls that were lurching out of the stairwell onto the roof.

   Halverson completed his circuit of the roof. As Selena had told him earlier, there was no way down. For the most part, the ground below was chockfull of milling zombies. However, the west end of the building, for the nonce, looked deserted.

   He pivoted away from the parapet and faced Selena, who stood twenty-odd feet behind him, AK in her hands. 

   “Is there any rope up here?” he asked. “Or a supply shed or something like that?”

   Selena smoked two ghouls that stumbled out of the stairwell onto the roof. “Not that I know of.”

   Halverson’s eyes quartered the roof. He didn’t pick up on anything that remotely resembled a supply shed. 

   He leveled his MP7 at marauding ghouls that were plowing onto the roof. He plastered them with two bursts then heard his weapon click empty. He ejected the spent clip, snagged a fresh one from his bandoleer, and slammed the clip home. He racked a cartridge. 

   A knot of ghouls poured out of the stairwell onto the roof.

   Aided by Tattoo Head and Selena and their weapons’ fire, he cut the creatures down with a burst from his MP7.

   “I don’t know how much longer we can hold them here,” said Halverson.

   “There’s no end to them,” said Selena, face twisted with anguish as she hosed down the creatures.

   “Is there some way we can lock the door to the stairwell?” asked Tattoo Head, reloading his AK.

   Halverson scoped out the congeries of dead ghouls stacked in the stairwell’s doorway. “We won’t be able to shut the door with those bodies piled there.”

   “We could move them.”

   “How could we move them with all those infected attacking us?” said Selena.

   “I have a feeling that door wouldn’t hold very long, anyway, not with all their weight pressing against it,” said Halverson.

   Already, the better part of a dozen creatures had breached the doorway and were shambling relentlessly across the roof toward Halverson, Selena, and Tattoo Head.

   Firing their weapons, the trio backed away in retreat toward the west end of the building, blowing away ghouls.

   “Got any bright ideas?” asked Tattoo Head, his sooty face smeared with sweat.

   “If we have to jump, the west end is free of ghouls,” answered Halverson.

   Tattoo Head erupted with laughter. “Jump? You gotta be kidding? You jump, you’re dead.”

   “We stay here, we’re dead.”

   




 

   

   Chapter 76

   

   “I guess it depends on how you want to die,” said Tattoo Head.

   He glanced at the parapet then back at the ghouls closing in on him, Selena, and Halverson.

   Tattoo Head made up his mind. He was going down swinging.

   “I know how I’m going out,” he said and charged the ghouls, his AK clattering in his hands.

   Halverson and Selena opened fire in backup as Tattoo Head burst into a mob of creatures. 

   Initially taken aback by his onslaught, the ghouls rallied and converged on Tattoo Head, even as he continued to fire at them, cursing and screaming.

   Soon, they were tearing him limb from limb. Blood geysered into the air, raining down on the ghouls, who lapped it up like they were dying of thirst.

   Gagging, Selena shut her eyes and looked away in consternation.

   The ghouls slowed their inevitable advance as they feasted on Tattoo Head, ripping his head off his neck and chewing his face off. It wasn’t long before they were tearing his chest apart and wrenching out his lungs. A creature with a moldy face hauled one of Tattoo Head’s blood-soaked lungs above its head like it was a trophy.

   In an access of rage, Halverson shot the boasting creature dead with two brief bursts to its moth-eaten face. 

   Continuing to rake the walking dead with fire, Halverson and Selena backed toward the parapet, their weapons white-hot.

   “We’re running out of space,” said Selena, face dripping sweat.

   “We’re not dead yet,” said Halverson, knowing their time was running out.

   “It’s been nice knowing you.” 

   “It’s been a blast.”

   Soaked with sweat, Halverson ejected another empty clip from his MP7. He felt along his bandoleer for a fresh clip and realized he was running low. He latched onto a full clip, hammered it into his MP7, and jacked a cartridge into the chamber.

   He thought about what Tattoo Head had said about dying.

   Halverson wondered how he wanted to die. Regardless of how he wanted to die, it looked like he was going to die violently willy-nilly at the hands of the walking dead. Of course, he still had the option of hurling himself over the parapet to all but certain death. Even if he opted for it, he would still die violently by slamming into the earth and crushing himself to death.

   There was something to be said for going out like Tattoo Head had, in a blaze of glory, so to speak, fighting to the bitter end. Yet the idea of being torn apart and eaten alive didn’t hold much appeal for Halverson. Maybe he should just put a bullet through his head when the ghouls closed in on him. No, he wouldn’t do that.

   It wasn’t over yet. Maybe he could still figure a way out of this debacle. Sure. And maybe he would sprout wings and fly, too.

   “I can’t stand the idea of those things eating me,” said Selena, her body and clothes drenched in sweat.

   Her olive drab tank top was so damp it had changed color to forest green bordered with white salt stains. Her muscular bronze arms glistened with sweat as she pumped more lead into the oncoming shuffling living dead.

   “I prefer eating lunch to being lunch,” said Halverson.

   She suddenly whirled and stared into his eyes, her brown eyes beseeching him. “Can you take me out?”

   He knew she wasn’t asking him out for a date. 

   He didn’t know if he could waste her. He weighed the idea. If he blew her away, it would spare her the agony of being torn apart while she was conscious. She would not suffer as much from a bullet to the head as she would from having zombies consume her.

   Halverson heard a rumble overhead. From its sound, he could tell it was a drone passing over them, but he could not see it for the smoke and fog encompassing the prison.

   He had to decide what to do about Selena.

   She didn’t wait for his answer. She crossed herself then trained her AK-47 on her temple and blew her brains out.

   Mouth dry, throat tense, Halverson watched her crumple to the roof. He was having trouble coming to grips with her death. He stood and stared at her corpse, his mind void of anything else. Then rage overcame him.

   Spurred to anger by her suicide, gritting his teeth, Halverson pelted the nearest ghouls with a hail of rounds from his MP7. Sweat poured off his brow into his eyes, stinging them. How many more of his companions did he have to watch die at the hands of the monsters? Not many he suspected, since his companions were all dead at this point, save for Victoria.

   Furiously, he squeezed his MP7’s trigger. 

   The gun jammed.

   Cursing, he flung it at the head of the nearest ghoul.

   He reached for the hunting knife in his waistband. He brandished the long blade before him, daring the advancing ghouls to finish him off. 

   Several of the ghouls that had made it through the fires below had smoldering, smoking clothes and burning hair that emitted a noxious odor as they plodded ever closer to him.

   So this was how it ended, he decided. Drawn and quartered at the hands of a mob of flesh-eating walking dead.

   Except—

   Except, maybe it didn’t have to end that way.

   A wild idea struck him. It was insane! Did it have any chance at all of working?

   He decided to go for it. After all, his time was running out. He had to act now or never. 

   He lunged at the fattest, nearest ghoul he could find. He thrust his knife deep into the ghoul’s belly, ripped a gaping hole in it, released his knife, thrust his hand into the belly, snatched the ghoul’s slimy intestines, yanked them out, stormed to the parapet, gut in hand, mounted the parapet, and leapt off into the air below, clinging to the gut.

   Plummeting, he twisted around in the air and managed to grab the spooling intestine with both of his hands now, straining to maintain his hold on the gooey bowels that were slowing his fall as they ripped out of the ghoul’s stomach.

   Glancing up, he saw the fat ghoul’s head leaning over the parapet. 

   Christ! thought Halverson, shivering with apprehension. Don’t fall off, you fat cluck!

   Halverson felt the intestine spooling slower as it reached the end of its length. 

   Then it stopped unwinding.

   Halverson’s descent came to a halt with an abrupt jerk. Dangling, he barely managed to retain his grasp on the slimy bowels that stretched taut down the side of the prison.

   Halverson looked down at the ground that seemed to be spinning below him as he rotated at the end of his tether. 

   He had about a six-foot drop below him. He would have preferred a shorter jump. He risked breaking a leg or an ankle at this height.

   To hell with it. He wasn’t going to hang here for the rest of his life.

   He felt a jerk on the intestines and looked up at the roof.

   Like a spastic, the fat ghoul was tugging on its intestines trying to haul Halverson up to the parapet.

   No way was he going back up there again, decided Halverson.

   He released the bowel and fell.

   He hit the ground hard. He landed in a crouch and somersaulted forward to break his fall.

   He rocketed to his feet on his bruised legs. He lifted his legs up and down, testing them to see if they worked. They ached but they didn’t feel broken. He initiated a cursory recce of the grounds and spotted no ghouls maundering in the drifting fog. No ghouls in sight—until a ghoul walked off the parapet above him and crumped on the ground but ten feet from where Halverson stood.

   The thirtyish female brunette ghoul had broken its legs and its spine in its fall. Unable to walk, the creature crawled toward Halverson, dragging its misshapen legs after it, its fractured spine sticking out of its back and protruding a half foot into the air.

   Filled with disgust, Halverson dashed into the fog with no intention of hanging around waiting for more ghouls to drop off the prison roof.

   Already he could hear a sickening thud behind him as another ghoul dropped from the parapet.

   






   

   Chapter 77

   

   Halverson figured Bascomb and Jones had both decamped to the boats and taken Victoria with them.

   Now all Halverson had to do was find the boats—if they hadn’t set sail yet. Easier said than done what with the fog and smoke obscuring his vision, he decided.

   He stopped running and tried to get his bearings. 

   He knew he was standing at the western end of the prison and that the pier was located in an easterly direction. The problem was, if he headed east he would as like as not run into the ghouls parading from the south end of the island toward the prison. 

   He shrugged. 

   He would just have to risk it. He had to reach the pier to get off the island. As it stood now, the island was indefensible. If he stayed on the island, it was only a matter of time before the walking dead got him. 

   He checked out his National Clandestine Service wristwatch, which included a compass on its face, then bore east through the fog.

   Wending his way through the fog, he realized he didn’t have his MP7 anymore. He remembered he still had his Sig Sauer P226 automatic wedged in his waistband in the small of his back. He withdrew the Sig as he poked through the fog. 

   He heard scuffling ahead of him. 

   He slowed down and padded forward, expecting to meet up with the walking dead any second in the fog that was stealing across the island. He picked up on a line of the ghouls scrabbling in tandem.

   He figured they were heading for the burning prison, seeking their fair share of the human flesh inside it. 

   He skulked closer to them. There was no way he could circumvent them on his route to the quay. He could use his gun only as a last resort, because a gunshot would alert the other ghouls and draw them here.

   He reversed his grip on the Sig so that he held it by its barrel. He would clobber the ghouls upside the head if they attacked him.

   He snuck through the fog toward them.

   One of the ghouls groped for him as it spotted him in front of it. 

   Halverson crashed the butt of his Sig down on the creature’s skull. He hammered the creature’s head until the creature dropped to its knees with its brains dashed in.

   Halverson tore through the line of ghouls and made for the pier. 

   The area he was passing through looked familiar. He decided he must be heading in the correct direction. He bore down a cement path that was shelving downward toward the shore.

   He heard a commotion up ahead. He skidded to a halt. He wanted to check out the ruckus before he proceeded. 

   He peered through the whirling fog. He could hear the ocean lapping against the boats. He could also hear voices. 

   He could discern figures now, as well. Bascomb, Jones, and Victoria were making a beeline for the pier. Halverson twigged that Victoria was wearing only a white bra and her jeans. Halverson flushed with anger. Had Bascomb tried to rape her, like he had raped Brittany? Or worse? Had he raped Victoria?

   Gun in hand, Halverson couldn’t wait to whack out Bascomb. Halverson leapt out of the fog and confronted them.

   “Hold it!” he blurted.

   Bowled over, Bascomb halted and could not believe he was beholding Halverson.

   “You look like you just saw a ghost,” said Halverson.

   “You have no luck,” said Bascomb. “You should be dead by now.”

   “You got no luck,” chipped in Jones, AK in hand, gloating over Halverson.

   Jones raised his AK to train it on Halverson.

   “I wouldn’t do that,” said Halverson, bringing his Sig to bear on Jones.

   Just then, a clutch of ghouls lurched out of the shifting fog toward Bascomb. 

   Bascomb flourished his AK over his head. “I am the last bastion of man. Without me, there is no hope for the human race. If I die, the human race dies with me.”

   A thirtyish redheaded female ghoul clad in a besmirched green dress lunged at Bascomb as he was ranting, snagged his arm, and hoicked it out of its socket. Blood sluiced out of Bascomb’s mutilated shoulder as Bascomb let out an earsplitting shriek of pain. In shock he dropped the AK from his other hand.

   The redhead held Bascomb’s arm up to its chops and tore flesh out of the forearm with its snaggleteeth. Blood streamed from the creature’s shriveled lips as the creature munched on Bascomb’s forearm.

   Dazed from shock and loss of blood, Bascomb nonetheless managed to continue standing.

   “You’re not lucky,” said Jones, his AK leveled at Halverson.

   Halverson fired two rounds from his Sig at Jones before Jones could get off a shot.

   Jones dropped to the ground and sprawled motionless.

   “You’re not alive,” muttered Halverson, leering at Jones.

   Victoria backed away in terror from the ghouls that were shambling out of the fog toward her.

   “Help me,” Bascomb moaned to Victoria. 

   “Follow me,” she said.

   Bascomb blinked his eyes as if trying to keep them focused. “You’re nothing without me. I made this place. You need me. All society will collapse without me. You can’t exist without me.”

   “Run!” bellowed Halverson.

   The walking dead moved in on Bascomb.

   Bascomb didn’t move. Maybe he could not move, decided Halverson. 

   Whey-faced, Bascomb stood his ground unsteadily. It looked like he would pass out any minute from shock. 

   “Follow me,” Victoria told Bascomb with mixed feelings and headed for the pier. 

   Part of her despised him. Part of her didn’t want to see him die.

   She didn’t know why she would want to help him. After all, he had tried to rape her. It was only after she had fought him off, losing her blouse in the bargain, that he had desisted. Fresh, bloody scratches on her chest marred her body as testament of his assault. However, she couldn’t just abandon him to be eaten by the ghouls, no matter how big a louse he was. The idea of being eaten alive sent a shiver down her spine. She cringed. 

   Blood continued to well out of Bascomb’s mutilated shoulder that was frayed with ragged strips of flesh. He held his remaining hand over the wound to stanch the flow with little success. The blood kept seeping through his fingers.

   “You can’t just leave me here,” he said feebly. “Mankind has no chance without me. I am your only hope. This island wouldn’t exist without me. I made it. If I die, mankind dies with me. You all need me. Without me you’re doomed.”

   Victoria had never realized Bascomb was so full of himself. She should have figured it, though, the way he lorded over his little fiefdom at the prison. And then his assault on Brittany. Victoria should have tumbled to Bascomb’s overweening arrogance right then and there. But she hadn’t. She just pegged him for an asshole.

   Halverson could not bring himself to help Bascomb. This was the same bastard that had shoved Reno into the hands of the ghouls and abandoned both Reno and him at the front door of the prison to be eaten by those same ghouls.

   Instead of coming to Bascomb’s aid, Halverson peeled off toward Victoria as she made for the pier. 

   The ghouls converged on Bascomb and, moaning with hunger, deliberately began tearing him apart one piece at a time. 

   He screamed in pain a short while, then, fortunately for him, slipped into unconsciousness as the creatures devoured him.

   While the walking dead were occupied with their feeding frenzy, Halverson and Victoria scampered onto the Costaguana.

   They scurried around the boat, unfurling the sails, preparing the vessel for departure.

   “Why don’t we just take the Zodiacs?” asked Victoria, busy helping Halverson with the sailboat’s rigging.

   “They’ll run out of gas sooner or later,” answered Halverson. “We can go forever with the sailboat. There’s always wind.”

   “Not in the doldrums.”

   “I don’t plan on heading to the equator.”

   A gaggle of walking dead was traipsing onto the pier, making straight for them. 

   Something shot out from between the creatures’ legs and scuttled toward the sailboat. 

   Halverson recognized Newton the iguana.

   The iguana leapt off the dock, over the boat’s gunwale, and onto the deck.

   “I didn’t even know he had left the boat,” said Victoria, watching the Day-Glo purple and orange reptile crawling near her feet. 

   “Just one big happy family,” said Halverson, as he untied the painter from the cleat on the quay and pushed off.

   The boat sailed into the fog-shrouded obscurity of the bay.

   “Where to now?” asked Victoria.

   “We just keep moving,” answered Halverson, at the wheel in the pilothouse. “That’s all we can do.”

   “What’s the point? There’s nothing but destruction out there,” she said, peering into the gloom.

   “We can’t give up. We lost another battle with these creatures. That’s all. We haven’t lost the war.”

   “If only we had something to believe in,” she said wistfully.

   “We have ourselves to believe in.”
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   CHAPTER 1

   

   “We’re completely screwed. So what else is new?”

   






   

   CHAPTER 2

   

   At the wheel of the pitching twenty-foot sailboat named the Costaguana, Halverson was luffing south along the Southern California tidewater through choppy seas, a smattering of grey clouds racking overhead. For the time being he didn’t see any flesh eaters along the shore.

   “I didn’t say anything,” said Victoria, sitting on the thwart in the stern, peering up at him as the water sloshed against the sailboat’s hull.

   Painted avocado green, the hull had seen better days. Its paint was peeling in spots and it bore nicks in its wood. The exposed wood was suffering from salt and water erosion. Wedged in a hole in the hull to prevent leaking just above the waterline on the port side was a severed human hand, its fingers extended seaward.

   Victoria was wearing a peach blouse and blue jeans with one of the front pockets torn and hanging down like a flap, courtesy of a flesh eater’s attack. She wore it like a battle scar.

   The plague that had contaminated the world had not aged her one bit, Halverson could see. She still looked her years—twenty-eight.

   “I was talking to myself,” said Halverson.

   Clad in jeans and a torn T, he looked at her with his ginger eyes, the color of a lion’s. A few years shy of forty, he wondered if he’d ever reach that age, what with the pandemic.

   Hearing the mast creak above her, Victoria craned her neck up and saw two legs in torn trousers kicking spastically. Its arms bound behind its back, the one-handed fortyish male flesh eater was hanging by the neck from the top of the mast and twisting in the wind.

   “Why do we have to have that thing up there?” said Victoria.

   “To scare away other flesh eaters,” said Halverson. “Like a Jolly Roger.”

   “It’s not like we’re gonna meet up with a bunch of them on the ocean.”

   “What about when we dock?”

   “It gives me the creeps hanging up there.”

   “Hopefully it does the same to the flesh eaters.”

   “I doubt it.”

   “It’s also handy for plugging leaks.” Halverson glanced at the flesh eater’s arm that was missing a hand.

   Victoria rolled her eyes. “What’s the point of keeping it alive?”

   “The flesh eaters won’t pay attention to it if it’s not moving.” 

   Head tilted back, Victoria squinted at the ghoul, the sun shining in her eyes intermittently as the creature swung to and fro in the wind. The creature’s jaws were champing the air like it was dying from hunger. 

   Halverson’s thoughts were elsewhere. 

   “We’re going about this the wrong way,” he said. “Instead of running away from the walking dead, we should be running toward them.”

   Victoria screwed up her face and squinched her blue eyes at him. “The sun’s addling your brains. We’ve been out here too long on the ocean.”

   “It’s only been about a month.”

   “Seems like a year,” she said, head down, getting depressed thinking about it.

   “What I’m saying is, we need to touch base with the people in power. That means we need to make land and then head east.”

   “Right into the mouths of the flesh eaters.”

   “We have to find out what’s left of the government.” Even as he uttered them, he regretted his words. After all, he had found out the hard way that somebody high up in the government was out to kill him.

   She raised her head. “Do you have some messianic complex to save the country?”

   “I want to see if there’s any country left.”

   “Why does it matter?”

   “Sailing out here on the ocean isn’t getting us anywhere.”

   “Where do you want to get? We’re still alive. That’s what counts.”

   True enough, he decided. As far as it went. “I don’t want a bunch of infected zombies taking over. We have to fight them.”

   “Back to your messianic complex. Why do you have to save the country?”

   It was his job, Halverson knew. He worked for the National Clandestine Service of the CIA. But he couldn’t tell her that. Nobody knew what he did. She believed his cover story that he worked as a journalist.

   She had a point, though. Why did he want to contact the government when he knew they were trying to kill him to silence him on account of what he knew about their involvement in the engineering of the mutated H5N1 zombie virus that had infected the world?

   “I don’t want to live like a pariah at sea for the rest of my life,” he said.

   Victoria nodded. “I can’t argue with that.”

   “We need to beard the lion in his den.”

   “Leave it to a journalist to come up with that line.”

   “If I didn’t know better, I would think you didn’t like me. We’re not married, you know.”

   “And don’t you forget it.”

   Halverson could not read her face. He did not pursue the matter. 

   It was time for them to change their strategy, he decided. Instead of retreating, they needed to attack.

   “Are you with me?” he said.

   “The two of us against millions of diseased cannibals? You got to be kidding.”

   “We can’t give up. If we give up, we’re dead.”

   “There’s a big difference between giving up and walking into certain death.”

   “We have to get rid of them before they conquer the world. It’s only a matter of time before they take over the oceans as well as the land.”

   “How can they take over the oceans if they can’t swim?”

   Halverson shook his head. “I don’t know. All I know is, I don’t want to live on the sea for the rest of my life.”

   “I wasn’t cut out for a life at sea either,” said Victoria, suddenly aware of her queasy stomach. “I’m a hopeless landlubber.” She massaged her grumbling belly.

   “Then you’re with me?” said Halverson, his hand on the wheel.

   “We have a snowball’s chance in hell if we land here,” said Victoria, taking stock of the coastline that was, for the moment, deserted.

   “I didn’t say we had any chance. I just said we should never give up.”

   Victoria sniggered. “Are you trying to talk me out of going with you?” 

   “We can’t give up.”

   “All I can say is, it was nice knowing you.”

   Halverson looked confused. “Then you’re not coming with me?”

   “No, I am coming with you.”

   “Good.”

   She searched his face. “Are you sure you want to go through with this?”

   “No.”

   Victoria got to her feet and padded toward the gunwale. She stared at the seaweed-infested flint green water lapping against the hull below. She felt sea spray impinging against her cheeks as the sailboat’s prow cut through the water.

   “Why are we doing this?” she asked.

   “I have no idea.”

   She turned to look at him. “Then let’s just forget it.”

   “And do what? Float around on the ocean till we’re dead?”

   “SSDD, huh? The thrill is gone.”

   “We’ve got to do something.”

   “Why?”

   Her barrage of questions was getting to him. “We just do it.”

   “Because you say so?”

   “That’s as good a reason as any.”

   She peered back down at the ocean. “You’re not convincing me.”

   “I can’t even convince myself, let alone you.”

   “I can’t think of a single reason to go with you.”

   “Don’t you wanna get your face eaten off by diseased cannibals?” he said sarcastically.

   “That doesn’t even dignify a response.”

   A gull gyred through a quarter of limpid sky, riding the thermals, gliding on snow-white wings.

   At least the smoke had cleared, decided Halverson, watching the gull. The fires had stopped burning along the coast. Most of what remained of Southern California lay in charred ruins. 

   He scanned the coastline and surveyed the rubble that was interspersed with a paucity of buildings that remained for the most part untouched by the fires that had raged over the cityscape when the plague had started.

   “We need to reach civilization and defeat the walking dead,” he said.

   “It’s just impossible. That’s all. There are a few million more of them than there are of us.”

   Victoria didn’t know if she even cared anymore. She had lost her only child Shawna to the plague. Victoria still hadn’t recovered from the loss. 

   “But we can think, and they can’t,” said Halverson.

   Halverson spotted Marina del Rey on his left. Rows of sailboats and cruisers bobbed at the ends of their moorings in the marina. A forest of white masts and rigging protruded from the sailboats. 

   “What’s that?” asked Victoria, gazing at the dock, her face etched with fear.

   Halverson was feeling misgivings. He couldn’t help but think he was making the wrong decision.

   






   

   CHAPTER 3

   

   Halverson scoped out the dock that Victoria was eyeballing.

   A child not yet ten years old shambled toward a middle-aged man that was limping along the dock, favoring his left leg. He was wearing wire-rimmed spectacles and a red Angels baseball cap. 

   Halverson could not tell if the man knew the kid was following him. They both could have been walking dead, the way they were scrabbling along. But Halverson figured the man wasn’t. Sure, the guy was hobbling, but he could have had a bum leg. 

   The kid, on the other hand, from the looks of him, could have been one of the ghouls. His jeans had dirt all over them. Of course, grimy clothes by themselves didn’t prove anything, one way or the other, Halverson knew. 

   In any case, the crew-cut kid was catching up to the halting man.

   Halverson was tempted to yell at the man to warn him about the kid. Halverson decided against it. He knew if he hollered, the loud noise would attract any other ghouls in the area, and that would be the end of the fortysomething guy and the kid as well—if the kid wasn’t already infected.

   When the kid reached the guy, the kid lunged at the guy’s thigh, took a bite out of the pant leg and the guy’s flesh, and tore out a chunk of flesh along with a section of the femoral artery. 

   The guy screamed at the top of his lungs as blood gushed out of his leg and jetted ten feet across the dock, splashing the weathered floorboards.

   Leaning against the sailboat’s gunwale, Victoria gasped and held her hand to her mouth. “Can’t we help?”

   Halverson shook his head. “His artery’s severed. He’ll bleed out in minutes. We can’t get there in time.”

   Not only that, scores of the walking dead were shambling out from among the nearby husks of buildings and descending on the hapless man as he tried to fend off the diseased kid. 

   Victoria shut her eyes and pirouetted away from the ghastly scene. 

   At last she said, “That’s what’s gonna happen to us as soon as we land.” 

   The guy was lying on his back now and the kid was hunkered over him scooping bloody clumps of organs out of his chest and belly and scarfing them down while the guy squirmed in pain, Halverson could see. The guy was too weak from loss of blood to fight the kid off. What kid? decided Halverson. That was no kid. It was one of those things.

   A clutch of the walking dead were now shambling along the dock, closing in on the downed guy. 

   The guy wasn’t moving anymore, Halverson noted. Hopefully, for the guy’s sake, he was already dead. Halverson couldn’t imagine anything worse than being eaten alive. 

   “We’ve got to join up with what’s left of the government and wipe those things out,” said Halverson.

   “Aren’t you forgetting something?” said Victoria.

   “What?”

   “The government sent that drone after us to kill us with a missile at that bank in Santa Monica. If the infected don’t kill us, the government will.”

   She had a point, Halverson knew. In the eyes of the CIA he was a marked man, since he knew, as well as they did, that the US government had funded the experiments that had created the zombie virus mutation of H5N1 at the Erasmus Medical Center in Rotterdam. It was that same virus that had leaked out of its airtight BSL3 (biosafety level-three) lab somehow and was now in the process of exterminating the world’s population. 

   The thing was, nobody else knew about the US government’s involvement in the funding, and the Agency wanted to keep it that way. Not even Victoria knew about it. He hadn’t confided in her. She had no idea he was a CIA black ops hit man. All she knew was that an MQ-1 Predator drone had fired a Hellfire missile at them months ago and all but killed them. She had no idea why.

   But the government was the only part of civilization left that could defeat the walking dead, Halverson decided. The government possessed the weapons that could eradicate the creatures. That was why he had to find the government, whatever was left of it—even if it meant subjecting himself to its attempts on his life. All of the bureaucrats running the government couldn’t be out to kill him. Could they? 

   Wasn’t there anybody left in the government who wanted the truth about the zombie virus to get out? Not if the truth imperiled their feeble existence, Halverson decided. Yet there had to be somebody in the government he could reason with. At least, he hoped so. 

   He had no idea who he could trust in the Agency. He was convinced it was his immediate boss Andrew Scot Mellors, the deputy director of the National Clandestine Service, who had shot and killed fellow black ops agent Greg Coogan just after Coogan had revealed to Halverson over his satphone that the US government had funded the H5N1 experiments that had produced the zombie virus in Rotterdam. Halverson could not prove Mellors was the murderer, but it was Mellors’s voice that had answered the phone after Coogan got shot.

   What about Ernest Slocum, the Yale-educated director of the CIA? wondered Halverson. Had Slocum ordered the hit on Coogan? Or was Slocum clean? Halverson had no idea who had ordered Coogan’s death. It could even have been the president of the United States himself, the avuncular Grayson Cole, another Yalie.

   Halverson couldn’t even begin to speculate. All he knew for sure was that Mellors’s voice had answered the phone that Coogan was speaking on after Coogan had got shot. It sounded like Mellors’s voice, anyway, decided Halverson. 

   The point was, somebody in the government was trying to waste him. That MQ-1 Predator drone hadn’t fired a Hellfire missile at him and Victoria by accident back in Santa Monica after it had tracked him by homing in on his satphone’s GPS. That was why he had had to ditch his satphone afterwards, leaving him without any means to contact the Agency now.

   If the president had given the order for Halverson’s murder, then Halverson was up to his eyeballs in hot water. 

   Halverson could not trust anybody in the government—and yet he had to contact the government because they were in charge of protecting the country from the walking dead. It left him squarely on the horns of a dilemma. The creatures had to be destroyed, and only the government, which was out to get him, had the wherewithal to implement the creatures’ destruction.

   The problem was, the only thing the bureaucrats in the Beltway were good at doing was covering their asses—even if it meant murdering Greg Coogan to shut him up.

   “A penny for them,” said Victoria.

   “What?” said Halverson, shaking himself out of his reverie. “I was just thinking.”

   “Duh? About what?” she said, looking into his eyes.

   “We have to contact the government.”

   She pulled away from him. “Oh, that again. Your suicide mission.”

   “I hate it as much as you do, but I don’t see any other option. We can’t fight these creatures by ourselves.”

   “Why do we have to fight them? Why don’t we just avoid them?”

   “How? They’re taking over the world. If we don’t stop them somehow, they will take over.”

   “But why us? Why do we have to do it?”

   He didn’t want to think about it. “Next question.”

   Victoria offered him a lopsided smile. “In other words, you don’t know.” 

   Halverson said nothing.

   Newton the iguana moseyed along the deck toward Victoria. She eyed the Day-Glo green and purple iguana. He had spent several months with them and now seemed like one of the family. He looked like he was dragging his stomach along the deck, like he could barely move.

   “Newton’s not looking too well,” she said.

   “He’s probably seasick,” said Halverson. 

   “I don’t blame him.” She patted her stomach.

   “Then let’s land.”

   “Right in the middle of the ghouls.” 

   






   

   CHAPTER 4

   

   The director of the CIA Ernest Slocum was holed up in the Mount Weather Emergency Operations Center just outside of Bluemont, Virginia. Built under a mountain in 1959, Mount Weather was nuke-proof.

   The CIA’s staff from Langley had taken refuge in Mount Weather, as had President Cole and what was left of both his administration and the US Congress that had survived the plague. Like most every place else, Washington, DC, was overrun with the walking dead. 

   Back in the day, the congress would have gone to ground in the bunker at Greenbrier Resort in White Sulphur Springs, West Virginia. But that was then. This was now.

   The remnants of the Pentagon’s staff were ensconced in Site R (Raven Rock) near Waynesboro, Pennsylvania. 

   Like the fifty states, the District of Columbia wasn’t safe from the pandemic that was sweeping the country. 

   The president and the DCI were at that moment studying the giant flat-panel HDTVs that lined the wall opposite them in the makeshift Situation Room. The two men were looking at the TV screen in the center of the wall that displayed an image of a map of the United States. Each state was colored either orange or red. 

   Most of the states were red, with the biggest concentration of red states on the West Coast and in the Northeast.

   “The West Coast and the Northeast are gone,” said Slocum, folding his arms across his chest. 

   A graduate of Yale Law, a Skull and Bones man, the fiftyish Slocum was wearing a navy blue suit and a subdued burnt sienna paisley silk tie. He had wound up the head of the CIA as a personal favor to President Cole, who had also graduated from Yale Law and had lured Slocum away from a lucrative legal career on Wall Street with the promise of a directorship at Langley.

   Slocum could have scored beaucoup bucks in a Wall Street law firm, but the allure of the corridors of power in the most powerful nation in the world was too heady a brew for him to resist.

   A few years older than Slocum, Grayson Cole was wearing a bespoke navy blue suit and a bright crimson tie. He had close-cropped salt-and-pepper hair and a broad-featured face. His disarmingly gregarious personality set people at ease and won him elections. And yet there was an aloofness about him, an invisible wall that nobody seemed to be able to penetrate. In short, he had many so-called friends but confided in none of them.

   “The Centers for Disease Control tells me the plague spreads fastest in areas that have the densest populations,” he said.

   Even as he spoke, Pennsylvania was in the process of turning from orange to red.

   “The whole country will be contaminated in no time,” said Slocum, noting with alarm that only a minority of states remained orange.

   “Just how the hell did we get into this clusterfuck?”

   Slocum knew the president wasn’t in the habit of using salty language, but the occasion demanded it. After all, the demise of the entire country was taking place before their very eyes.

   “It was the accidental escape of that mutated H5N1 virus in Rotterdam,” answered Slocum.

   Cole waved him off. “I know. I know all that. But how did we get to the point where we were even fooling around with that stuff. What was the thinking? Was it the Pentagon trying to create some biological superweapon that could wipe out the human race?”

   “As I understand it, the Rotterdam scientists were trying to create a superbug so that they could find the vaccine for it before the bug mutated naturally of its own accord.”

   “What kind of thinking is that? Create a killer plague just so you can find the cure for it? I wouldn’t call that thinking. I’d call it not thinking. Wouldn’t it be better not to have the plague in the first place?”

   Slocum shrugged. “I’m not an apologist for these scientists.”

   “I’m not asking you be an apologist. I’m trying to find out what the hell these lunatics were doing and why.”

   “They believed they were anticipating the natural evolution of the disease, and by doing so they could suppress it before it got started.”

   “Instead, they got it started themselves, and they’re wiping out the population of the entire world. Bravo!”

   “It looks that way,” muttered Slocum.

   “And we funded them?”

   “It seemed like a good idea at the time.”

   The president ran his fingers through his grizzled black hair. “How are we gonna stop this thing, Ernest?”

   “There’s no known cure for the disease, and it has a kill ratio of a hundred percent. Not only that, after the infected die, they reanimate as cannibals spreading the disease exponentially. The more people that get infected, the faster the plague spreads.”

   “That’s my point,” said Cole, still running his fingers through his hair and gazing at the sixty-inch flat-panel TV screen.

   “Our scientists are projecting that the world’s population will be eradicated within a few weeks at the most.”

   “How do we stop this thing?” said Cole, entranced by the TV screen.

   Slocum paused. “Bombs will kill the infected.”

   Cole spun around and stared at Slocum. “They’ll also kill the uninfected.”

   “No matter what we do to kill the infected, it will also kill the uninfected.”

   “The only way we can save humanity is by destroying it. Is that what you’re saying?”

   “You heard what I said, Mr. President.”

   “That’s unacceptable, Ernest.”

   “It is what it is.”

   “Tautologies aren’t answers. I don’t want to win a legal argument. I want to wipe this plague off the face of the earth. You’re not in a court of law now.”

   “I know that, Mr. President.” 

   “Your legal background isn’t gonna help you with this problem. You ought to know better.”

   “What I know is, we still have the ability to destroy these creatures with bombs because we still control the skies. We may not have that ability forever.”

   “There must be another way.”

   “I’m listening, Mr. President.”

   Cole waved his hands in disgust.

   






   

   CHAPTER 5

   

   Cole took a seat in one of the cushioned leatherette chairs at the large walnut conference table that stood in the middle of the room. 

   Standing near the table Slocum could not help but pick up on the fact that Cole did not use his hands to brace himself when he sat down. He sat down using the strength of his knees alone. It was one of Cole’s many purposely adopted traits that demonstrated his vigorous health and enhanced his image as a youthful and robust leader despite his closing in on sixty years of age.

   “I can’t impress this upon you strongly enough,” he said. “None of what I’m telling you must ever leave this room.”

   “You have my word,” said Slocum.

   “If the public ever got wind of the scope of the devastation wreaked by this plague, we would have mass panic on our hands the likes of which history has never seen.”

   “They’ll never find out from me.”

   “And they must never find out that we had any involvement in the creation of this plague virus.”

   “I’m doing everything I can to silence all of the people who know about our involvement.”

   Cole bowed his head and studied the polished walnut tabletop. “I can’t let the creation of this zombie virus besmirch my legacy.”

   “You can count on me, sir.”

   “Nobody tells the media about any of this.”

   “I don’t know if any of the media are still left.”

   Cole sighed, placed his palms on the tabletop, and leaned back in his chair. “There’s always somebody out there who wants to get out the word.”

   “What’s our spin on the situation?”

   Cole heaved another sigh. “It might be better if we said nothing.”

   “If we act like we don’t know about the plague, the public will think we’re out of touch and distrust us. They might even try to take things into their own hands.”

   Cole thought about it. “I see your point. We’ll have to come up with some explanation for what’s happening.”

   “Any survivors out there can see for themselves what’s going on.”

   Cole nodded. “What if we blame al-Qaeda for using germ warfare against us?”

   Pacing around the table, massaging his chin with his left hand, Slocum mulled it over. “That might work.”

   “Tell them anything. Just don’t tell them the truth—that we were involved in the engineering of the plague.”

   “Maybe the best thing for us is to keep the media out of Mount Weather.”

   Cole pulled a face like he was smelling a skunk. “That might incite them to make up stuff that’s going on. Which could be even worse than what really is happening.”

   “How could it be any worse?” said Slocum dejectedly.

   “They could say we the government are the ones that are contaminating everybody.”

   Slocum stopped pacing and watched the TV screen. “We could invoke HSPD-20 to put a muzzle on the press.”

   “Homeland and Security Presidential Directive-20, which guarantees Continuity of Operations Plan, aka COOP, during a crisis,” said Cole as if to himself. “It might work. We could cite it to block any media questions.”

   “Why not?”

   “They’re still gonna want to know what the crisis is.” Cole watched the state of Florida turn from orange to red on the TV screen. He shook his head. “Who’s providing us with this information about which states have become overrun with plague?”

   “The FEMA National Radio System, also known as FNARS.”

   “The same Federal Emergency Management Agency that blew the handling of Hurricane Katrina in New Orleans?”

   Slocum ignored Cole’s question. “FNARS is a high-frequency radio system that links federal public safety agencies and the US military in all of the fifty states. When we stop receiving signals from any state linked to FNARS, that state is considered lost to the plague and appears red on the TV screen here.”

   “Like I said before, FEMA has a spotty record.”

   “FNARS gives you access to the Emergency Alert System, where you can address the entire nation within ten minutes.”

   “What about TV? Can’t I address the nation on the TV?”

   “Not the whole country. TV signals aren’t functioning in every state. Radio waves are the way to go if you want to reach the entire populace during a crisis.”

   Cole shut his eyes and pressed his fingers against his eyeballs. “I can’t believe this is happening.”

   “We’re safe here, Mr. President. The Russians could nuke this place and we’d still be safe. The walking dead can’t touch us here.”

   Cole snapped his eyes open and stared at Slocum. “Are you saying the Russians are gonna take advantage of this plague and attack us while we’re preoccupied fighting it?”

   “I’m speaking hypothetically. Who knows how the rest of the world is going to react to this international holocaust? Some countries might try to exploit other countries’ collapses and seize the opportunity to attack them to further their own worldly interests.”

   “Yet something else to worry about,” murmured Cole.

   “Like I said before, we’re safe here from nuclear attack.”

   Cole folded his arms across his chest as he sat at the table. “We may be safe, but what about the rest of the country?”

   Slocum had no answer. He watched Illinois convert from orange to red on the TV screen.

   At length he said, “If we have to flee, we can hole up in ‘Nightwatch.’”

   “The National Airborne Operations Center?”

   Slocum nodded. “It’s a Boeing E-4, a survivable mobile command post for the National Command Authority.”

   “It sounds like we’re ready for everything—except the fucking plague. God damn it!” In a fit of impotent rage, Cole slammed his fist against the tabletop.

   






   

   CHAPTER 6

   

   Halverson didn’t like the looks of Marina del Rey, not with all the living dead congregating on the wharf.

   He felt depressed. All he had to do was fight a billion zombies and win. He snickered.

   “What’s so funny?” asked Victoria.

   “Our chances of surviving.”

   “You’re the one who wants to go back and fight the ghouls.”

   “If we run away, they’ll take over. We can’t let that happen.”

   “I’m tired of arguing about it.”

   Halverson was tired of thinking about it. It was depressing him and wearing him out.

   Hundreds of the walking dead were skittering along the dock. 

   Halverson wondered if they could see him and Victoria with their dead white-filmed eyes. The creatures seemed to be waiting expectantly for him to moor at the dock.

   “We can’t land here,” he said.

   He sailed down the coast to Playa Azul, leaving the creatures behind him. 

   He scoped out the dock. It looked deserted. He shrugged off the Heckler & Koch MP7 slung over his shoulder. He ejected the magazine and inspected it. It was a full clip. He was down to his last thirty-round magazine. He slammed it back into the MP7’s receiver. 

   He tied up at a weathered bollard on the wharf. He and Victoria piled out of the sailboat. The surf crashed below them, slamming into the pilings and boiling around them.

   The duo piked along the quay to the waterfront restaurants and bars that skirted the beach. As he was eying the establishments, a woman in her thirties ambled out of a hole-in-the-wall some twenty feet from him.

   She had long brown hair and looked like she was preoccupied with something she was cradling in her arms. The thing was, Halverson could not see anything in her arms. She looked like she was talking to her empty arms. It didn’t figure.

   The woman shuffled down the sidewalk away from Halverson and Victoria.

   “Is she infected?” asked Victoria.

   “I don’t know,” answered Halverson. “If she was infected, she would be attacking us. The creatures are always hungry and attack when they see people.”

   “Maybe she didn’t see us.”

   “They don’t have to see us. I think they can smell us.”

   Victoria was preparing to call out to the woman when Halverson held her forearm and shushed her. 

   “We don’t want to attract any of the creatures if they’re nearby,” he said.

   They jogged after the woman, who was still facing away from them. When they caught up to her, Halverson greeted her.

   She looked at him as if in a daze. 

   “Are you OK?” asked Halverson.

   She seemed to gather her wits. “Yes. My baby and I just ate. We feel better now.”

   “Where is your baby?” asked Victoria.

   The woman looked down at her cradled arms. “Right here. Can’t you see?”

   Victoria exchanged looks with Halverson.

   “I don’t see anyone,” said Halverson.

   “How can you not see Millie?” said the woman, who commenced rocking her arms and smiling down at them.

   “I don’t—,” said Halverson.

   Victoria cut him off before he could finish his sentence. 

   “She’s a sweet-looking girl,” Victoria told the woman. “Her name’s Millie?”

   “Yes,” said the woman.

   “What’s your name? I’m Victoria, and this is Chad.”

   “I’m Emma, and you’ve already met my daughter Millie,” said Emma, continuing to gaze down at her cradled arms.

   Halverson cut a bemused glance toward Victoria after watching Emma.

   Victoria shook her head at him imperceptibly as if telling him not to bring up the subject of the “baby.”

   Halverson started at a noise in the alley that they were passing. He whipped his head around and picked up on one of the walking dead standing beside an overturned galvanized steel trashcan at the back door of a shop twenty-odd yards down the alley.

   Its sixtyish face wizened, its eyes popping out of its head, the creature was taking stock of Halverson’s trio.

   “We better beat it,” said Halverson.

   He and Victoria peeled off down the sidewalk away from the creature in the alley. It wasn’t long before they realized Emma hadn’t accompanied them.

   Halverson stopped running and turned around to find Emma.

   She was still idling down the sidewalk, absorbed with cooing to her baby.

   He dashed back to retrieve her. “Come on, Emma. We have to go!”

   He grabbed her elbow to nudge her along. She resisted at first, scowling at him as if he was disturbing her baby.

   “Millie’s trying to sleep,” she said.

   Halverson heard the flesh eater shambling down the alley toward them.

   “She can sleep later,” said Halverson. “It’s not safe here.”

   Grudgingly, Emma whispered something to her cradled arms, kept them folded, and broke into a run with Halverson. 

   Three more of the walking dead stumbled out of a greasy spoon as Halverson bucketed past it.

   “Why did we come back to this?” said Victoria as Halverson and Emma caught up to her and she saw the additional creatures that were now giving chase to them.

   “Just another obstacle to overcome,” said Halverson. 

   Victoria realized Newton the iguana wasn’t with them. “What happened to Newton?”

   Halverson looked around as he sprinted. There was no sign of Newton.

   “I saw him get off the boat with us,” said Halverson. “Then I lost track of him.”

   “He must not like suicide missions,” said Victoria. 

   At the corner up ahead, Halverson spotted two of the creatures crouched over a longhaired fat man in a cobalt blue polo shirt who lay supine on the sidewalk. They were digging spools of intestines out of the fat man’s blood-soaked prominent stomach that they had ripped open and were scarfing down the bloody innards.

   The fat man’s blood dripped from the creatures’ sere lips as the creatures chewed strands of gut with their broken sallow teeth. It looked like the creatures were eating taffy as they yanked on the bloody intestines with their teeth.

   “Those things tried to take Millie from me!” blurted Emma, clapping her eyes on the two creatures huddled over the man’s corpse.

   She clutched her arms tighter under her breasts as if shielding her baby from assault.

   The two creatures heard Emma’s exclamation and looked up from their meal. Seeing her they stood up and made their way toward her, shuffling along the sidewalk and moaning.

   Halverson latched onto her elbow, steered her to the right out of the path of the ghouls, and pelted across the street, Victoria close on his heels.

   “Now where do we go?” asked Victoria between gasps for breath.

   “That looks like a police station down there,” answered Halverson. “Maybe we can find some more weapons there.”

   A one-story brick building stood three blocks away. A flagpole loomed in front of its entrance with the flag fluttering in the sea breeze.

   “How can you tell?” asked Victoria.

   “There are squad cars parked in the lot next to it,” he answered.

   Two more creatures lunged out of a souvenir shop at them as they scurried past it.

   






   

   CHAPTER 7

   

   Halverson put on a burst of speed as adrenaline shot through him.

   Victoria and Emma tried to keep pace with him but lagged behind. Still, they easily outstripped the creatures that scrabbled after them.

   The world might be coming to an end, but they had to keep going, decided Halverson. As long as they took breath, they had to fight for their very survival. A million zombies. A billion zombies. The numbers didn’t matter. Halverson and his band had to keep going.

   Halverson pulled up at the police station, his lungs burning.

   Two bloodstained corpses in ragged black police uniforms sprawled on their stomachs near the front door. Both corpses were headless. 

   At least the bodies wouldn’t reanimate, decided Halverson. Only corpses with brains could reanimate.

   Wary of the front door, he decided to make for the back entrance of the police station. He waited for Victoria and Emma to catch up to him.

   Like him, they were gasping for breath when they reached him.

   “What’s up?” said Victoria, face flushed from running, mouth gaping.

   “There are bodies at the front door,” said Halverson. “Let’s try the back.”

   The three of them wended their way through the half-full parking lot to the back of the building.

   Gingerly, Halverson angled toward the rear plate-glass door. As he was nearing the door, he noticed a small stable in the parking lot behind the police station. Half a dozen chestnuts and bays were tethered in the stable. They were busy devouring hay.

   Halverson detoured toward the stable.

   “I thought we were going into the police station,” said Victoria.

   “We can use these horses to get out of here,” he said.

   “Why don’t we just get a car?” said Emma.

   “The roads are clogged with cars,” said Halverson. “We can’t drive anywhere. We can ride these horses on the sidewalks.”

   “Why didn’t the flesh eaters kill the horses?” asked Victoria.

   “Maybe they didn’t see the horses,” answered Halverson. “Let’s mount up.”

   They hustled into the stable and took down the tack that hung from the wall. Except for Emma. She stood and looked puzzled as she watched Halverson and Victoria saddling two of the horses.

   “I’ve never ridden a horse before,” said Emma.

   Halverson retrieved another saddle and strapped it on a horse for her. He harnessed his horse and then hers.

   “All you do is sit in the saddle and hold the reins,” said Halverson. “If you want him to turn right, you pull the reins to the right. It’s easy. If you want him to stop, pull up on the reins.”

   “I won’t know where to go.”

   “Just follow us.”

   “What if I fall off?”

   “Just keep your feet in the stirrups. Then you won’t fall.”

   “What about my baby?”

   “You don’t have a—”

   Victoria snagged his elbow and squeezed it before he could complete his sentence. She shot him a warning look and held her forefinger to her lips.

   “I know what I’ll do,” said Emma. “I’ll put her in her papoose.”

   She maneuvered her arms and looked like she was looping a papoose’s lanyard around her neck.

   “That’s a good idea,” said Victoria.

   Perplexed, Halverson drew Victoria aside until Emma was out of earshot.

   “Do you think it’s wise to let her keep believing this fantasy that she’s carrying her baby around with her?” said Halverson.

   “She might have a mental breakdown if we tell her the truth. She probably lost her child to the creatures—like I did,” said Victoria, remembering with grief her seven-year-old child Shawna who had succumbed to the plague.

   “But you’re coping with it. Emma isn’t.”

   “I don’t think we should confront her about this. Her mind’s too fragile at this point to handle the truth. We need to leave her alone for now.”

   “I don’t know. It might screw her up even more if she continues believing this fantasy world she’s created.”

   “She can still function, can’t she? As long as she can continue to function, let’s let her be. Otherwise, she might go into shock and stop functioning.”

   At that moment, two of the ghouls stumbled into the parking lot and headed for the stable.

   Halverson boosted Victoria up onto her horse. He did the same for Emma, who looked uncomfortable at first but then seemed to settle into her saddle.

   Halverson was of two minds. He needed more ammo, but he also needed to pike out of here before more creatures cropped up.

   He bolted for the back door of the police station. He figured he could dash into the police station, score some ammo, and return to his horse before the klutzy walking dead reached the stable.

   He yanked open the back door and darted into the hallway of the unlit station.

   He came to an abrupt halt.

   In front of him a cadaver with its face eaten off lay in a pool of coagulating blood. One of the corpse’s legs was missing. Its black police uniform was bloody and shredded. 

   A clutch of ghouls was milling around in front of the watch commander’s desk.

   Halverson didn’t like his chances. If he shot the creatures, his gun’s reports would attract more creatures. If he didn’t shoot the creatures, how could he get past them and retrieve more ammo? Time was running out. The zombies in the parking lot would reach the stable in a few minutes, and, for all he knew, there could be hundreds of zombies right behind them.

   He sized up the creatures in front of him. There had to be at least a couple dozen of them stumbling around foraging. 

   He had thirty rounds in his clip. He would have to make each shot count. Each shot would have to take out a creature. Not only that, there might be more creatures that he couldn’t see lurking in other rooms. 

   He decided he didn’t have enough time to kill them all and gather more ammo.

   He crouched, snagged the Glock 17 semiautomatic from the dead officer’s holster, and beat a retreat into the parking lot. In full flight he snugged the Glock into his waistband behind the small of his back.

   He didn’t have to set the safety because it was located in the trigger. That was one of the things he liked about Glocks—their safety system. Besides the safety on their triggers, they also had two internal safeties. Otherwise, he’d have to worry about the gun discharging into his spine.

   In his haste, as he was glancing over his shoulder at the creatures in the police station, he bumped into the back of one of the zombies that was cutting through the parking lot toward the stable. Halverson caromed off the creature, stumbled, and all but fell. He recovered his equilibrium in the nick of time and remained on his feet.

   Two creatures plodded after him. 

   Halverson slammed the butt of his MP7 into the lead zombie’s poor excuse for a face. 

   Stunned, the creature stopped in its tracks. Halverson hadn’t hit it hard enough to dash its brains out. It was a seventysomething zombie with a shock of white hair. Steady streams of drool poured out of the corners of the creature’s gaping mouth. Worms writhed around the creature’s leathery tongue. Halverson thought he was going to be sick.

   Over the shoulder of the creature, Halverson made out more of the walking dead piling into the parking lot from the street. Out of the corner of his eye, he caught sight of two zombies staggering out of the police station’s back door. He knew more creatures would soon follow in their wake. 

   He kicked the closest zombie in the chest, sending the creature reeling backward, then bolted for his horse. 

   He reached Victoria and Emma, who were waiting for him on their horses. He mounted his horse and trotted through the parking lot, wending his way past the parked cars, Victoria in tow. 

   Emma brought up the rear. Her horse had a mind of its own and seemed determined to follow the departing horses without any prodding from her, which was fine with her. She didn’t feel comfortable trying to control the beast.

   Halverson’s horse clip-clopped across the parking lot’s asphalt onto the cement sidewalk. Halverson kept the bay’s gait at a trot. He saw no reason to wear the horse out by breaking into a gallop. The shuffling walking dead couldn’t keep up with them. 

   He checked the position of the sun rising in the polished blue sky. A few puffy white clouds floated lazily above him. He would head due east. 

   Reins in hand, he guided his horse down the sidewalk, keeping lookout for any of the walking dead ahead of him.

   “Only three thousand more miles to go,” said Victoria behind him.

   “If we can stay alive that long,” he said.

   “And what if everybody’s dead in Washington by the time we get there?”

   “Then we’re screwed.”

   “It doesn’t matter. We’ll never make it there anyway.”

   “Every journey begins with the first step.”

   “Didn’t some dead guy say that?” 

   

   






   

   CHAPTER 8

   Mount Weather Emergency Operations Center

   

   President Cole sat at the head of the rectangular conference table in the ad hoc Situation Room flanked by the secretary of defense four-star general Eugene D. Byrd and CIA Director Ernest Slocum. Farther down the table sat the assistant secretary for health (ASH) four-star admiral Dr. Kenneth Laslo in the Public Health Service Commissioned Corps (PHSCC), the director of the Department of Homeland Security Sheila Klauss, the director of the FBI Harold Paris, and, at the end of the table opposite the president, the director of national intelligence Hilda Molson.

   “Are you making any progress with a cure or a vaccine, Dr. Laslo?” asked Cole.

   Dr. Laslo was the oldest one there, pushing seventy. His extensively lined face looked like a roadmap of the California freeway system. Clad in his navy blue admiral’s uniform, he nudged his wire-rim spectacles up the bridge of his nose with his index finger.

   “I just came from our medical lab on the premises,” he said. “We have no idea what we’re dealing with. It’s some kind of mutated H5N1 virus that we’ve never encountered before.”

   Before Dr. Laslo could say another word, Cole cut him off. “In other words, no.”

   Dr. Laslo nodded. “As of right now, that’s correct, but we’re working 24/7 on this virus. We’ll find the cure. Just give us time.”

   “Like you found the cure for cancer,” said Slocum.

   “There’s no need to be sarcastic, Director. We’re doing the best we can.”

   “Director Slocum has a point,” Cole told Dr. Laslo. “The whole country may be wiped out before you come up with a cure. In fact, this zombie virus, or whatever it is, is exterminating the entire world population even as we speak.”

   “We’re doing the best we can, Mr. President.”

   “So if we can’t find the cure for this thing, how are we gonna stop it?” Cole searched the faces at the table. “Anyone got any suggestions?”

   “We blow that shit to hell,” said General Byrd.

   Fifty-five years old, he was dressed in his olive drab army uniform, his broad chest festooned with shiny medals, his square hands folded on the desktop. His chin projected from his face like a wedge of chopped wood.

   “Exactly how do we do that, General, without blowing up the entire population to boot?” asked Slocum.

   “If the population’s infected, they have to die, since there’s no cure for this plague.”

   “So just blow everybody up. That’s your solution?”

   Byrd glared at Slocum from under his rimy thick eyebrows. “Of course not. You’re deliberately misconstruing what I said. We only blow up the infected. If we don’t, they’re gonna continue to infect the rest of the population.” 

   “That brings up a good question,” said Cole. “Is this still an airborne disease? I know it started out as one, but is the air still contaminated?”

   “We don’t believe it is anymore,” said Dr. Laslo. “The air outside can probably be breathed without fear of contamination.”

   “Then how is the disease spread?” asked General Byrd.

   “It’s bloodborne now. It can also be spread via bodily fluids.”

   “You said ‘probably,’” said Cole. “Does that mean you’re not sure the disease isn’t in the air?”

   Dr. Laslo fidgeted with his wedding ring. “We’re not a hundred percent sure of anything when it comes to this plague. We do know for a fact that there are people walking around outside who have not become infected.”

   “Maybe they have a natural immunity to the disease,” said Slocum.

   Dr. Laslo raised his eyebrows. “That’s a possibility. We, however, think they weren’t exposed to the virus when it was present in the air and that explains why they haven’t been infected.”

   “So what do we do?” asked Cole, looking at no one in particular.

   An attractive blonde in her early forties, a Princeton graduate, DNI Hilda Molson plucked a package of sugarless “wintermint” Orbit gum from her purse, unwrapped two sticks of the gum, and popped them into her open mouth, eager to hear the responses to Cole’s question.

   “We need to prepare for an enemy invasion,” answered Harold Paris, the six-two middle-aged director of the FBI, who wore his blond hair in a comb-over that did little to hide his bald pate.

   “Why do you say that, Harry?” said Cole.

   “Because that’s when our enemies like to act—when we’re at our weakest point. That’s right now, in case nobody’s noticed.”

   “But our enemies are in as bad a shape as we are,” said Slocum. “They’re infected with plague, too.”

   Paris grimaced and puckered his lips like he was sucking a lemon. He ran his hand down his Hugo Boss charcoal grey suit and smoothed it.

   “Doesn’t matter,” he said. “This is when we have to be on our guard against a sneak attack. Remember Pearl Harbor, gentlemen?” A moment later, he added, “And ladies?”

   “I say we round up all the survivors and place them in shelters,” said DHS director Sheila Klauss, ignoring Paris’s use of the word ladies, which she considered pejorative on account of the tone in which he had uttered it.

   Fiftysomething with dyed unkempt ginger-colored short hair, she looked like she had hastily applied lipstick to her flaking chapped lips just before she had entered the room.

   “How does that get rid of the virus?” said General Byrd.

   “It doesn’t,” said Klauss. “It protects those of us who haven’t come down with it. We need to focus our concentration on the healthy, uninfected civilians who are still alive.”

   “I disagree. The first thing we need to do is blow this virus to kingdom come, and the only way we can do that is by blowing up the carriers of the disease. Then we can tend to the healthy survivors.”

   “How do we blow up the infected without blowing up the uninfected?” asked Cole.

   “There are plenty of ways. We could use thermite bombs.”

   “Without blowing up the uninfected?” put in Klauss incredulously.

   Byrd ignored her. “We’re all agreed that the corpses of the infected need to be burned, aren’t we?”

   “Yes,” said Dr. Laslo. “As with the bubonic plague in the Middle Ages, the infected corpses should be burned to destroy the virus-contaminated cells in the bodies. Unless incinerated, the dead bodies can still spread the disease.”

   “Then why not take out these creature in one fell swoop? Blow ’em up and burn ’em up at the same time. That what I say,” said Byrd, puffing up his cheeks and holding his equine head erect showing off his Dudley Do-Right profile.

   “But we need to cull the uninfected from the infected before we start blowing anybody up,” said Klauss.

   “Otherwise there will be massive collateral damage, General,” said Slocum.

   “You can’t make an omelet without breaking eggs,” said Byrd.

   “Are you saying it’s OK to kill uninfected citizens?” said Klauss, her voice tight with indignation.

   “That’s the risk we have to take,” said Byrd. “We can’t dillydally, overthinking this. We need to act now to stop this plague dead in its tracks. The longer we sit here with our collective thumbs stuck up our collective asses, the sooner that plague will annihilate every American. Pardon my French,” added Byrd, turning toward Klauss.

   Klauss sat rigid in her seat, her face expressionless. She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. 

   “You’ll be murdering innocent people if you start blowing everybody up indiscriminately,” she said. “What kind of sense does that make? Blowing everyone up to save everyone. Think what you’re saying, General.”

   “We have to act and act now!” said Byrd, his deep voice rising. “He who hesitates is lost.”

   “We can figure this out,” said Cole. “We’re all intelligent people here.” He opened his arms to indicate all of them. “Otherwise, we wouldn’t have risen to such high positions of leadership.”

   “You mean we didn’t get here because we know the right people and went to the right schools?” said Slocum.

   Dr. Laslo chortled. Even Klauss let a giggle escape her lips.

   “This isn’t the time or the place for levity, Ernest,” said Cole.

   “I wasn’t joking,” said Slocum.

   “We’re all smart here,” repeated Cole in a voice that brooked no debate. “That’s how we got here. So we will make the right decision. Correct?”

   “Correct,” said Slocum, trying to curry favor now, not wanting to get on the wrong side of the president.

   “Then let’s figure out what the hell to do.”

   Up to this point, DNI Molson had held her tongue. She decided that now was the time to speak.

   “What about the Internet?” she said. “Is the Internet working?”

   “It is in some parts of the country, but not in others,” said Slocum.

   “Why is that?”

   “A rash of fires across the nation has damaged cell towers as well as landlines.”

   “How did that happen?”

   “When people starting coming down with the plague, nobody was left to put any of the fires out.”

   Cole cleared his throat. “We need to jam the Internet.”

   “How will people contact each other?” said Klauss.

   “We don’t want them to contact each other. The people who know about the plague and the infected are gonna tell everybody else who has access to the Internet.”

   “Isn’t that what we want?”

   “No. It’s not. It will create mass panic. We need to keep this plague out of the news, off the Internet, and off the airwaves. God knows what will happen if people get wind of what’s going on. When people panic, they do crazy things.”

   “The people need to know they have to keep away from the infected. How else can we tell them without the Internet?”

   “In the interests of national security and public safety, the less the people know about this plague the better. Above all else, we want the public to remain calm.”

   “You’re condemning them to contamination, Mr. President. I urge you to rethink your decision.”

   Cole looked irritated. “Is that all you have to say, Sheila?”

   Disinclined to antagonize the president, she said, “Yes, sir.”

   Cole turned to Slocum. “Can you arrange to have the Internet jammed, Ernest?”

   “No problem,” answered Slocum. 

   In fact, he had already commenced jamming the Internet after poring over the slathers of misinformation he had found on it some time ago.

   Flabbergasted, Klauss and Dr. Laslo stared straight ahead like victims of shell shock, but said nothing.

   “I’m the president,” Cole told the two of them. “I can’t worry about any individuals. My mission is to save this country. If that means individuals have to be sacrificed, then so be it.”

   “But why jam the Internet?” said Klauss. 

   “The bottom line is, the public must not panic. The only thing the Internet will accomplish is to spread panic. Now let’s get cracking,” he added, slapping the desktop.

   “Do I give the order to drop the thermite bombs, Mr. President?” asked General Byrd.

   Cole rubbed his brow with the back of his hand. “I need to take that under advisement.”

   “It’s vital that we act ASAP to stop the spread of the disease.”

   “We may do more damage to the uninfected than to the infected. We have to study other options, before I give that order, General.”

   Byrd looked like he was about to say something, but Cole cut him off with a swipe of his hand and stood up.

   “Meeting adjourned,” said Cole.

   Everybody stood up and headed toward the door.

   “Except you, Ernest,” said Cole.

   






   

   CHAPTER 9

   

   Cole waited for the others to leave the Situation Room before he spoke to Slocum.

   FBI Director Harold Paris paused in the doorway, the doorknob in his hand, and looked annoyed at Cole for not letting him in on Cole’s tête-à-tête with Slocum.

   “That’ll be all, Harry,” said Cole.

   “Are you sure you don’t need me, Mr. President?” said Paris.

   “I’ll let you know when I need you.”

   Grudgingly, Paris closed the door behind him.

   Cole turned to Slocum, who was standing near the table gazing at the HDTV’s flat-panel screen that had the red and orange map of the United States displayed on it.

   “Is there any way our Rotterdam connection can be traced?” asked Cole.

   “No,” answered Slocum.

   “No money trail?”

   Slocum shook his head. “We used slush funds and CIA-owned numbered Swiss bank accounts when we financed the Rotterdam experiments.” 

   “Are you and I the only two people who know about our funding of the experiments?” asked Cole.

   Slocum thought about it. “The DNI knows.”

   “Hilda? We can count on her to keep her lips sealed. Is that it?”

   “My deputy director of the National Clandestine Service Scot Mellors knows.”

   “Why?”

   “Why does he know?”

   “Why did you tell him?”

   “He’s in black ops. Our black ops division needs to keep abreast of any kind of superbug that was engineered in case it could be used in germ warfare.”

   “You think we might use this zombie virus against our enemies?” said Cole, wide-eyed.

   “They might use it against us. Therefore, we would need a vaccine and a cure.”

   Cole nodded. “Can we trust Mellors not to talk?”

   “I believe so. He’s a fellow Yale man. He went to Yale Law.”

   “Is he a Skull and Bones man?”

   “No. Only you and I are.”

   “A shame. Is he the only other person in the loop?”

   Mellors hung fire, debating whether or not to tell Cole about Steve Coogan, a black ops agent in NCS.

   “Well?” said Cole.

   “Field operative Steve Coogan knew about it.”

   “How did he find out about it?”

   “We’re not sure.”

   “Did I hear you right? You said he knew about it.”

   Slocum faced Cole. “Coogan’s dead.”

   Cole furrowed his brow. “Did he die from the plague?”

   Slocum hesitated then said in a barely audible voice, “Somebody shot him.”

   Cole jacked up his eyebrows. “As in killed him?”

   Slocum nodded but said nothing. 

   “Did this happen in the field?”

   “It happened here at Mount Weather.”

   Cole felt even more put-upon. “Did his murder have anything to do with the plague?”

   “We don’t know.”

   “Why didn’t you tell me about this earlier?”

   “It would have been a distraction. You have more important things on your mind to deal with.” 

   Also, it would have reflected badly on Slocum, Slocum was thinking but didn’t say. Since he ran the Agency, the blame for anything untoward occurring in the Agency automatically fell on him, he knew.

   Cole nodded. “True enough.” He paused a beat. “Try to find out if Coogan’s murder had anything to do with his knowledge of our involvement in the funding of the Rotterdam experiments.”

   “Yes, sir.”

   Cole frowned. “It makes no sense. Why would anyone want to kill this agent Coogan?”

   “We haven’t any suspects at this time. Nor do we have a motive.”

   “Does Director Paris know about the murder?”

   “No.”

   “Why not?”

   “Whenever one of our field operatives is killed, we in the Agency investigate the murder ourselves. We don’t allow anyone else to investigate lest they uncover and leak eyes-only intel vital to national security.”

   “Especially in this case, since Coogan was somehow privy to the Rotterdam experiments,” said Cole, completing Slocum’s thought.

   “Exactly.”

   “But why was he killed here?” said Cole, thinking out loud. “I could understand his getting shot in the field by an enemy agent, but why here in his own country and in this bunker?”

   Slocum closed his eyes as if in pain. “I can’t even speculate at this point. We’ve only just begun our investigation.”

   “That brings us back to square one. Does anybody else know?”

   “Know about Coogan’s murder?”

   “No. Does anyone else know about our involvement in the Rotterdam experiments?”

   Slocum wasn’t sure how much he should tell Cole. Slocum decided to couch his words with care.

   “Apparently, Coogan was talking on the phone with someone at the time he was shot,” he said.

   “How do you know that?”

   “When he was found, his phone was off the hook.”

   “And that’s a problem because?”

   “Because he may have been telling the person on the other end of the line about Rotterdam.”

   “Why do you think that?”

   “We found an e-mail on Coogan’s computer that contained an attachment of a video of lab technicians going berserk and cannibalizing people at Rotterdam. According to his computer, the e-mail arrived five minutes before Coogan placed his phone call. We checked his phone records.”

   Cole tilted his head up and rolled his eyes. “Does it get any worse?” he asked no one in particular. He faced Slocum. “Who sent the e-mail?”

   “Why?”

   “Whoever e-mailed that video must know about our involvement with Rotterdam, or why would they send it to an Agency operative?”

   Slocum hemmed and hawed. “Not necessarily.”

   “We can’t take any chances. Find the sender and vet him.”

   “We haven’t been able to trace who sent it. They used Onion Router to hide their identity.”

   “Onion Router?”

   “The Tor anonymity network. They bounce the e-mail all over the world before delivering it. That way we can’t trace the source.”

   “Shit.” Cole started pacing in a fit of pique. “How many other people did this Coogan tell?”

   “We don’t know, sir.”

   “Why would he tell so many people?”

   “He couldn’t have told many people. He didn’t have enough time. He was shot soon after he received the e-mail.”

   “He still could have told someone.”

   “We don’t know for sure that he told anyone, but we do believe he told the person at the other end of the phone line at the time he was killed.”

   “How do you know who Coogan was talking to?”

   “Caller ID. He was another one of our black ops agents at NCS. He’s a buddy of Coogan’s and he was using his encrypted Agency satphone.”

   Cole stopped pacing and braced Slocum. “And who is that person, Ernest?”

   “His name is Chad Halverson.”

   “Bring him here so I can talk to him.”

   “I wish I could.”

   “Which means?”

   “Which means we don’t know where he is. We believe he’s somewhere in California, but we haven’t been able to contact him.”

   “Call his satphone.”

   “It’s not working.”

   Cole glanced at the TV screen. “California is lost to the plague.”

   Slocum nodded. “He’s probably dead by now.”

   Cole searched Slocum’s face. “But what if he isn’t?”

   “We have Predator drones combing the area for him in California. If he’s there and still alive, we’ll find him.”

   “Make sure you do.” Cole adjusted his four-in-hand. “He mustn’t tell anyone about the Rotterdam connection. He has to be debriefed. Bring him to me as soon as you have him.”

   “California is overrun by the infected,” said Slocum. “We have no men stationed there that can bring him here. That’s why we’re using drones there.”

   “I’m sure you’ll think of something,” said Cole, turning away from Slocum and making for the door.

    “It would be better for all of us, and for the country, for that matter, if he was already dead.”

   Slocum picked up on Cole pausing for a second before he reached the door and cocking an ear toward Slocum as he heard Slocum’s words. But Cole kept his own counsel and continued toward the door.

   






   

   CHAPTER 10

   Southern California

   

   Halverson rode his horse down a buckling sidewalk that skirted a car-congested street that ran along a block of apartment houses. He saw no signs of life—only relics left behind by the deceased residents, such as the carcasses of parked, fire-gutted cars abandoned on the street.

   Up on his right a black and yellow neoprene wet suit hung over the parapet of a Mediterranean-styled pink stucco apartment’s balcony, left by its owner to dry out in the sun. Behind the wet suit an ivory surfboard stood upside down, its skeg on top faced outward, canting against the outer wall of the balcony’s apartment next to the sliding glass windows that reached to the floor. The surfboard gleamed in the implacable rays of the early afternoon sun. Beside the surfboard stood a barbecue covered by a tarp.

   The surfer-tenant of the apartment would never return home for another barbecued steak, Halverson knew.

   Halverson started in his saddle. He heard an aircraft flying above. Craning his neck toward the sky, he could discern the distinctive awkward white shape of a Predator drone flying in his direction. It reminded him of a flying spoon.

   With his heel he kicked his horse’s flank to prod him into a gallop down the sidewalk and around the corner of the block onto a street lined with boutiques. Halverson rode his horse under the marquee of a kitchenware store that displayed shelves of various cooking utensils behind its plate-glass front window.

   He reined his horse to a stop under the marquee, sheltering him from the nosy drone. He couldn’t allow the drone’s cameras to see his face. They possessed facial recognition software that would recognize his visage. If the drone ID’d him, it would launch a Hellfire missile at him like a previous drone had done in Santa Monica, Halverson knew.

   For some reason that Halverson could only guess at, the drones were programmed to kill him. He didn’t have to go out on a limb to figure it had to do with the intel that Coogan had related to him over the phone before Coogan had been murdered. By becoming the repository of Coogan’s classified top-secret info Halverson had at the same time become a liability to the government, which didn’t want anybody to know it had been involved with the creation of the zombie virus in Rotterdam.

   Victoria and Emma rode around the corner into view and trotted their horses toward him.

   It didn’t matter if the drone spotted the two women, Halverson knew. Their faces meant nothing to the drone. It wasn’t programmed to find them and it would leave them alone—unless it filmed them with him.

   “What’s the big rush?” asked Emma, riding up to the marquee with Victoria.

   “The drones around here are programmed to kill me,” answered Halverson.

   “Really?” said Emma with amazement, finding it difficult to get her horse to halt. “Who would want to kill you and why?”

   She turned her head around and started babbling baby talk over her shoulder to her imaginary child in its papoose.

   “I don’t know,” Halverson lied.

   Neither Victoria nor Emma knew his real profession as a CIA black ops agent and he wasn’t about to tell them now. He was still trying to dope out what to do—if anything—with the intel Coogan had imparted to him. It was obvious somebody in the government didn’t want him to disclose to anyone the CIA’s funding of the Rotterdam experiments.

   The drone rumbled away into the distance.

   “Makes no sense,” said Emma, turning forward.

   “Nothing makes sense these days,” said Victoria, her horse snorting and flaring its nostrils beside Emma’s mount. “Just look around you. No more people. Just a ghost town with cannibals skulking around it.”

   “We’re down the rabbit hole, all right,” said Emma, surveying the block.

   “More like down the tubes.”

   At that moment two men swaggered out of a bar across the street toward them. One of them was a fat man well over three hundred pounds with a shapeless putty face. His companion was short and stocky with a scruffy face and was wearing a black headband around his close-cropped head.

   Putty Face wore blue jeans with three-inch cuffs, an off-the-rack polo shirt, and flip-flops.

   Headband wore a maroon T, jeans, white jogging shoes, and a black backpack. 

   They were moving slowly and stumbled now and again weaving between the cars parked on the street, noted Halverson, studying them as they advanced on him. He tensed in his saddle and made ready to reach for his gun.

   “Are they creatures?” asked Emma, biting her lower lip, eyes fixed on the two strangers.

   “Either that or they’re drunk,” answered Halverson. “They did just come out of a bar.”

   “Hello,” said Putty Face. “What are you two talking about?”

   Halverson relaxed more or less. They weren’t infected. The infected couldn’t talk. But there was something about the two that rubbed him the wrong way. Maybe it was because they had been drinking.

   “We didn’t know there was anybody else around here,” said Halverson.

   “Neither did we,” said Putty Face, coming to a halt near him and gazing up at him.

   Putty Face wasn’t sloshed, just tipsy, decided Halverson. The guy wasn’t slurring his words or wobbly on his feet, just a little unsteady.

   “Any of those things here?” asked Halverson.

   “Those frigging flesh eaters whatever they are, you mean?”

   “Yeah.”

   “Not on this block or we would’ve left by now.” Putty Face changed the subject. “Where’d you get the ponies?”

   “At a police station.”

   Halverson caught Putty Face’s cohort Headband staring at Victoria. 

   “We could use some horses,” said Putty Face. He looked around him at the blocked road. “Cars are no good around here.”

   “The station’s not far from here,” said Halverson.

   “Any more horses there?”

   “Yeah.”

   Putty Face sidled up to Halverson’s horse and started stroking the horse’s muzzle. “I like this horse.”

   “So do I,” said Halverson. 

   He didn’t like the direction their conversation was taking. Putty Face was giving off bad vibes that Halverson was picking up on.

   “Could he hold both of us?” said Putty Face.

   “No.”

   “You think?”

   “No chance.”

   “Then how am I gonna get to the police station?”

   “The same way you came over here.”

   Putty Face cracked a smile. “You’re a funny guy.” He squinted up at Halverson. “You know that?”

   Halverson said nothing, face motionless.

   “I really don’t want to go to the police station,” said Putty Face.

   “That so?”

   “Where you three headed?”

   “East.”

   “That’s where we came from. It’s crawling with the brain eaters.”

   “So’s the west.”

   “And the north,” added Victoria, who was becoming annoyed with Headband’s staring at her.

   Halverson felt the tension in the air. 

   “Maybe I could hitch a ride on your horse,” Putty Face told Victoria.

   “I don’t think so,” said Halverson.

   “Can’t she talk for herself?”

   “These horses can’t hold a lot of weight,” said Victoria.

   Putty Face sneered at her good-humoredly. “That your way of calling me fat?”

   “I didn’t say anything about you.”

   “Pretty obvious what you were implying, but don’t worry about it. I’ve been called worse.”

   “She didn’t call you anything,” said Halverson.

   “Who asked you?” said Headband, mouth hanging open, eyes squinched against the sun as he gazed up at Halverson.

   Halverson figured it was time to put an end to this conversation. “We better be getting on. We have a long way to go.”

   He maneuvered the reins in his hands as his horse became restless.

   “Where’d you get the gun?” said Putty Face, eyeballing the MP7 slung over Halverson’s shoulder. “At the police station?”

   “No.”

   “Well?”

   “It’s mine.”

   Putty Face screwed up his face. “You a cop or something?”

   “I’m a journalist, if it’s any of your business.”

   “No need to get testy,” said Putty Face, bringing up his hands and waving them in front of him, palms outward. “We’re just friends making conversation.”

   “Looks like some fancy-ass submachine gun like they use in Special Forces,” said Headband. “Where would a hack get his hands on a gun like that?”

   “Does it work?” Putty Face asked Halverson.

   “Want to find out?” said Halverson.

   Putty Face guffawed. “There you go with the jokes again. You’re a laugh riot.”

   Halverson wasn’t smiling. Out of the corner of his eye he was watching Putty Face’s hand. It was reaching furtively behind his back.

   

   






   

   CHAPTER 11

   

   “I used to be in the army,” said Headband.

   “Whose?” said Halverson, keeping watch of Putty Face’s arm, which had stopped moving toward his back.

   Headband glared at Halverson. “The more you talk, the less funny you get, you know?”

   “He’s just joshing,” said Putty Face, sizing up Halverson.

   Emma chose that moment to glance back over her shoulder and start talking to her baby Millie. “Everything’s fine, Millie. We’ll be leaving soon.”

   Putty Face and Headband looked as one at Emma.

   “Who’s she talking to?” said Headband, bemused.

   “I don’t know,” said Putty Face. “I don’t see anyone behind her.”

   “Leave her alone,” said Victoria.

   “Nobody’s talking to you, Bambi,” said Headband.

   “My name’s not Bambi.”

   “What’s with you?”

   “Nothing. Just leave her alone,” said Victoria.

   “What’s wrong with her?” Headband nodded at Emma. “Is she cuckoo?”

   “She lost her child to the plague.”

   “Hush, Millie, and take a nap, sleepyhead,” Emma cooed behind her.

   Headband burst into laughter. “She’s a psycho.”

   Emma frowned at him. “You’re making too much noise. Millie can’t sleep.”

   “There ain’t no Millie, whacko. Wake up and smell the coffee.”

   “Will you shut up,” Victoria said. “Leave her alone. She’s just stressed out.”

   “Like the rest of us aren’t, huh, Bambi? But we’re not going loco on account of it.”

   “It’s time for us to leave,” said Halverson.

   “You’re all a bunch of pussy nutcases,” said Headband. “You don’t deserve those horses. They’re not yours, anyway.”

   “That’s right,” said Putty Face. “You admit you stole them from the police station. We have as much right to those horses as you do.”

   “My balls are bigger than both of yours combined,” said Victoria.

   Headband guffawed. 

   Putty Face smiled. “Then you’d better get a wheelbarrow to haul them around in, Bambi.”

   “Why?” said Headband.

   “Because you’re about to lose ’em,” Putty Face told Victoria.

   “Yeah,” said Headband with a smile.

   He snatched Victoria’s foot and tried to yank her off her horse.

   Grimacing, she kicked at Headband and strengthened her grip on the saddle’s pommel.

   “Let her go,” said Halverson.

   He shrugged the MP7 off his shoulder and trained the muzzle on Headband, finger on the trigger, all the while keeping track of Putty Face’s arm that resumed stealing backward.

   Headband froze at the sight of the MP7 in Halverson’s hand then released Victoria’s foot. “You wouldn’t shoot an unarmed man, would you?”

   Putty Face’s hand snaked forward, a pistol in it. 

   Halverson whipped his MP7 toward Putty Face and shot him in the head before Putty Face could get off a shot. Putty Face dropped like a rock, head cracked and bleeding, brains spilling out of the hole in the back of his skull and sliding down his back.

   Headband bolted toward Putty Face’s pistol that had dropped to the sidewalk.

   Halverson shot him through the headband the better part of two feet from Putty Face’s automatic just as Headband was extending his arm to reach for the crosshatched grip. Headband sprawled on his stomach on the sidewalk, a baseball-sized hole in his occipital bone where Halverson’s 4.6 x 30 mm round had exited. A chunk of bone with hair on it skimmed over the sidewalk and spun onto the street behind a Honda’s rear fender.

   Emma sobbed at the sight of the dead bodies and tried to calm her baby.

   “Why’d you have to kill them?” Victoria demanded, confronting Halverson.

   “He had a gun,” said Halverson.

   “You should have just wounded them.”

   “Wounding the guy with the gun wouldn’t have stopped him from shooting us.”

   “You kill people like it’s nothing.”

   “Those two had trouble written all over them,” said Halverson, slinging his MP7 back onto his shoulder.

   “How did you get to be such an expert?”

   “If somebody tries to shoot me, I’m shooting first.”

   “You’re a little too good at killing people, if you ask me.”

   “I’m not asking you.”

   “Are you some kind of gangster?” She locked her eyes on his.

   “I told you I’m a journalist.”

   “I don’t think so.”

   Halverson heard a scuffing sound and gazed down the street.

   A lone thirtysomething man was doddering down the sidewalk toward them. Clad in shabby clothes and a Dodgers baseball cap turned backwards on his head, the guy was lurching toward Halverson.

   “One of those things heard the gunshots,” said Halverson.

   “Stop trying to change the subject,” said Victoria. “You’re good at wriggling out of giving me a straight answer.”

   “We don’t have time to discuss this.”

   Halverson shrugged his MP7 off his shoulder and drew a bead on the approaching figure. 

   “Are you sure that’s one of them?” said Victoria. “Or do you even care?”

   He faced her. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

   “You just killed two people without batting an eye.”

   “It was them or us.”

   Victoria shook her head briefly in frustration.

   Halverson would have preferred an M4 carbine at this range. The MP7 was unbeatable in accuracy in CQB (close-quarters battle), but no more accurate than a pistol at long range.

   Halverson waved at the figure to elicit a response and see if he was uninfected. The figure took no notice and continued trudging forward. Halverson pegged him for one of the walking dead.

   Halverson debated whether to shoot the creature. If any other creatures nearby hadn’t heard his first two shots, another shot wouldn’t attract more of them, he figured.

   He leveled his MP7 at the creature.

   And then the situation changed. 

   Three more of the walking dead rounded the corner into view and scrabbled twenty-odd feet behind the first one.

   Not thirty seconds later a swarm of the creatures halted around the corner bumping against each other as they crowded the sidewalk and spilled into the car-jammed street.

   The throng of creatures thrummed like a horde of locusts as they jostled each other and shuffled over the cement, intent on devouring fresh prey. There was no end to their numbers, Halverson could see, as more continued rounding the corner and carpeting the sidewalk.

   Victoria and Emma gawked at the mob. Halverson put his gun away. 

   “Time go get out of here,” he said. 

   “Look at them all,” said Emma in consternation.

   Halverson turned his horse and headed away from the ghouls. Victoria and Emma followed close behind.

   They trotted past a nightclub, turned right at the end of the block, and headed down the next street. Halverson brought his horse up short at the scene unfolding before him. Even his horse became skittish with fear and Halverson pulled on his reins worried lest he bolt.

   






   

   CHAPTER 12

   

   In the mouth of the alley up ahead, three of the ghouls were hunched over a wounded woman. They were literally eating the woman alive as she groaned in pain.

   Two of the creatures were hunkered over her stomach, dipping their hands into the bloody hole they had ripped in her stomach lining and fishing out internal organs. 

   Halverson couldn’t believe the woman was still alive what with the damage the ghouls were inflicting on her body. 

   The third ghoul was perched near the top of her head and was tearing the eyelids off her eyes and scarfing them down like they were bonbons. The woman’s eyeballs jerked sideways back and forth in horror. 

   “Oh no!” gasped Victoria. “We have to help her.”

   “It’s too late,” said Halverson.

   Flaring its nostrils, spooked, his horse was bridling and whickering. Halverson was having trouble controlling the animal as it shifted its hooves on the sidewalk, unwilling to stand still. 

   “But she’s still alive,” said Victoria. “Can’t you hear her groaning?”

   “They’ve already bitten her. She’s infected. There’s nothing we can do for her.”

   “We have to try,” said Emma, whose neighing horse was becoming as restive as Halverson’s.

   In fact, the fear in Halverson’s horse was spreading to Victoria’s horse as well.

   “I can’t control my horse,” said Emma, grimacing, unsure what to do with the reins as her horse refused to stand still and tried to rear up.

   Lest she fall off the saddle she grabbed the horse’s mane and held on for dear life.

   “We need to get out of here,” said Halverson. “The horses are spooked and won’t go any farther toward those ghouls.”

   “Can’t we do something for that poor woman?” said Emma, tightening her grasp on her horse’s mane.

   “We can at least put her out of her misery,” said Victoria. 

   “I can’t get a clear shot from here,” said Halverson. “The ghouls are all over her.”

   “How can she still be alive?” said Emma in anguish. “Look what they’re doing to her.”

   Halverson couldn’t stand the sound of the woman groaning anymore. He tried to get his horse to go forward, but it reared and balked, whinnying.

   “Hold on to my horse’s reins,” he said, handing the reins to Victoria.

   He dismounted after his horse stopped rearing.

   MP7 in hand, he bucketed toward the zombies that were feasting on the hapless woman. When he was close enough, he shot the three zombies in the head, one by one. They collapsed on the woman, blocking any shot at her heart or head.

   Halverson cursed. He pelted toward the woman as she moaned underneath the creatures. He reached her, kicked the dead ghouls off her face, and squeezed off a round into her forehead, as her lidless empty eyes stared up at him, frozen in pain.

   The woman stopped moaning. 

   Now that he stood near her he could see she was a brunette in her twenties. She looked like she must have been pretty before the creatures had laid into her and ripped her apart. Pity welled up in him for her. Christ, what was the world coming to? he wondered.

   Then he whipped back to his horse. 

   He saw Victoria waving frantically at him. Belting toward her he wondered what she was waving about.

   Then he saw two of the walking dead round the corner behind the horses.

   Gasping for breath he accelerated toward his horse, legs churning, fists pumping. 

   Victoria was having difficulty maintaining her grip on his horse’s reins. The horse was rearing in its determination to gallop off.

   Halverson snagged the reins from Victoria and attempted to mount his horse after it stopped rearing. It backed away from him, nickering and baring its teeth. With the horse fighting him, Halverson could not mount it.

   To calm the horse he stroked its neck. 

   “Settle down,” he said and climbed into the saddle. 

   Emma screamed. Halverson whipped his head around to find out what was happening. 

   One of the ghouls was grabbing Emma’s horse’s tail and wrenching it. In a reflex motion, her horse’s rear leg kicked the ghoul in the chest and sent it tumbling down the sidewalk.

   A mob of creatures rounded the corner and piled onto the sidewalk, barging toward Halverson, Victoria, and Emma.

   “Let’s go,” said Halverson.

   He rode his horse away from the writhing mass of ghouls, Victoria and Emma in tow.

   The horses didn’t like it, but Halverson rode toward the dead woman with the three ghouls sprawled on her. He had no choice. It was teeming with flesh-craving ghouls behind him.

   Emma felt like she was going to fall of her horse any second, but she gamely hung on.

   Halverson continued riding toward the dead woman. He hadn’t wanted to head in this direction, thinking there might be more of the flesh eaters up ahead. But now there was no going back. He could not go in the opposite direction thanks to the mob of creatures tailing him. There was a phalanx of the things behind him. All hope of getting past them was dashed.

   He rode to the side of the dead woman, his horse shying a bit as it neared her but continuing nevertheless on course.

   He only hoped none of the creatures lurked ahead.

   “Are we headed in the right direction?” asked Victoria behind him.

   “We need to dodge these zombies before we get back on course,” he answered.

   “Then where do we go?”

   “Let’s head toward Vegas. Maybe Nevada hasn’t been hit by the plague.”

   “What are the chances?”

   Not good, he decided. He said nothing.

   The tension of battle was getting to him. He had a headache and could not sort out his thoughts. Still, he had to press on.

   “The horses seem restless,” said Victoria. “Maybe they need to eat.”

   That was the problem with using horses for transportation, decided Halverson. They needed to be fed. And where was he going to find bales of hay? Hay wasn’t exactly a prevalent commodity in the city. He wondered if the horses would eat Cheerios. He would have to make for a supermarket after they extricated themselves from this war zone.

   “We have our hands full getting away from the zombies for now,” he said.

   The realization of the impossibility of his mission hit him like a flatiron full in the face. Did he really think the three of them could pass through three thousand miles of plague-infected territory infested with flesh-eating ghouls and live to tell about it? It was madness for him to presume they could. They might as well jump onto the moon.

   One thing at a time, he told himself. They had to get off this street.

   He coaxed his horse into a gallop. Victoria and Emma followed his lead. 

   That was when he spotted a guy straddling a parked motorcycle up ahead.

   The guy had to be human, decided Halverson. Zombies didn’t possess the muscular coordination to ride motorcycles. The question was, was the guy a friend or a foe like the deceased duo of Putty Face and Headband?

   The fact that the guy was holding a gun in his hand didn’t bode well. 

   






   

   CHAPTER 13

   Mount Weather Emergency Operations Center

   

   President Cole was sitting behind a desk on a studio set in the Mount Weather underground fortress. Behind him stood a flagpole with Old Glory lolling from it. A cameraman aimed a TV camera at him, the red light in front of its lens on.

   Cole’s broad-featured folksy face stared into the camera lens.

   “I am here to assure all of you, my fellow Americans, that everything is under control,” he said, reading from the teleprompter placed beside the camera. “We are battling the plague and winning. Together, we’re gonna beat this bug and reclaim our country. The important thing is to have faith in your government. It’s the steadfast belief in your representative government that made our country the most successful country in the world. Without your belief in us, we the government are nothing. Believe in our mission to save this great country and we cannot fail. God bless all of you.”

   “I wish I could believe him,” muttered Mellors behind the cameraman.

   “What matters is that he believes himself,” said Slocum, who was standing next to Mellors. “If he believes what he’s saying, no matter how unfounded it is, the people listening to him will believe him.”

   “I’ve got to hand it to him,” said Mellors, watching Cole, “he looks convincing. He’d make a great actor.”

   “If he wasn’t a great actor to begin with, he never would’ve been elected in the first place. He didn’t get elected because what he was saying was true. That had nothing to do with it.”

   Mellors allowed himself a subtle smile. “You’re even more cynical than I am about the Beltway.”

   “We have to convince the people that they’re safe and that we can overcome this plague. Mass panic will doom all of us.”

   “I wonder how many people out there are able to watch a TV.”

   “Not everyone. A lot of the TV cable lines were burned in the wildfires that are sweeping across the country.”

   “I guess you need a satellite dish to watch this.”

   “A lot of dishes were burned as well, I’m sure. As long as we’re reaching somebody. That’s what counts.”

   “Even if Cole’s spewing a pack of lies?”

   Slocum faced Mellors. “You know what Churchill said. Truth is the first casualty in war. And we are at war, Scot. Make no mistake of that. We may not be fighting the Nazis this time, but we’re fighting an enemy even more deadly than them—a plague that can wipe humanity off the face of the earth.”

   “The president’s speech isn’t reassuring me. I’m not one of the ignorant public. I know we’re between a rock and a hard place. We need to take action against these walking dead, or we’re all gonna be dead. Giving speeches isn’t gonna save us.”

   “I know that and you know that, but the people don’t. We can’t let them know the truth that our chances of surviving this plague are becoming slimmer by the moment. They can’t handle knowing the truth.”

   Cole was oozing with sincerity in front of the camera as he spoke, laying his just-one-of-the-guys charm on thick. You wouldn’t know from the looks of him that the country was teetering on the brink of extinction, decided Mellors.

   “Come with me,” said Slocum.

   Slocum and Mellors left the room as Cole’s longwinded speech droned on. 

   The DCI and the deputy director of the NCS emerged in the airtight aluminum-sided corridor and made a beeline for the elevator. They entered the elevator and got off at the floor below. 

   Yellow and black biohazard signs lined the corridor walls. Twenty feet down the hallway Slocum opened an unmarked door. 

   He ushered Mellors into an anteroom that had a floor-to-ceiling bulletproof Plexiglas window on one side. On one of the walls adjacent to the window hung another biohazard sign, which had a sign beside it that displayed a picture of a nurse and said Have You Had Your Flu Shot Yet?

   Mellors wondered if the flu sign was somebody’s idea of a joke. 

   On the other side of the Plexiglas, three men, their backs to the window, were standing in bulky white insulated hazmat suits with self-contained breathing apparatuses. The men held fully automatic M4A1 carbines in their gloved hands.

   Opposite the men, shackled to the wall, stood six of the walking dead, facing forward, writhing against their fetters, trying to break free.

   “Aim for upper body mass,” said one of the men through the mike in his helmet.

   The three men opened fire on the creatures, cycling through their thirty-round clips in no time.

   Their chests stitched with bullet holes, the creatures kept churning in their bonds as though nothing had happened. 

   The three men ejected their spent clips and slapped fresh magazines into their M4A1s.

   “Headshots,” said the lead man.

   The three men opened fire on the creatures and plastered the grimacing heads with a fusillade of rounds. 

   The zombies hung motionless in their chains, their heads blown apart, jagged chunks of their skulls strewn on the floor from the impact of the carbines’ bullets. Gouts of the creatures’ pulverized brain matter slid down the wall behind them.

   “Only headshots will kill them,” Slocum told Mellors in the anteroom. “We’ve shot them in every vital organ with no results. The only organ that is alive is the brain. Once the brain dies, the creature dies. A shot in any other organ cuts no ice.”

   “Why are those men wearing hazmat uniforms?” asked Mellors. “I thought the disease wasn’t airborne anymore.”

   “Splash back.”

   “Splash back from what? I thought the creatures are bloodless.”

   “That’s true. They have no blood. What blood they do have doesn’t circulate and resembles a powder more than a fluid. But their mouths generate saliva. Their saliva is highly infectious. In fact, that’s how the disease is now spread. If any of that saliva gets into your mucous membranes or into your blood, you’re infected.”

   Mellors nodded. “That’s how their bite spreads the disease.”

   “Exactly.”

   The three men in the hazmat uniforms approached the motionless creatures and examined the cadavers.

   “We’re trying to find the most effective means of killing them,” Slocum went on. 

   “A bullet to the head,” said Mellors, watching the uniformed men inspect the corpses that hung from their shackles.

   “You don’t want to be anywhere near these creatures when their heads explode. The fluid in their heads, the brain matter, is contagious. Their spinal fluid is also contagious.”

   “What if you get any of that stuff on your skin?”

   “We’re still testing that. We don’t believe the fluid can be absorbed through the skin. If you thoroughly wash your hands and body, you should be OK.”

   “Then the safest way to kill them is by shooting their brains with a bullet that doesn’t cause the skulls to explode.”

   Slocum cupped his left elbow with his right hand and massaged his chin with his left hand. “Yes. A bullet to the brain is sufficient to kill them. The collateral damage of the skull bursting does nothing but spread the virus to anyone in its range.”

   “Then kill these things from long distance to be on the safe side and avoid splash back.” 

   “Low-velocity rounds would be preferable to high-velocity ones, too.”

   “Less chance of breaking through the other end of the skull.”

   “Right.”

   Mellors paused in thought. “What about a flamethrower?”

   “A flamethrower will kill the creature and incinerate the virus. The only problem is, the fire has to burn through the skull and the dura mater to get to the brain and destroy it—and that takes a while. Death isn’t instantaneous like it is with a bullet to the brain.” 

   Mellors quirked an eyebrow. “These creatures can continue living even when they’re on fire?”

   “As long as their brains are intact.”

   “Flamethrowers are out then.”

   “They’re good for destroying the virus after the creature’s brain is dead, but their stopping power against the creatures is limited.”

   “Kill ’em first then burn ’em.”

   “That’s the best plan. After they’re killed, the infectious corpses must be cremated to prevent the spread of the plague.”

   Mellors peered through the Plexiglas. “Who are those soldiers in the hazmat uniforms?”

   “Why do you think they’re soldiers?”

   “They have M4 carbines.”

   “Actually those are M4A1s. They’re fully automatic.”

   Mellors shook his head in annoyance, rolling his eyes. “I stand corrected.”

   Slocum could be a prig sometimes, he decided. An M4 was an M4 as far as Mellors was concerned.

   “Those aren’t soldiers,” said Slocum. “They’re scientists.”

   “Shouldn’t soldiers be doing the shooting?”

   “What soldiers? We don’t have any soldiers here at Mount Weather. There’s no room for them. There’s only room for panjandrums and button pushers.”

   “And scientists.”

   “That goes without saying.”

   “Great. Where are the soldiers?”

   “We have no idea if there are any soldiers left.”

   “What do we do if we’re attacked by the infected here?”

   “There’s no way they can get in here. It’s an airtight fortress able to withstand nuclear bombs.”

   Mellors looked puzzled. “If we don’t have any soldiers, how do we expect to take back the country from the infected?”

   Slocum took that moment to inspect his fingernails. “With the button pushers.”

   The other shoe dropped for Mellors. He smiled. “We wage a videogame war with drones and missiles.”

   “It’s the nature of modern warfare.”

   “As long as we have WMD we have the whip hand against the creatures.” Mellors paused a beat. “What about any survivors out there?”

   “We’re doing everything in our power to contact any survivors before the president issues the order to implement WMD.”

   “And if we can’t contact all of them?”

   Slocum said nothing, his face unreadable.

   






   

   CHAPTER 14

   Southern California

   

   Halverson rode his horse warily toward the guy mounted on the idling motorcycle. The guy had a gun, Halverson could see, but he wasn’t pointing it at Halverson and his group. The guy was holding his motorcycle’s handlebars while gripping an automatic and bracing its butt on top of the handlebars. 

   It was a Harley-Davidson the guy had under him, Halverson could make out now. Dark complected, twentysomething, the guy had long black hair that trailed over his ears. He had a big head with a prominent nose. He wore a black leather bomber jacket, stonewashed jeans, and snakeskin boots that had black-and-white diamond patterns.

   “How’s it going?” said Halverson.

   “OK,” said the guy.

   Halverson introduced himself, Victoria, and Emma.

   “I’m Chogan,” said the guy.

   “That’s an interesting name,” said Emma.

   “I’m a Blackfoot Native American. Chogan means blackbird. The day I was born, my mother saw a flock of blackbirds fly over our house. She told me it was the biggest flock of blackbirds she ever saw. She said it was a sign that I’m blessed.”

   “I have no idea what Emma means. My mom just liked the sound of it, I think.”

   “Are any of the infected around here, Chogan?” asked Halverson.

   “The flesh eaters?”

   “Yeah.”

   “I haven’t seen any around here.”

   “Well, they’re coming this way. We got a bunch of them on our tail. Where are you going?”

   “I’m looking for my wife Maria. We got separated after the flesh eaters attacked us while we were sacked out in a hotel about ten miles from here. Have you seen any women where you came from?”

   “No. Why do you think she’s around here?”

   “I don’t know where she is. The flesh eaters attacked in the dark when I was asleep. When they woke me up I found out Maria had left me.”

   “Why did she leave you?” said Emma.

   “I don’t know.” Chogan racked his brains, trying to remember what he and Maria had been talking about before she had left him. “She was saying something about trying to find her mother, I remember.”

   “What did you do before the plague?” asked Halverson.

   “I was a marine stationed at Twentynine Palms. I want to be a commercial pilot when I get out of the marines.”

   Halverson nodded. “We need shooters.”

   “Shouldn’t you be in the air force if you want to be a pilot?” asked Emma.

   “Things don’t always work out the way you want,” answered Chogan.

   “We don’t need pilots,” said Halverson. “We need shooters.”

   “What about you? What did you used to do?”

   “I’m a journalist,” Halverson lied. “Victoria’s a dress designer.”

   “I’m a waitress,” said Emma.

   “We can’t stand around chitchatting,” said Halverson. “The things know we’re here. We have to beat it.”

   “Where you headed?” asked Chogan.

   “We’re headed east through Vegas.”

   “Are you taking the 15 through Barstow?”

   “Is there any other way?”

   “Wanna come along?” asked Emma. “Millie likes you.” She looked over her shoulder and smiled. “Don’t you, Millie?”

   Chogan did a double take. “Who’s Millie?”

   “My baby.”

   Confusion swept over Chogan’s face. He was about to speak when Victoria cut him off with a frown.

   “You’re welcome to come with us, Chogan,” said Emma.

   Chogan knit his brow. “I don’t know what to do. I don’t want to abandon Maria.”

   “Maybe she headed east.”

   Chogan thought about it. “I have no idea where she went.”

   “Where did her mother live? Maybe Maria went there.”

   “Doesn’t matter. Her mother left her house. We already looked there.”

   Halverson was on the verge of saying the plague might have infected Maria, but thought better of it. He held his tongue. Chogan had enough worries.

   “Giddyap,” Halverson told his horse. “If we see Maria, we’ll tell her you’re looking for her, Chogan.”

   Halverson trotted his horse away, as a mob of the walking dead made their way down the sidewalk toward them, jerking and jostling each other like marionettes. Victoria and Emma caught up to him on horseback.

   Chogan sat astride his Harley, watching them ride off, trying to dope out what to do. It didn’t take him long to reach a decision.

   He revved his Harley’s throttle and peeled off after them. Without Maria he didn’t know what to do with himself. He preferred company to solitude to help keep his mind off Maria. Whenever he thought about her disappearing, he got depressed. When he got depressed, he couldn’t function. It was like he was carrying a giant boulder around on his back. Every little task seemed difficult. 

   He had no idea where to look for her. Maybe she had headed east, he decided. He had to keep moving.

   Halverson heard Chogan’s chopper rev behind him and knew Chogan was joining them. Halverson also knew the odds were stacked against his band’s ever passing through three thousand miles of zombie-infested territory to reach Washington. He could only hope that some of the territory wasn’t infested. There might be pockets of contagion-free zones out there somewhere.

   He picked up on a drone flying overhead. He ducked under the awning of a hardware store. 

   Chogan saw the drone, stopped his bike, and commenced waving frantically at the aircraft.

   “Don’t let them know we’re here,” said Halverson.

   “Why not?” said Chogan and kept on waving. “Maybe they can help us out of this mess.”

   “It’s just a drone. There’s nobody in it.”

   “I know a Predator drone when I see one. They have cameras on them. The people guiding the drone will see the pictures of us and send help.”

   “They shot a missile at us last time,” said Victoria.

   Chogan stopped waving and gazed at Victoria. “What are you talking about?”

   “A drone fired a Hellfire missile at us in Santa Monica,” said Halverson. “We’re lucky to be alive.”

   “That makes no sense,” said Chogan.

   Halverson knew the drone had fired at him and not at Victoria, but he didn’t go into that. If he told them the truth that the government wanted him dead, he would have to blow his cover.

   “Maybe it does if you think about it,” said Victoria. “We don’t know who’s flying that drone. What if it’s some rogue militia trying to take over the country taking advantage of the epidemic?”

   “Damn,” muttered Chogan. He watched the drone fly away, hands at his sides. “Do you think it saw me?”

   






   

   CHAPTER 15

   

   After they resumed their trek, Halverson, Victoria, Emma, and Chogan made it through the scorched rubble of Los Angeles toward I-15 without another confrontation with the ghouls. When they saw stray ghouls, the four survivors went out of their way to avoid them.

   Most of the burning of LA had stopped by now. Despite the wildfires, many edifices remained intact. A few new fires flared up now and then, fanned by the winds. With nobody to put them out, the fires raged on. The sky had a smoggy sallow tinge to it that mirrored the survivors’ emotional state.

   Halverson and his group met no other survivors of the plague in LA and its environs. The only two-legged figures they laid eyes on were ghouls stumbling through the city’s wreckage and debris searching for their next meal.

   It wasn’t until Halverson and his band reached the outskirts of LA that they encountered a threat—but it wasn’t from the walking dead. 

   They were riding past a junkyard when they ran into a pack of wild dogs with matted fur and salivating tongues. The dogs were skulking around the dump casting around for food. Their ham pink tongues lolling out of their mouths, their ribs showing through their chests, a motley crew of some thirty half-starved mongrels picked up the scent of Halverson’s band. The lead dog of the pack raised its hackles at the sight of the humans, exposing its fangs, salivating, and growling. Then it howled.

   An unearthly quiet prevailed over the desolate cityscape when the dog stopped howling. 

   “What’s that all about?” asked Victoria as her horse whickered nervously.

   “Is he telling us this is his territory?” said Emma.

   The dog and his pack launched forward and bayed the humans.

   “He’s telling us to run like hell,” said Chogan, who burned rubber on his motorcycle as he fled, his tires screeching. 

   Halverson could not risk having the wild dogs attack the horses and cripple them with their teeth. He, Victoria, and Emma galloped away from the pursuing dogs. Chogan easily outstripped the dogs on his bike.

   The horses on account of their large size had more difficulty escaping because they had to negotiate the cluttered sidewalks and couldn’t get up a full head of steam without a straightaway in front of them. The smaller dogs had an easier time of it careening around obstructions such as wastebaskets, abandoned strollers, and overturned bus benches on the sidewalk and, as a result, managed to stay on the heels of the horses.

   “What’s with those dogs?” asked Victoria, trying to coax more speed out of her horse. “Are they rabid?”

   “Maybe they have the plague,” answered Emma riding behind her. 

   “Is the plague transmitted between species?” 

   “I don’t think so,” said Halverson. “Maybe these dogs are just hungry.”

   “Or rabid,” said Victoria. 

   “A lot of diseases could be rampant now on account of the polluted water and unsanitary conditions caused by the devastation of the city.”

   Chogan was the first to see the rats up ahead. 

   An undulating ocean of scampering rats inundated the sidewalk and swept toward him with the irresistible force of a flood. Chogan shivered. He felt the hairs on the back of his neck bristle. He hated rats.

   Ever since he had gone to a supermarket as a child and spotted a rat scurrying under a stand of fresh produce he had developed a phobia of rats. Even now he could recall the big rat skulking under the produce stand until a grocer clad in black trousers and black shoes stomped the rat to death. Chogan ran in terror to his mother, clung to her dress, and told her about the rat. She didn’t believe him, smiled at him, told him to calm down, and continued shopping.

   But the image of the grocer’s black clodhopper crushing the rat’s back never left Chogan’s mind. To this day he could see the image as clearly as if it had happened yesterday.

   The rats up ahead looked big, hungry, and frenzied as they poured toward him.

   “Rats!” he cried back to Halverson and the others.

   In fear and anger, Chogan whipped out his pistol and began firing at the rats, knowing full well that he could never kill all of them. He couldn’t help himself. The sight of them drove him into a frenzy. Gritting his teeth he kept shooting till his pistol’s slide locked back.

   Wide-eyed, Halverson picked up on the army of rats scurrying toward them. They could be rabid like the pack of wild dogs, for all he knew. Maybe it was the rats that had infected the dogs with rabies in the first place.

   Trapped between the two fronts of onrushing rats and charging dogs, Halverson had to make a detour. 

   Chogan was a step ahead of him. Chogan turned his bike right at the upcoming intersection. It was either that or ride straight into the swarm of rats. There seemed to be millions of the rodents as they charged as one down the sidewalks and down the street under the abandoned cars. 

   Halverson, Victoria, and Emma followed Chogan’s lead. A dog was already nipping at the heels of Emma’s horse as she brought up the rear of their entourage.

   The vast majority of the rats kept right on going straight—right into the pack of dogs.

   The dogs howled and yelped in terror as the sea of rats surged into them, biting their legs and crippling them. Their legs torn to shreds by the rats’ teeth, the dogs fell to the ground, whimpering.

   Once fallen, they became easy prey for the rats. The rats chewed on their throats, stomachs, and legs. Arterial blood from fallen, mortally wounded dogs fountained up and rained down on the backs of the charging rats, inciting the rats into an even wilder delirium.

   Crippled by the rats’ teeth, one after another of the dogs fell, puling, and were disemboweled and consumed by the starving rats.

   The sight of the sea of carnage sickened Halverson. He turned away, not before seeing that many of the rats were still pursuing his group. 

   Victoria and Emma never dared peek back at the slaughterhouse. Even so, the bloodcurdling sounds alone of the yelps and whines of the dogs being torn apart by the rats were enough to sicken them, as well.

   “Uh-oh,” said Chogan. “Here comes the Seventh Cavalry to the rescue.” 

   Puzzled at Chogan’s words, Halverson turned his head toward Chogan, who was riding point and nearing the end of the block.

   Three of the walking dead were scrabbling into view, cutting off Halverson’s escape route.

   “Let’s move it!” cried Halverson. 

   Where there were three, there were probably more of the creatures close behind, Halverson knew. Like dogs, the ghouls roamed in packs.

   Chogan zoomed past the staggering creatures.

   Halverson put on speed. His horse galloped toward the stumblebum creatures and knocked one of them over before it could take a bite out of his horse. Their horses in full stride, Victoria and Emma charged after Halverson.

   As he traversed the intersection, Halverson could see he was right about the three ghouls. They were not alone. About two dozen more of the creatures were limping toward the intersection, following them.

   On a fifty-inch high-definition flat-panel TV set in a TV appliance store’s window at the corner of the street, the face of President Cole was speaking as ghouls shuffled past the store on the sidewalk.

   “My fellow Americans, let me reassure you there is nothing to fear,” said the image of Cole’s face. “Everything is under control. We have conquered the plague. We have found the vaccine and will be administering it to all of you as soon as possible.

   “No doubt you’ve been hearing rumors to the effect that people are turning into cannibals and eating each other. These rumors are unfounded. However, be warned to stay away from any person exhibiting plague symptoms, such as spastic movements. Such people are infected and they are extremely contagious. Stay away from them. But, whatever you do, do not panic. I’ll say that again. Do. Not. Panic. The vaccine is a hundred percent effective and will be available to everybody shortly.”

   One of the walking dead halted in front of the TV store’s plate-glass window and scoped out the president’s image that was being broadcast on all of the TV sets on display. Not smelling food, the creature lurched away.

   “The best thing all of you can do at this point is to be patient,” Cole went on. “All things come to those who wait. Keep checking your TV sets and radios to find out the location of the shelter nearest you. The vaccine will be provided at these shelters. You are all in my prayers during this time of crisis.

   “Remember, we will never give up until this plague is eradicated from our great country. Rest easy, my fellow Americans. Rest easy. Help is on the way.”

   One of the ghouls bowed in front of the TV store, snagged a rat by its tail from the sidewalk, stood straight, dangled the rat in front of his open mouth, and bit the rat’s head off. Blood splattered the ghoul’s mouth and chest, as well as the display window. The ghoul bent over to snatch another rat from the sidewalk. 

   






   

   CHAPTER 16

   Mount Weather Emergency Operations Center

   

   “Is any of what he said true?” asked Mellors, standing beside Slocum behind the television camera watching the president give his speech.

   “We haven’t found a vaccine for the plague yet, if that’s what you mean,” answered Slocum.

   “Then there’s no vaccine to be provided to the shelters.”

   “There is no vaccine—yet.”

   Mellors studied the president’s telegenic face that urged calm and restraint in front of the camera lens. “When will we have one?”

   “We have no idea,” said Slocum. “This is a new, particularly virulent strain of H5N1. The CDC have virologists working on it 24/7. That’s all I can tell you.”

   “Won’t the people waiting at the shelters become angry if the vaccines never arrive?”

   “Better angry than panic-stricken.”

   Mellors inspected a gold Arabic puzzle ring on his finger, a present from a Saudi prince that he had done an execution for as a field agent in the NCS. 

   “If the people can’t trust their elected government officials, who can they trust?” said Mellors.

   “You’re not seeing the big picture.”

   “Which is?”

   “It’s not only about the American people. It’s about how the rest of the world perceives us in our time of crisis. We can’t let them know our country is succumbing to the plague. They might make hay of our plight and try to invade us.”

   “The last I heard, they have their hands full fighting the plague themselves.”

   “There’s always a Hitler wannabe out there somewhere waiting to pounce when the time is right.”

   “If we lose credibility with the people, they’ll reject us.”

   “And replace us with what? We’re the only option they have. It’s us or nothing. Without us, they’re on their own and have no chance.”

   “They may not see it that way.”

   “There’s another reason we have to present a strong image to the American people.”

   “Even if it’s bogus?”

   Slocum ignored Mellors’s question. “We don’t want any of these crackpot militias trying to take over the country. And they will try, mark my words, if they perceive the federal government as incapacitated.”

   “We don’t have to worry about those kooks. They may have guns, but they don’t have arsenals of missiles and bombs like we do. When we lie to the people all we’re really doing is losing our credibility.”

   Straightening his spine, Slocum smoothed his bespoke Brooks Brothers jacket. “We’re doing what’s best for the country. It may not seem that way at the moment, but in the end you’ll see we’re doing the right thing for America’s survival.”

   “I’m not arguing with you. I’m just trying to find out why Cole is lying through his teeth on the TV.”

   Slocum gave Mellors a look. “The people didn’t elect him to tell them the truth.”

   “They didn’t?”

   “They elected him to tell them what they want to hear.”

   “Don’t let them hear you say that.”

   “The truth hurts. I know that.” Slocum paused. “You’re right, though. The people can’t handle the truth. That’s why we give them long-winded rah-rah oratory instead.”

   Mellors sighed. “He’s been speaking for hours. How long can he go on like this?”

   “Quite a while, actually. Oratory is his chops.” 

   “You could have fooled me. I stopped listening to him after his first lie.”

   Slocum smiled with half his mouth, but it ended up a sneer. “You’re on the fast track to demotion, if you keep up the wisecracks.”

   Mellors rolled his eyes. He had been in Washington long enough to know that dissimulation was part and parcel of politics. He saw no point in pursuing the matter. He had his own neck to look after.

   At last, Cole wound up his speech. He strutted over to Slocum after the camera’s red light died out.

   “We can win this battle,” said Cole, beaming, juiced up from his oratory. He looked like he was fixing to cut a caper. “We’re gonna wipe this plague out.” He pumped his fist.

   “Yes, Mr. President,” said Slocum. “Have you decided what types of bombs we’re gonna use on the infected?”

   Cole’s expression did an about-face, waxing grave. “I haven’t made that decision yet. I need more input on that.” 

   “As much as I hate to say this, Mr. President, we may have to consider the nuclear option. Thermite bombs might not yield enough firepower.”

   “We’ll do whatever we have to do to take back our country.”

   “Is that a yes for nuclear weapons?” asked Slocum, jacking up an eyebrow.

   “I’m taking it under advisement, along with a slew of other options.”

   “You’re gonna nuke our own country?” said Mellors in consternation.

   “If that’s what it takes to obliterate the plague. Let me remind you, gentlemen, all options are still on the table.”

   “Meaning no disrespect, Mr. President, but if you blow up the whole country what will be left?”

   “What will be left if we don’t exterminate the infected before they exterminate everybody else? If you have a better solution, tell me. The clock is ticking.”

   Slocum and Mellors said nothing.

   






   

   CHAPTER 17

   Southern California

   

   “Do you ever wonder why we’re still alive?” said Chogan, as he, Halverson, Victoria, and Emma regrouped after their escape from the ghouls and the rabid rats.

   “Yeah,” said Emma. “Why are we the only ones alive and everybody else is infected with plague?”

   “Dumb luck?” said Victoria.

   “If you want to call it that,” said Halverson.

   Wincing, he could still hear dogs yelping in pain in the distance as the rats and ghouls tore them to pieces. Then the ghouls would turn on the rats, he figured, if they hadn’t done so already.

   “We’re lucky to still be alive,” said Victoria. 

   “Yeah, but what kind of a life is this?” said Chogan, ears tuned to the screeching mayhem while he took stock of the charred ruins that remained of the ghost town around him.

   “But why us?” said Emma.

   “A roll of the dice. A spin of the wheel,” said Halverson. 

   “I’d rather be lucky than good,” said Chogan.

   “One of the mysteries of the universe,” said Victoria, putting in her two cents. 

   “You know why I wear boots?” said Chogan, astride his Harley, eying his toecaps.

   “I can’t say that I care.”

   Chogan ignored her response. “I wear them to protect my legs from snakes. I grew up in a small town in the desert, you see.”

   “What’s your point?”

   “It’s a hostile, indifferent world. We need to prepare to be attacked. We need to be always on our guard.”

   “So how do you prepare for a zombie virus that has no cure?” said Victoria, gazing down at him from her horse. 

   “Get a shaman,” said Chogan expressionlessly. “And a machine gun.”

   Victoria’s horse commenced whickering and shifting about on its hooves.

   “I think my horse is hungry,” she said.

   “We should ditch the horses once we get to Barstow,” said Halverson atop his horse, which snorted and nickered at Victoria’s horse.

   “And how do we get through the Mojave?”

   “We commandeer an SUV.”

   “The 15 will be clogged with abandoned cars,” said Chogan. “What good will an SUV do us?”

   “We don’t ride on the freeway. We get a vehicle with four-wheel drive and ride cross-country, right through the desert.”

   Chogan thought about it. He nodded. “Better than riding a Harley through the desert. At least you have A/C.”

   “What if we get lost?” said Victoria. “The last place I want to get lost in is the desert.”

   “We’ll hug the 15 and follow it to Vegas,” said Halverson.

   “I’m fine with it,” said Emma, shifting on her saddle, grimacing. “I’m not cut out for horse riding. This saddle’s rubbing my butt raw.”

   “Too much information,” said Victoria.

   Emma looked over her shoulder. “It’s OK, Millie. Calm down.” Emma turned forward. “Millie doesn’t like all this excitement. She needs rest.”

   “I’m getting tired of you talking to yourself,” said Chogan. “It’s driving me crazy.”

   “I’m not talking to myself. I’m talking to Millie. Can’t you hear?”

   “I can hear. That’s the problem. I hear you talking to yourself.”

   Face screwed up, Emma glanced over her shoulder. “Shush, Millie. Everything will be all right.” Emma faced Chogan. “Now Millie’s crying because of you. You’re upsetting her.”

   “You’re the one who’s upsetting me,” said Chogan. “There is no Millie. Why do you keep looking over your shoulder?”

   “Just leave Emma alone,” said Halverson. “Can’t you see you’re stressing her out?”

   “She’s stressing me out talking to herself.”

   Emma began sobbing. “Why do you hate Millie?”

   “I don’t hate Millie,” said Chogan. “There is no Millie to hate.”

   “There you go again, hurting her feelings. How would you like it if we said you didn’t exist?”

   Chogan shut his eyes and shook his head. “I can’t believe we’re having this conversation.”

   “Will you stop picking on Emma?” said Victoria. “You’re gonna send her over the deep end.”

   “She’s already there. I’m trying to bring her back to reality. She needs to get her feet back on the ground.”

   Victoria’s horse was rearing its head and neighing. She patted his neck to soothe him. “Are you a psychiatrist?”

   “It doesn’t take a psychiatrist to see it’s as clear as the nose on your face that this woman is flipping out.”

   “Can’t you see you’re making things worse for her?”

   Emma was sobbing uncontrollably.

   “She needs a strong dose of reality to jolt her out of cloud-cuckoo-land, wherever the hell she is,” said Chogan.

   “Let her work it out for herself,” said Halverson.

   “She’ll come around if we leave her alone,” said Victoria.

   “No, she won’t,” said Chogan. “She’s in denial. She needs to be shocked out of it.”

   “Thank you, Dr. Freud. How about a lobotomy for her too?”

   Chogan bridled. “I know when someone’s not right in the head when I see them.”

   Halverson picked up on one of the living dead lolloping out of a Laundromat across the street and scrabbling toward them. Half the creature’s face was missing and a good part of its scalp. It looked like it had just got through sticking its head in a washing machine during the spin cycle, Halverson decided. 

   “We need to save this kaffeeklatsch for later,” he said.

   Victoria rode over to Emma and held her forearm. “Are you OK?”

   Emma sniffled as she stopped sobbing. “I’m all right. I don’t know about Millie. She needs formula.”

   “What did I tell you?” Chogan told Victoria. “She’s gonna be a drag on us till she gets her act together.”

   “You’re the one who’s disrupting our group,” said Victoria. “We were all right till you joined us.”

   Chogan shot her a scathing look. “I can take off any time I want and leave you all behind.”

   “Toodle-oo.” She waved at him. “It was nice knowing you.” 

   Victoria turned to Emma. “Millie will be OK, dear. We just need to get out of here first.”

   Chogan tamped down his anger. Why was he angry anyway? he wondered. If the woman wanted to go loco, let her go loco. Why should he care? It was all the same to him. It was just that she was getting on his nerves with all that talking to herself. 

   All Chogan knew was he didn’t want to be alone. If left alone, he would start obsessing about Maria again. Then he would start talking to himself and end up as batty as Emma. He knew what Emma was going through, but she had to come to grips with reality. Maybe if she talked about her job or her life before the plague, maybe that would help root her back in reality. Of course, he wasn’t a shrink, but it didn’t seem good for her mind the way she was headed now.

   He said nothing. He stood his ground on his Harley. He wasn’t going to leave them.

   The Laundromat ghoul was now negotiating the derelict cars in the street as it approached Halverson.

   In a fit of pique, Chogan gunned his motorcycle toward the ghoul, steadying the vehicle with his boots brushing along the sidewalk, withdrew his pistol, and blew away the ghoul’s head.

   “I’m not scared of those things,” he said, watching the creature topple over and fall on a sedan’s hood.

   “It’s his friends we need to be scared of,” said Halverson. “They’ll have heard your gunshot.”

   As if on cue, three more of the walking dead stumbled out of the Laundromat, drawn to the sound of the gunshot’s report.

   “What’s the rest of the country like?” said Chogan. “You think it’s as bad as it is here?”

   “If it is, we’ll have to keep moving,” said Halverson. “That’s why we’re headed to Washington. To find out if we’ve got any government left. No government, no country.”

   “I could care less about the government. The only people who benefit from the government are the hypocritical politicians. We can live fine without the government.” Chogan paused a beat. “Probably better without it.”

   “Does that mean you’re splitting?”

   “No. I’m sticking with you guys—for now, anyway.”

   The three ghouls wended their way through the junked husks of cars and trucks, closing in on Halverson and company.

   “Let’s beat it before the Three Stooges get here,” said Halverson.

   Halverson roused his horse to a gallop.

   “These horses aren’t gonna go much farther without food,” said Victoria, exhorting her horse to follow in Halverson’s wake.

   “Lunch sounds good to me,” said Chogan, zooming past Victoria’s horse. He grinned. “I could eat a horse.” 

   






   

   CHAPTER 18

   Mount Weather Emergency Operations Center

   

   President Cole, DCI Slocum, Scot Mellors, FBI Director Harold Paris, General Eugene D. Byrd, ASH Dr. Laslo, DNI (director of national intelligence) Hilda Molson, and DHS Director Sheila Klauss sat around the conference table watching the wall-mounted flat-panel HDTV that displayed a map of the US depicting the states that had succumbed to the pandemic and those that still contained uninfected inhabitants. A glass of bottled water stood on the tabletop in front of each delegate.

   “We’re fighting a losing battle, it seems,” said Klauss.

   “It’s just a matter of time before we get the upper hand,” said Cole. 

   “How accurate is that map anyway?” said Slocum and took a swig from his glass of water. 

   “Impossible to say,” said Dr. Laslo. “That map reflects the findings that the doctors in each state are reporting to me. It’s pretty subjective.”

   “And what about the states that aren’t reporting to you at all?” asked Slocum, setting his glass down.

   “We can assume they’re overrun with plague.”

   “How are the doctors reporting to you?”

   “They’re using satphones.” 

   Slocum nodded. “They’re about the only things you can rely on to communicate with nowadays.”

   “Does anyone have any good news to report?” asked the president, surveying the glum faces around the table.

   Nobody said anything.

   “Then let’s move on,” said Cole. “It’s looking more and more like we’re gonna have to use bombs to halt the advance of the plague. The carriers of the plague, the infected, must be destroyed.”

   “Why not send in the marines?” said Paris. “You wouldn’t have so much collateral damage.”

   “What marines?” said General Byrd.

   Paris’s hatchet face stretched downward in bemusement. “What do you mean?”

   “The marines have been infected by the plague, like everybody else.”

   “Then what about the army and the navy?”

   General Byrd shook his head. “Same deal. We have no manpower. We’ve got ordnance but nobody to operate it. What we have here is a clusterfuck.”

   “Are you saying we’re defenseless, General?” said DNI Hilda Molson.

   “Absolutely not. We have bombs and missiles.”

   The initial strains of the “Star-spangled Banner” sounded.

   Everybody’s eyes darted around the table, trying to locate the source of the music.

   Cole withdrew a top-of-the-line red Iridium satphone from his jacket pocket and snugged the phone’s earpiece into his ear. Everybody watched in astonishment as he answered the phone.

   Cole listened to the receiver expressionlessly. 

   A few minutes later he said, “Over my dead body.”

   He ended the phone call.

   “Who was that?” asked General Byrd, hiking his beetle brows. “Was that the Russians?”

   “That was Secretary-General Ho,” answered Cole.

   “Of the United Nations?”

   Cole nodded yes.

   “What did he say?” asked Byrd.

   “He said that since all the world’s countries have been destroyed by plague, he is declaring himself sovereign of the world.”

   Hilda Molson laughed out loud. She couldn’t control herself.

   Byrd grinned sardonically. “Is this some kind of joke?”

   “He sounded serious,” said Cole. “He believes the UN charter gives him the right to declare himself sovereign during a worldwide crisis. He is assuming full authority and leading the battle against the plague.”

   “That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard,” said Slocum.

   “Let’s teach him the facts of life and bomb his ass,” said Byrd. “The nerve of that guy. Nobody pushes the US of A around.”

   “First thing we do is call him persona non grata and toss him out of New York on his ears.”

   “I say we clap him in irons in Gitmo for making a terrorist threat against the United States.”

   Cole held his hands up, calling the room to order. “Gentlemen, let’s think this over before we do anything rash.”

   “I say we ignore him,” said Molson. “Why dignify the upstart’s nonsense with a response?”

   Slocum thought about it. “That’s true. By heeding him we’re giving Ho credence.”

   “What’s he gonna do? Invade us?” said FBI Director Paris.

   “The UN does have a peacekeeping force. They do have military power.”

   “The UN’s military power is a joke,” said Byrd. “Everybody knows the US is the main military power behind the UN. Without us they’re nothing.”

   “You just got through telling us we have no army, navy, or marines,” said Slocum.

   Byrd hemmed and hawed. “We still have bombs and missiles. Nobody’s got more bleeding-edge bombs and missiles than we do. We could waste the UN forces in a New York minute.”

   All Mellors knew was that Byrd reeked of bad breath. Mellors crinkled his nose in reaction to the stench. He had the misfortune to be sitting next to Byrd and was getting the full brunt of the miasma.

   “How about a Life Saver?” said Mellors, reaching into his jacket’s breast pocket and digging out a roll of peppermint Life Savers.

   He tore open the roll of circular candies and offered Byrd the top one.

   Byrd looked down his nose at the Life Savers. 

   Mellors never should have sat next to Byrd. The two of them didn’t get along. Basically, it was hate at first sight. Mellors figured Byrd was jealous of him because he had graduated from Yale while Byrd had graduated from West Point. 

   Mellors didn’t think much of military men. They had tunnel vision. It was his experience that they could see the world only in zero-sum military terms. After all, what could you expect from a guy who idolized Clausewitz? 

   Mellors winced. Byrd’s breath smelled like a small animal had crawled into his mouth and died. Mellors turned away from Byrd to avoid the odor.

   “Maybe Ho has lost his grip on reality on account of the plague,” said Dr. Laslo. “A crisis of this magnitude can inflict severe psychological trauma on people.”

   “You mean he’s bonkers?” said Byrd.

   Dr. Laslo grimaced at Byrd’s terminology. “His means of coping with an Armageddon scenario could be his declaring he’s in control of the world.”

   Slocum shifted uncomfortably in his seat and cleared his throat. “I say we ignore Ho. He’s the least of our worries if you ask me.”

   “I agree,” said Paris. “Dealing with the plague demands our full attention.”

   General Byrd gently patted his comb-over. “I disagree. If Ho’s telling the rest of the world what he just told the president, he might be able to convince others he really is the sovereign of the world.”

   “And?” said Slocum.

   “And impose his will on everyone.” Byrd paused. “I say we nip him in the bud and bomb him before he can stir up any trouble.”

   “That would be a drastic overreaction and could cause severe repercussions,” said Paris. “World opinion could turn against us once it was divulged we had assassinated Secretary-General Ho.”

   “We mustn’t underestimate Ho—even if he is mad. His insanity doesn’t discount his viability as a threat. Hitler was a psycho, and look what a mess he made of the world.”

   “Not everyone would agree with you that Hitler was mad,” said Slocum.

   Byrd looked disgusted. “I don’t want to split hairs with you over Hitler’s sanity. You get my drift.”

   The president closed his eyes and pondered the dilemma. At length, he said, “Let’s ignore Ho for now. We have bigger fish to fry at this stage.”

   “If we don’t do something to stop him now, Mr. President, he might become too powerful for us to stop him later,” said Byrd.

   “We’ll monitor Ho, General. If it looks like he’s becoming a force to reckon with, we’ll reassess our current evaluation of him. Right now he’s on the back burner.”

   Cole cut Byrd a look that brooked no argument. 

   Fetching a sigh, Byrd sat back in his chair. He contorted his mouth, but said nothing.

   Cole leaned forward in his chair and spread his palms on the tabletop. “Now, ladies and gentlemen, where do we commence our war against the plague?”

   “I hate to bring this up, but it’s about time somebody did,” said Dr. Laslo.

   “What’s on your mind, Doctor?”

   “For the time being, the plague isn’t airborne.”

   “Thank goodness for that. We caught a break.”

   “Didn’t it start out airborne, Doctor?” asked Klauss, picking at her short ginger hair on her forehead.

   Dr. Laslo nodded. “What concerns me is, what if it becomes airborne again?”

   “Oh my God! Don’t even think such a thing. There would be no stopping it. The first few days it was airborne was when it wreaked the most havoc.”

   “Is there any real danger of it becoming airborne again?” asked Cole.

   Worry creased Laslo’s brow. “I wish I knew.” He hung fire. “This plague isn’t acting like any other virus I’ve ever encountered. It’s impossible to tell what it’s going to do next.”

    An unnerving silence cast a pall over the room.

   






   

   CHAPTER 19

   Southern California

   

   Halverson and his group found a black Ford Explorer SUV shoehorned between parked cars on the I-15. They dismounted. The Explorer’s owner had left the key in the ignition when he had abandoned the vehicle. Now all Halverson had to do was figure out how to get the vehicle out of the jam of abandoned cars that surrounded it.

   “Are we just gonna leave the horses here?” asked Victoria, standing beside her horse and patting its muzzle.

   “If we take the SUV, we can’t take them with us,” answered Halverson. “We need to adapt to the situation. Now that we have a car for transportation, we don’t need horses.”

   “What about my chopper?” said Chogan.

   Halverson glanced at the Harley. “Will it fit in the back of the car?”

   A McIntosh apple in his hand, Chogan scoped out the rear of the SUV. “That’s a definite maybe.”

   “Might come in handy if we took it.”

   Chogan took a crackling bite out of his apple. “I’m glad we raided that Ralphs and got something to eat before we came here. I feel better already.”

   “There won’t be anywhere to eat in the desert.”

   Emma was carrying a canvas pouch with food items in it draped over her shoulder. 

   “I should have taken more formula with me,” she said, glancing at her pouch. “Millie might get hungry before we reach Vegas.”

   Chogan shrugged. “Not again.” He faced Emma. “You won’t need more formula.”

   “How can you be so sure?”

   “You don’t need any, period.”

   “Now you’re being cruel to Millie again,” said Emma, her voice trembling with emotion.

   Chogan shook his head in frustration. He stalked off. He didn’t want to get into it again with Emma. To avoid getting riled up he decided it was best for him to stay clear of her for a bit.

   “How do we get the car out of all that traffic?” asked Victoria.

   “We’re gonna have to play dodgem cars with it,” answered Halverson.

   “What?”

   Halverson strode onto the freeway’s asphalt, threaded his way through the parked cars, and entered the Explorer. He wasn’t surprised the key was still in the ignition. The same could be said for most of the other vehicles. He fired the ignition.

   “Could you release the emergency brakes of the cars in front of and behind me and put the trannies in neutral?” he said through the open window to Victoria.

   “I guess I’m elected,” she said, seeing that nobody else was nearby.

   She made her way to the Chevy in front of the Explorer and found that the emergency brake wasn’t even set. Sitting down in the driver’s seat she shifted the transmission out of park into neutral. She picked a path through the parked cars to the Honda behind the Explorer, climbed in, released the handbrake, and shifted the transmission into neutral. The car rolled a few inches as she climbed out of it.

   She made her way back to the freeway’s shoulder and flashed the thumbs up to Halverson. 

   He drove forward and crashed into the Chevy sedan in front of him. The Explorer slammed into the Chevy’s trunk, crumpling it, shoving the Chevy forward. He ground the transmission into reverse and crashed into the Honda behind him. The Honda’s front bumper fell off and dropped to the asphalt with a clang.

   Halverson cursed. Now he would have to drive over the bumper to reach the Honda. Setting the handbrake he clambered out of the Explorer, retrieved the steel bumper, and hauled it out of the Explorer’s path. 

   He returned to the Explorer, released the brake, shifted into drive, and rammed the Chevy again, creating more room for the Explorer to maneuver back and forth. Clanging metal resounded through the air.

   “You’re gonna draw more of the flesh eaters to us making all that racket,” said Victoria.

   “There’s no other way to get out of here,” said Halverson. 

   “If you wreck the car, it’ll be useless to us.”

   “I need more room to drive out of here,” said Halverson, plowing the Chevy forward a few more inches, crumping its trunk.

   “If you bend the SUV’s fenders too much, the wheels won’t be able to turn,” said Emma, approaching Victoria.

   “You think?” said Halverson, riled at the peanut gallery he was attracting.

   He backed into the Honda and tried to bulldoze it backward, applying more gas to the Explorer. The SUV’s rear wheels screeched against the asphalt, raising smoke and filling the air with the reek of burning rubber.

   Frustrated, he shifted into drive, floored the gas pedal, and mashed the back of the Chevy. The Chevy’s rear window spiderwebbed in its frame.

   “Don’t rupture the gas tank or you’ll catch fire,” said Victoria.

   She realized she sounded domineering. She wasn’t trying to, but she had to admit it sounded like she was barking orders. Maybe stress brought that out in her.

   “Keep your shirt on,” said Halverson. 

   The Explorer’s tires spun wildly, fishtailing, trying to gain purchase on the asphalt as Halverson attempted to plow the Chevy forward. There were too many cars parked in front of the Chevy for him to move it very far. The only way to make enough room for him to drive off the freeway was by crushing the Chevy like it was an accordion. He was too close to the Chevy for the Explorer’s wheels to gain purchase.

   He reversed, crushed the gas pedal, smoked his wheels, and rammed the front of the Honda. 

   In the rearview mirror he picked up on his rear window cracking on impact and exhibiting hairline fractures. The steel-on-steel collision resounded through the air. 

   “Take it easy!” said Victoria. 

   In the rearview mirror he marked the Honda’s hood bent upward and, looking forward, realized he had more room ahead of him to maneuver the Explorer. He cut his wheels all the way to the right, shifted into drive, and tried to pull off the freeway. 

   Chogan raised a cry. “Bogeys at three o’clock!”

   The jarring of the car collisions must have attracted them, realized Halverson. There was nothing he could do about it. Using the Explorer like a battering ram was the only way he could think of to free the SUV from gridlock.

   He didn’t have quite enough room to clear the Chevy’s rear bumper. He was so close to breaking free he could taste it. He floored the gas pedal. He couldn’t progress. His left front bumper was hung up on the Chevy’s bumper. He stuck his head out the driver’s-side window and checked out his front bumper. All he needed was another inch of space in front of the Explorer and he would be free.

   He cut his wheels hard to the left and reversed. He didn’t have much room behind him, he knew. He crashed his rear bumper into the Honda, stopped, turned hard right, shifted into drive, and plowed forward, grazing the Chevy’s rear bumper and driving onto the freeway’s shoulder.

   He heard a gunshot and whipped his head to the right. 

   Chogan was blowing away one of the three zombies that were shambling across the desert toward the Explorer. The male thirtysomething creature spun on its heels and keeled over, its brain pulped, the back of its skull shooting off into the desert. 

   Chogan tried to take out the other two creatures, but his pistol’s slide had locked back on empty. He glanced angrily at his empty gun then retreated toward Halverson.

   “We need more ammo,” said Chogan at a dead run, gun in hand.

   “Everybody pile into the car,” said Halverson.

   The two walking dead became enlivened by the proximity of living flesh. Their herky-jerky movements accelerated, but the creatures’ lack of coordination hampered their speed. Their flailing gestures became exaggerated and more dreadful to behold.

   “We need weapons,” said Chogan, climbing into the backseat.

   Emma sat across from him. Victoria claimed the front seat.

   Fifty-odd flesh eaters now appeared in the shimmering thermals of the desert, zeroing in on the Explorer with their ungainly shambling strides, making their way past a couple of stray Joshua trees that dotted the barren landscape. 

   “We’ll have to get guns in Vegas,” said Halverson. “We can’t hang around here.”

   “I could take the Harley back into town and hit a police armory. Be back in a flash.”

   “We forgot the bike,” said Victoria.

   “Damn,” said Chogan. 

   Halverson was on the verge of telling Chogan to forget it when Chogan bolted out of the SUV to retrieve the Harley.

   “Hurry up!” called Halverson. 

   






   

   CHAPTER 20

   

   Chogan barreled to the Harley, straddled it, fired the engine, and roared toward the Explorer.

   He skidded to a halt in back of the SUV. He scanned the area around him. He needed a board or a plank that he could slant against the SUV’s rear bumper and roll his bike into the interior. At over five hundred pounds the chopper was too heavy for him to lift.

   “I need a ramp so I can roll my bike into the SUV,” he said.

   He booted the Harley’s kickstand down, dismounted, and grabbed the handle on the SUV’s crumpled rear door. He tried to pull open the door. It wouldn’t budge. 

   Grunting, he yanked on the door handle again. 

   Nothing doing.

   “The door’s so bent out of shape, I can’t open it,” he said.

   “Just forget it,” said Halverson from the driver’s seat.

   Increasingly agitated by the proximity of living flesh, the walking dead plodded closer to the SUV, all but tripping on their own feet in their eagerness to reach Chogan.

   “We really need to leave,” said Emma in the backseat, eyes locked on the lurching creatures that were steadily narrowing the gap between them and Chogan.

   “See if you can push open the rear door from inside,” said Chogan, gesturing at Emma through the rear door’s window, his face contorted with anxiety.

   Emma crawled over the backseat toward the rear door. She clutched the handle and strained to push the door out. She shook her head.

   “It’s jammed,” she said.

   “I don’t want to leave my bike,” said Chogan.

   “Put it on the roof.”

   “That’s not gonna happen. It weighs over five hundred pounds.”

   “Just leave it,” said Halverson.

   “Ride it and follow us,” said Emma, returning to the backseat.

   Under the gun, Chogan thought about it. The zombies were so close he could hear them scuffing through the dirt toward him. He had to make a decision on the fly. He didn’t look forward to riding the motorcycle through the hot desert.

   The first three ghouls approached to within ten feet of him.

   “If you don’t get back in here now, I’m leaving you behind,” Halverson told Chogan.

   He could always get another motorcycle, decided Chogan. He left the bike and bolted into the SUV’s backseat, slamming the door shut behind him.

   The ghouls reached the SUV and pounded their fists clumsily against the window nearest Chogan.

   Halverson fired the engine, shifted into drive, and jammed the gas pedal. The SUV lurched forward, crashed into two of the ghouls that had crabbed in front of him, and flattened them. The SUV’s tires ground them into the dirt, crushing their bodies and skulls. 

   With a twinge of disgust Halverson felt two distinct bumps as the SUV drove over the pair of cadavers. He could feel the sensation of the tires squishing the bodies and cracking the skulls as the wheels ran over them.

   The SUV cleared the bodies.

   Halverson tried to pick up speed through the desert. 

   “Is this as fast as you can go?” said Chogan.

   “Something’s dragging on the car,” said Halverson.

   He checked the handbrake to make sure it was off. 

   “Maybe one of the wheels is hitting a wheel well that you dented,” said Victoria. 

   Halverson nodded.

   “We can still go faster than those things,” said Chogan, eying the flesh eaters that streeled after the SUV.

   In the rearview mirror Halverson watched the creatures diminish in size in the distance behind him.

   A murder of crows swooped over the walking dead, wondering what to make of the ambulatory rancid flesh, wondering whether they should dive down and feast on the cadavers.

   Drawn by the reek of rotting flesh, a score of the birds dropped out of the sky and attacked the heads of three of the walking dead, pecking at their putrescent decomposing flesh. The ghouls thrashed at the crows and tried to bite off their heads.

   One outsized crow contrived to peck out an eye of one of the zombies and flew off with the milky orb in its beak.

   As the walking dead swatted at the crows, the crows decided to leave, confused by the mixed signals they were receiving from the walking corpses. On the one hand, the crows scented the stench of death emanating from the zombies. On the other, they saw the zombies amble like living creatures.

   As crows fed on carrion, they had no intention of trying to feed on moving prey that fought back.

   Halverson drove alongside the I-15.

   “It doesn’t feel like you’re even going fifty,” said Chogan.

   Halverson cut his eyes toward the speedometer. “I can only get it to go a little over forty.”

   “Why don’t you stop and let me take a look at the wheels to see if something’s blocking them?” 

   “What’s the point?” said Victoria. “One of the wheels is hitting a wheel well. There’s nothing you can do about it.” 

   “Maybe I can hammer out the well.”

   “With what?”

   She had a point, decided Chogan. He thought about it. “If one of the tires is hitting something, we might end up with a flat. Then what are we gonna do?” He craned his neck behind him and checked out the SUV’s storage bay. “I don’t see a spare anywhere.”

   Emma threw up her hands. “This is a nightmare that’s never gonna end.”

   “We can’t give up,” said Halverson. “We can do this.”

   “We can’t risk a flat in the middle of nowhere,” said Chogan.

   “Why not?” said Victoria. “Look at all those cars on the freeway. We could take a tire off one of them.”

   “We have to keep adapting,” said Halverson.

   “How does that fix our tire?” said Chogan. 

   “Millie needs a restroom,” said Emma.

   “Maybe we should just get another car,” said Chogan, ignoring her.

   “We had enough trouble getting this one,” said Halverson. “Let’s stick with it for the moment.”

   “Millie needs a restroom,” repeated Emma.

   “There she goes again,” said Chogan, fed up with Emma. 

   “If anyone sees a rest area, holler,” said Halverson, casting around for one.

   “Why?” said Chogan. 

   Victoria peered through the windshield and through the thermals shimmering over the desert.

   “That looks like a gas station up ahead,” she said.

   It took the better part of fifteen minutes for Halverson to reach the gas station. He pulled to a halt on the desert floor behind it. He figured it was best to humor Emma until she gathered her wits. He didn’t want to risk disrupting the current fragile state of her mind. She might become impossible to deal with if she totally flipped out. 

   “How come you’ll pull over for her, but not for me to check the tires?” said Chogan, vexed.

   “You can take a look at the tires now,” said Halverson.

   Emma slid off the backseat out the door. As she stepped on the ground, something caught on her foot. She tripped and landed on her stomach in the dirt.

   A ghoul that had been holding onto the chassis during the entire ride now latched onto Emma’s ankle with one of its hands. The creature crawled out from under the SUV to bite Emma’s calf.

   From his seat through the open door, Chogan caught sight of the ghoul worming its way out from under the SUV.

   Screaming, Emma kicked at the ghoul’s head with her free foot, trying to coerce the creature to release its hold on her ankle.

   Chogan withdrew his pistol from his waistband at the small of his back, brought the muzzle to bear on the creature’s head, and tried to squeeze the trigger. He had forgot that the magazine was empty, the slide locked back.

   “One of the ghouls has Emma!” Chogan yelled.

   Alerted, Halverson flung open the front door, dashed out of the SUV, shrugged his MP7 off his shoulder, leveled the muzzle at the back of the squirming ghoul’s skull, and blasted a hole through the cerebellum and into the medulla oblongata, which burst out of the ghoul’s mouth and splatted onto the dirt. The ghoul stopped moving.

   Still screaming, Emma struggled to wrest her foot free from the creature’s hand. Kicking and jerking her foot, she managed to free herself at last and crawled on her hands and knees away from the corpse.

   “No wonder we couldn’t get up any speed,” said Halverson. “We were dragging that ghoul along under the chassis.”

   “Did it bite you?” Chogan asked Emma, who was sitting in the desert and sobbing.

   “No,” she answered, hugging her knees as she sat rolled into a fetal ball on the ground. 

   






   

   CHAPTER 21

   Mount Weather Emergency Operations Center

   

   In his ad hoc CIA office Slocum was sitting behind his walnut desk and speaking to Mellors, who was sitting opposite him.

   “Have you found Halverson in California yet?” asked Slocum.

   Mellors stroked his chin. “No. He’s gone off the grid.”

   “Is he still alive?”

   “I don’t know.”

   “How come the drones can’t find him, if he’s alive?”

   “Maybe he doesn’t want to be found.”

   Puzzled, Slocum crossed his arms over his chest. “That makes no sense. Isn’t he trying to get in touch with us for help? Surely, if he saw a drone he would try to get its attention.”

   Mellors hedged. He wasn’t sure how much he should tell Slocum. One of the drones had spotted Halverson some time ago, and Mellors had ordered it to take Halverson out with a Hellfire missile. Somehow, Halverson had managed to escape. 

   At least Mellors thought Halverson had escaped. Mellors didn’t know for sure, since he was unable to confirm Halverson’s death with subsequent drones that had photographed what was left of the bombed-out bank where Halverson had taken refuge from the missile in Santa Monica. The drones’ cameras had not picked up on any corpses in the rubble. Of course, there was still the possibility that Halverson’s corpse lay buried under the blast’s debris.

   Mellors had never told Slocum about the attempt on Halverson’s life. Mellors wasn’t sure Slocum had granted him the authority to take out Halverson. All Mellors knew was that Halverson knew that he had killed Halverson’s black ops buddy, Coogan. So Halverson had to go.

   “Halverson may have gone rogue,” said Mellors.

   “Why would he go rogue?”

   “I don’t know,” Mellors lied. 

   “Does he know we’re looking for him?”

   “I don’t see how he could know that. We haven’t been able to contact him.”

   “We need to debrief him ASAP. We can’t have him running amok. There’s no telling who he might tell about our funding of the creation of the zombie virus.”

   Mellors applied cherry-flavored Chap Stick to his dehydrated lips with two swipes of the lip balm. The dryness of the recycled air in the bunker wreaked havoc on his skin.

   “Halverson may have left California, for all we know,” he said.

   “Is that possible? I thought the entire state was infected with plague.”

   “If zombies can inherit the earth, then anything’s possible.”

   “Cast a wider net for him. We can’t let him gallivant around without being debriefed.”

   “We’re limited to using drones. They’re all we’ve got left to conduct surveillance.”

   Slocum frowned. “Do whatever you have to do to bring him in. Search Arizona, Nevada, New Mexico, wherever.”

   “We’ll get him.”

   “If the president knew Halverson was still out there, he’d have my head.”

   “Why do you have to tell him?”

   Eyes intense, flushing, on the verge of an outburst, Slocum confronted Mellors. “I don’t have to tell him anything if you round up Halverson like you’re supposed to, and do it yesterday.”

   Mellors didn’t appreciate getting read the riot act. It was Washington politics as usual, he decided—always blame somebody else for blowback. Mellors felt his jaw tremble, but he said nothing, deferring to the director.

   “I need bona fide intel that Halverson is either dead or alive,” Slocum went on.

   “It’s hard to do much of anything with our depleted manpower.”

   Slocum didn’t seem to get it, decided Mellors. The Agency was a shadow of itself. They weren’t the most powerful spy agency in the world anymore, if any spy agencies were left. Depleted by the plague, the CIA had nobody out in the field. They were down to a couple of guys in a bunker. It was like a scene out of the last ten days of Hitler. 

   “If this was the best of all possible worlds, everything would be perfect,” said Slocum.

   That was saying a lot, decided Mellors trenchantly. “If we could just find a cure for this plague—”

   Slocum cut him off. “I’m tired of hearing excuses. Just do it. Bring me Halverson or bring me his head.”

   






   

   CHAPTER 22

   Southern California

   

   Emma made her way to the gas station’s bathroom. 

   The zombie’s attack had upset Millie, Emma could see. Millie was bawling and squirming against Emma’s back. Emma tried to soothe Millie with baby talk, but it wasn’t working. Emma couldn’t blame Millie for being overwrought.

   Emma herself had all but passed out in shock when the creature under the car had snagged her foot.

   Emma tried the bathroom door. It wasn’t locked. It gave and creaked open.

   The bathroom looked like any gas station restroom: disheveled and uninviting. The low-wattage overhead lamp was lit. She was surprised the electricity still worked here. Inside the lamp’s white plastic bowl lay a heap of dead insects that had been attracted to the light and then died from the heat generated by the light bulb that depended from the lamp fixture. 

   The faucet was dripping into the broken white ceramic sink that had a ragged hole in its basin about an inch in diameter. Specks of white toothpaste spattered the mirror behind the sink. The coagulated paste cast blurry reflections in the mirror.

   All the comforts of home, decided Emma. 

   The orange-painted metal stall door to the lone toilet was shut.

   She could feel Millie writhing on her back, needing to pee. 

   Emma pressed gently against the door with the heel of her hand. Surprised, she discovered she could not push the door open. Was somebody in the stall? she wondered.

   Her heartbeat accelerated. Apprehensive, her body tense, she jerked her hand away from the door and stepped back from the stall. What if it was one of those things in there? she wondered. 

   She stooped down to peek under the stall’s door to make sure somebody was inside the stall. After all, the door might be stuck.

   Crouching, she could see two legs in jeans and two feet in grimy white track shoes that pointed toward the front of the toilet. But the jeans weren’t rolled down, she noticed. Then whoever it was inside wasn’t using the john. They were probably sitting on the john, but she could not be certain of that. Maybe they were standing in front of it. Either way, it made no sense.

   Emma straightened up. She didn’t know whether she should say hello. If it was a ghoul inside the stall, she should leave right now without saying a word before the creature realized she was there. She wanted to leave, but Millie was kicking on her back needing to use the toilet.

   Emma mustered her courage and stepped toward the door. She cleared her throat.

   “Hello,” she said. “Are you OK in there?”

   No answer.

   Emma tapped on the stall’s door. “Hello?”

   She strained to hear a response, even going so far as to cup her ear with her hand and press her hand against the door.

   Nothing.

   I don’t want to be here, Emma was thinking. I don’t want to do this. But Millie needs to use the john. 

   Emma pushed her hand against the stall’s door again, harder this time. To her surprise, the door swung open a few inches. 

   Emma jerked back circumspectly. She still heard nothing from inside the stall. She could only hear the incessant dripping of the restroom faucet, which was starting to get on her nerves.

   The stall door didn’t open all the way. She could not see who was in the stall. 

   She coughed politely. “Excuse me.”

   Could you please hurry up and do your business! she wanted to say. Instead, she said, “My baby needs to use the toilet. It’s an emergency.” 

   I don’t want her to wet herself and my back. What’s wrong with your bowels, lady? Can’t you show some respect for other people who are waiting to use the toilet? Like I’m ready to go on the floor, lady. 

   No response.

   Maybe whoever it was had fallen asleep, decided Emma. She could feel Millie becoming more and more restive on her back. 

   “Hold your horses, Millie,” said Emma over her shoulder. “We’re almost there.”

   Anyone who would hog a bathroom stall while a line of people was standing outside waiting to use it was beyond rude, decided Emma.

   Fuck this! she thought. She advanced toward the ajar door and shoved it all the way open. She didn’t care if it slammed into the person inside or not. In fact, she hoped the door broke the creep’s knees. You can pee on yourself, lady, for all I care, you rude bitch. I’m coming in. Anyone that rude needed a door slammed in their face. 

   The door opened all the way. 

   Emma stood rooted to the spot.

   A blonde pushing thirty was sitting on the toilet, her hair done up with bobby pins. She was resting the backs of her hands on her knees. Inside each open hand was a blood-soaked blue eye. Bloody eye sockets in a blood-streaked face stared back at Emma.

   Nonplussed, shivering, Emma stood, a scream caught in her throat. 

   At last she gave vent to her scream.

   Moments later, Halverson, Victoria, and Chogan came barreling into the bathroom.

   Brandishing his MP7, fueled with adrenaline, Halverson was the first to crash into the bathroom. He swung his gun right and left, ready to open fire. 

   Chogan and Victoria piled in behind him.

   “Jesus Christ!” said Chogan as soon as he clapped eyes on the blonde sitting in the stall.

   “What’s this all about?” said Victoria, grimacing in consternation at the blonde, barely able to prevent her stomach from heaving.

   “It looks like she gouged her eyes out,” said Halverson.

   “What the hell for?” said Chogan.

   “Is she one of them?” asked Victoria.

   “I don’t think so,” answered Halverson. “She’s not moving. Those things are always in motion.”

   “Why in the name of all that’s holy would she pluck her own eyes out?” said Chogan.

   “Maybe she thought she was gonna turn into a ghoul and couldn’t stand the idea of looking at herself,” said Halverson.

   “She must’ve gotten bit by a zombie, if she thought she was gonna turn,” said Victoria.

   “Then why didn’t she turn?” said Chogan.

   Halverson could not bear dwelling on it, but he came up with an explanation. “When she gouged her eyes out, she must’ve damaged her brain. If your brain’s destroyed, you can’t turn.”

   Emma covered her face with her hands. “What a horrible way to die.”

   She pelted out of the bathroom. 

   




 

   

   CHAPTER 23

   

   Halverson, Chogan, and Victoria followed Emma out of the restroom and returned to their SUV. 

   Victoria loped over to Emma to comfort her. Victoria didn’t exactly feel calm at the moment, but Emma looked in worse shape.

   “Millie still needs to pee,” said Emma.

   “Do you want to go back to the restroom?” asked Victoria.

   Emma shook her head violently. “No. We’ll go behind one of the cars.”

   She angled toward the freeway then wended her way through the abandoned cars till she reached the other side of the road and dropped out of Victoria’s sight behind one of the cars.

   Victoria waited for her to finish.

   Returning to the Explorer Halverson spotted the dead hitchhiking zombie that sprawled next to it.

   Halverson got down on his hands and knees and searched the chassis making sure no more ghouls were clinging to it. Satisfied there were no more unwelcome hitchhikers, he stood up and brushed dirt off his trousers’ knees.

   He scoped out his surroundings. All around, the arid brown desert flats stretched into quiet infinity. 

   He squinted in the sun. In the far distance, five trudging ghouls groped the air as if lost in the shimmering heat. They were so far away they looked like stick figures.

   Halverson, Victoria, Chogan, and Emma piled back into the Explorer.

   Skirting the freeway Halverson drove the Explorer toward Vegas.

   Victoria sat beside him, Chogan and Emma in the backseat.

   “I hope I never end up like that woman in the bathroom,” said Emma, face drawn.

   “If thine eye offends thee, pluck it out,” muttered Victoria, gazing into the distance.

   “What?”

   “It’s from the Bible.”

   “What kind of screwy advice is that?”

   Victoria said nothing.

   “What would you do if you knew you were gonna turn into a zombie?” Chogan asked Emma.

   Emma closed her eyes and shook her head back and forth. “I don’t even want to think about it.”

   “You may have to think about it in the future, whether you like it or not.”

   Emma held her hands over her ears so she didn’t have to listen to Chogan.

   “Hear no evil, see no evil, huh? That doesn’t make it go away.”

   Victoria glanced over her shoulder toward the backseat at Emma. “You’re bumming her out. Leave her alone.”

   “Just saying,” said Chogan. “Chances are good we’ll all become infected.”

   An unnerving silence filled the car.

   The future didn’t look bright, decided Halverson, but they had to keep going. He wasn’t going to give in to the walking dead. He drove over a bump in the ground.

   “Ow,” said Emma, jostled in her seat.

   “Sorry about that,” said Halverson. 

   “How many healthy people besides us are left on earth you think?” Chogan went on, casting around the empty desert for signs of life as he gazed through the window.

   “We need more guns and ammo,” said Halverson.

   “The less people left alive, the more guns left for us.”

   “If there’s anyone left alive with the capability to fight this plague, they’re back in Washington.”

   “Unless everybody’s wiped out in Washington.”

   “Somebody’s flying those drones over us. Only the federal government uses drones.”

   “Just three thousand miles to go. Not good.”

   “First things first. We see if anyone’s alive in Vegas and get weapons there.” 

   They rode the rest of the way in companionable silence. 

   Halverson spotted scattered living dead scrabbling through the desert, but saw no hordes of the creatures teeming along his route. The stragglers seemed lost in the barren wasteland, as if they had become separated from the herd and were now roaming in confusion. Perhaps they were trying to reconnect with their herd, decided Halverson. 

   As isolated individuals the living dead weren’t half as terrifying as they were in packs, Halverson knew. Their fear factor rose in direct relationship to their numbers. The more the scarier.

   It made sense for the zombie packs to avoid the desert, if anything zombies did made sense, figured Halverson. After all, deserts lacked human life, most animal life for that matter. Packs of the living dead would favor high-density populations like urban areas . . . like Las Vegas, Halverson suddenly realized. Maybe it wasn’t such a good idea to go to Vegas. But there might be uninfected people there. If it was as bad as Los Angeles, Halverson and his band could always take a powder for the desert.

   The sun was setting as they neared the city that never sleeps. 

   He could see gaudy neon lighting up the Las Vegas skyline.

   “They have lights in the city,” said Victoria. “That’s a good sign. They must not have had fires there like we had in California.”

   “The people could still be infected, though,” said Chogan.

   “Most of the casinos have their own generators, even if the power’s out,” said Halverson. “The rest of the city could be in the dark at night.”

   To his right, all Halverson could see was desolation. An isolated saguaro or Joshua tree was all that sprang out of the desert under the oyster light of dusk. 

   He glanced at Victoria to his right then into the rearview mirror at Chogan and Emma in the backseat. They all wore beleaguered expressions on their faces. The four of them were damaged goods, Halverson decided. Each one of them had lost somebody to the plague: Victoria, her daughter; Chogan, his wife; Emma, her baby; and himself, his brother.

   A bong from the fuel gauge on the dashboard behind the steering wheel interrupted his reverie. A red light was flashing on the gauge.

   “What’s that noise?” asked Victoria.

   Halverson checked out the gauge. “We’re running out of gas. It says we can go only fifty more miles.”

   “Will that be enough to get us to Vegas?” asked Emma from the backseat.

   “I hope so,” answered Halverson.

   “Good,” said Chogan. “I’m getting hungry.”

   “Millie is too,” said Emma.

   Chogan cut his eyes toward Emma and pulled a face.

   As it turned out, they never made it to Las Vegas in the Explorer.

   






   

   CHAPTER 24

   

   Three SUVs with black-tinted windshields approached them at speed as Halverson barreled toward Vegas. The lead SUV was flashing its headlights at him. He figured the strangers were signaling him to stop.

   To get his point across, the driver of the onrushing SUV leaned out his window and fired a pistol into the sky.

   “More people,” said Victoria, her voice even.

   “They don’t seem very friendly,” said Chogan, craning his neck around Halverson to peer through the windshield from the backseat. 

   “Do we pull over or make a run for it?”

   “We wouldn’t get very far running on empty,” said Halverson.

   “There’s that,” said Victoria.

   “We could shoot it out with them,” said Chogan.

   “We’re low on ammo as well as gas,” said Halverson, watching the three approaching vehicles. “Plus we’re outnumbered.”

   Chogan grunted. “I forgot. I’m out of bullets.”

   “Maybe they’re not hostile,” said Victoria. “They didn’t shoot at us. They shot into the air as a signal to us.”

   “But why shoot at all?” said Emma. 

   “She’s got a point,” said Chogan. “Firing a gun isn’t a great way to make friends.”

   “We don’t have much choice,” said Halverson.

   He lifted his foot off the gas and braked the Explorer to a halt. 

   The three approaching SUVs stopped side by side in front of him. Nobody got out of them.

   “Interesting,” said Halverson. 

   “Now what?” said Victoria.

   “I don’t think they want us to pass,” said Emma. 

   “Who makes the first move?” said Chogan, watching the vehicles.

   “Do you think they want to go to Washington with us?” said Victoria. 

   “Even I don’t want to go to Washington with you.”

   Victoria gave Chogan a look. “Then why are you here with us?”

   “I didn’t have any place else to go to. I may stay in Vegas. Depends whether these guys in front of us are hostiles.”

   It wasn’t until now that Halverson realized the lead SUV had a loudspeaker mounted on its roof.

   “Come out of your vehicle so we can see you,” said the voice over the loudspeaker.

   “Let’s see what’s up,” said Halverson.

   He opened his door.

   “With our guns?” asked Chogan.

   “Yeah,” answered Halverson. 

   He spilled out of his seat and stood on the ground, his MP7 slung over his shoulder, his automatic snug in the small of his back. 

   Victoria, Chogan, and Emma piled out of the Explorer.

   “Is that all of you?” asked the voice.

   “Yeah,” answered Halverson. “What about you guys?”

   “Why do you need guns? Are you our enemies?”

   “We need guns to protect ourselves from the flesh eaters.”

   “I don’t see any around here.”

   “I’m getting tried of looking at that loudspeaker,” Victoria told Halverson. “Why doesn’t somebody come out of those cars? I can’t see anything through those tinted windshields.”

   “Mind coming out of there, so we can talk to you face-to-face?” said Halverson, gazing at the lead SUV in the middle of the other two SUVs.

   “We can hear you just fine,” said the voice.

   “We’d like to see who we’re talking to.”

   “Why do you need guns if all you want to do is talk with us?”

   “I told you, the guns aren’t for you. They’re for the ghouls.”

   The voice paused. “Then toss them down and we’ll come out.”

   Halverson and Chogan exchanged looks. 

   Chogan shrugged. He removed his pistol from his waistband. He tossed the gun to the ground. What good was an empty gun anyway? he decided.

   Halverson slid his MP7 off his shoulder into his hand. He dropped the gun to the dirt near his feet. He wanted the gun within reach in case the newcomers turned out to be hostiles. 

   The doors on the three SUVs opened. Armed men and women poured out of the vehicles.

   Looking constipated, a fortysomething bald Korean guy wearing rimless spectacles climbed out of the lead SUV’s driver’s seat. He wore black fingerless gloves on his hands and a leather holster with a semiautomatic stuck in it around his waist. Looked like a Glock, decided Halverson, taking stock of the weapon.

   “I’ve never seen you guys around here before,” said the guy. He had a soft lilting voice.

   “Likewise,” said Halverson.

   “Do you live around here?”

   “No. We’re from California. The whole state’s been wiped out by the plague. We’re trying to find more survivors.”

   Halverson’s answer seemed to satisfy the guy. 

   “You’re lucky you ran into us,” said the guy. “From what we hear most everyone in the country is infected.”

   “That’s what we hear too.”

   There was something odd about the guy’s face. Halverson couldn’t place it at first. As the guy approached him, Halverson realized what it was. The guy didn’t have any eyebrows. He must have shaved them off, decided Halverson, like he shaved his head. 

   As Halverson sized up the rest of the guy, he picked up on the guy’s arms that extended beyond his short sleeves. The guy’s arms were as hairless as his face. 

   The guy was wearing khaki Bermuda shorts. Even his legs looked hairless, Halverson could now see. Maybe it was a genetic thing. Maybe the guy didn’t have any body hair or facial hair, Halverson decided. He knew the guy used to have hair on his head, though. Halverson could see the stubble left on the guy’s head where the guy had shaved his scalp. And he must have had eyebrows at some point in his life. Halverson had never heard of anyone being born without eyebrows. Maybe the guy plucked his eyebrows like some women.

   “I’m Kwang-Sun,” said the guy.

   “I’m Chad Halverson.” Halverson introduced the other members of his gang.

   Chogan extended his hand to Kwang-Sun.

   “Nice to meet you,” said Kwang-Sun dryly, making no attempt to shake Chogan’s hand, or anyone else’s, for that matter.

   Irked and chagrined at Kwang-Sun’s slight, Chogan lowered his hand inconspicuously, trying to hide the fact that he had offered it to shake in the first place.

   “Same here,” said Halverson.

   “Do you live in Vegas?” asked Chogan.

   “Yeah,” answered Kwang-Sun.

   “Are there a lot of you?”

   Kwang-Sun nodded. “Hundreds.”

   Kwang-Sun ordered one of his men to grab Halverson’s and Chogan’s guns on the ground.

   A rangy guy scooped up the guns.

   Unbeknownst to Kwang-Sun, Halverson still had a Glock wedged in his rear waistband.

   “Why are you taking our guns?” asked Chogan.

   “Because you don’t need them,” answered Kwang-Sun. “There aren’t any walking dead around here now.”

   “The operative word is now. I’d like to have a piece when they show up.”

   “If the ghouls show up, we’ll give you your guns back.”

   “You don’t seem to understand,” said Halverson. “What gives you the right to take them away from us?”

   “Basically, we outnumber you.”

   “Does that mean you’re taking us by force?”

   “No. You don’t have to come with us. It would probably be to your advantage, though.”

   “How so?”

   “We have food and supplies in Vegas. You’ll also have the comfort of being with other survivors of the plague.”

   “Cold comfort.”

   “Better than a punch in the face. What do you have if you stay out here in the middle of the desert? Nothing.”

   “Do you want us to go back with you?”

   “It would be a good idea.”

   “Why?”

   “The more people we have together in a group, the safer we are when the walking dead attack us.”

   “When?” said Halverson. “You said when, not if. Does that mean you’ve been attacked before in Vegas?”

   Kwang-Sun blinked his brown eyes several times. “We’ve never lost anyone on the strip to the ghouls.”

   Halverson figured Kwang-Sun’s blinking was a tell for his lying. As a trained CIA operative, Halverson had participated in interrogations of terrorists. Halverson knew firsthand about Agency interrogation techniques and the reliability of the information gleaned from the interrogated. The informant’s batting of his eyelids frequently indicated that he was lying or was, at the very least, being disingenuous.

   The long and the short of it was Halverson didn’t trust Kwang-Sun. However, Halverson saw no point in staying out in the desert outside of Vegas. He wanted to enter Vegas and meet with the survivors that lived there. He would have preferred to enter the city armed, but it didn’t look like Kwang-Sun was going to let that happen. So be it. 

   “How do you keep the creatures away from the strip?” asked Halverson.

   Kwang-Sun fluttered his eyelids again and seemed lost in thought. “Maybe they don’t know we’re there,” he said at last.

   His visage conveyed nothing. 

   Halverson huddled together with Victoria, Chogan, and Emma. “What do you think?”

   “Let’s go with him,” said Victoria. “What’s the point of staying out here in the desert?”

   “Yeah,” said Chogan. “I want to see the strip, as long as we’re here.”

   “I’m not sure,” said Emma.

   “Isn’t that why we came all the way out here in the first place?” said Victoria. “To see Las Vegas?”

   No, decided Halverson. That wasn’t whey he had come here. But he said nothing. He didn’t want to say anything about his ultimate destination of DC with Kwang-Sun within earshot. Halverson didn’t plan on confiding in Kwang-Sun until he knew more about Kwang-Sun’s operation.

   “I wish we had our guns, though,” said Chogan under his breath.

   “I don’t know if I should take Millie to Vegas,” said Emma, biting her lower lip.

   “We can always leave after we get there if we want,” said Halverson. 

   Or so he thought.

   






   

   CHAPTER 25

   

   Halverson, Victoria, Emma, and Chogan piled into the back of Kwang-Sun’s SUV and headed for Vegas.

   To his left Halverson made out Red Rock Canyon in the fading sunlight that gilt the rucked auburn canyon walls.

   As they neared the strip, Halverson noticed a massive junkyard of old and new cars alike piled at least fifty feet into the sky. Virtually all of the cars had been mangled to some extent in the process of piling them up.

   “What’s with the junkyard of cars?” he asked.

   “We cleared the strip so we can drive on it,” answered Kwang-Sun. “All those cars were abandoned on the strip. We moved them here.”

   “How?” said Chogan. 

   “We used bulldozers, cranes, steam shovels, tractors, tow trucks, everything we could get our hands on to get the cars off the road.”

   “A big operation,” said Halverson, running his eyes along the congeries of vehicles.

   “It didn’t happen overnight. Clearing the strip was the General’s first order of business.”

   “General?” 

   “General Quantrill.”

   “We thought you were in charge,” said Chogan.

   Kwang-Sun chuckled. “I’m in charge of this patrol. The General calls the shots in the city.”

   “We’d like to meet the General,” said Halverson.

   “Good. Because that’s where I’m taking you.”

   When Halverson heard the term general, he immediately thought of a militia. A militia must have taken over the city. It was anybody’s guess what kind of a setup the General had. 

   At least he kept the streets clear, Halverson decided, as they drove onto Las Vegas Boulevard, which was free of abandoned motor vehicles. That being said, Mussolini’s fascist government in Italy kept the trains running on time, as well. Having clean streets didn’t of itself indicate anything about what kind of a society the General presided over. 

   As a militia member the General probably didn’t have any love for the federal government, Halverson decided. Halverson would need to keep that in mind when speaking to him. Halverson would have to keep his ties to the CIA clandestine.

   Clutches of persons, as well as lone individuals, sauntered down the sidewalks.

   In the opposite lane on the other side of the street a beat-up antique VW van tooled past Halverson’s open window. A sign on the van’s roof said Resistance Is Futile in large black block letters. As if that wasn’t enough, the same slogan boomed in an electronically amplified voice over a loudspeaker mounted beside the sign.

   “What’s that all about?” said Chogan, peering out Halverson’s window at the van.

   “Beats me,” said Halverson.

   He was trying to get his head around the meaning of the sign. Resistance against what? he wondered. The flesh eaters? The citizens of this society? The federal government? The leadership here? The plague? The apocalypse?

   Maybe the guy speaking in the van was one of those doomsday prophets that used to frequent street corners before the advent of the plague and harangue their listeners about the end of the world.

   The pedestrians on the sidewalk took it all in stride as if the van was part of the scenery. Certainly they displayed no fear or anxiety while the sonorous voice blared through the street and resounded against the facades of the palatial casinos that skirted the boulevard like canyon walls towering on either side of a gulch. Then again the pedestrians weren’t resisting. So why should they be afraid? decided Halverson.

   “What’s with the guy in the van?” he asked Kwang-Sun.

   “He’s just telling it like it is.”

   “Resistance against what?”

   “Against anything.”

   “One of those go-with-the-flow hippies they used to have in the sixties,” chipped in Chogan.

   “Sort of a bleak message when you think about it,” said Halverson. 

   “You can say that again,” said Victoria. “It’s like telling everyone to give up.”

   “I don’t like it,” said Emma. “Millie doesn’t like it either.”

   Chogan shook his head at Emma’s mention of Millie. He was sitting next to Emma in the seat behind Halverson and Victoria.

   “How do you manage to keep the zombies out of here?” asked Halverson.

   Kwang-Sun said nothing.

   Maybe Kwang-Sun hadn’t heard him, decided Halverson. 

   “Why aren’t there any walking dead around here?” repeated Halverson, casting around the boulevard for signs of the creatures. 

   He saw no corpses, either living or dead, on the streets or sidewalks.

   “They don’t come here,” said Kwang-Sun.

   “Why not?” put in Chogan. “You have a lot of people here. Living human flesh attracts the walking dead. So where are they?”

   “Maybe they don’t like the desert heat.”

   “We saw them roaming in the desert on our way here,” said Halverson. “They’re all around here—and yet they’re not on the strip.”

   “They know better than to come around here,” said Kwang-Sun. “If they come around here, we’ll blow them away.”

   He drove into a semicircle that had a man-made waterfall in the middle of it in front of the Mirage Resort high-rise and pulled up under the porte cochere in front of the lobby.

   “There must be more to it than that,” said Chogan. “The walking dead aren’t afraid of anything. Fear wouldn’t keep them away from here.”

   Kwang-Sun ignored him. “The General is waiting for you.”

   He parked the SUV and climbed out. 

   Halverson, Chogan, Victoria, and Emma clambered out of the vehicle.

   “Where?” said Halverson.

   “Right there.” Kwang-Sun gestured toward a lone figure standing in front of the row of plate-glass doors that led to the lobby.

   The General was a woman. 

   

   




 

   

   CHAPTER 26

   

   The woman was Priscilla Quantrill, a brunette in her midforties, Halverson could see. 

   Her khaki pants and matching blouse reminded him of a Boy Scout’s uniform. She was wearing a pistol in a leather holster attached to a belt buckled around her waist. She looked in good shape. She was a handsome woman rather than a beautiful one. Maybe she worked out in the gym. She had a sensuous face with fleshy lips and wore her hair back in a ponytail secured by a pink scrunchie.

   But the most remarkable thing about her was her pair of big blue eyes. They seemed to twinkle with—Halverson could not think of the word. Then he seized upon it. They twinkled with avarice. Sort of like a hawk’s eyes when they caught sight of a sparrow.

   In any case, she wasn’t what Halverson was expecting. He wasn’t expecting a woman when he heard the epithet General. Offhand he didn’t know of any female generals. 

   Clad in a dark suit, an armed guy pushing forty with a blond crew cut came up behind her. Halverson could tell the guy was armed because of the bulge of the shoulder rig in his suit jacket. He stood about five eleven. He was wearing sunglasses in the dusk.

   A bodyguard? wondered Halverson. The guy was the spitting image of a Secret Service agent with his black-tinted shades.

   Kwang-Sun introduced Halverson, Chogan, Victoria, and Emma to Quantrill, who greeted them with a smile.

   “Our doors are always open to more survivors,” said Quantrill. She turned to the suit and introduced him. “This is Bart McLellan.”

   More than a bodyguard, decided Halverson. A bodyguard wouldn’t rate an introduction.

   McLellan flashed a brief smile, which looked out of place on his stoic countenance.

   “Let’s go inside,” said Quantrill and headed back through the plate-glass doors that led to the lobby.

   They all followed her inside.

   Halverson could not tell where McLellan’s eyes were looking on account of his Ray Bans, but he had a feeling McLellan was checking everyone in Halverson’s group out for weapons. Halverson still had the Glock wedged inside his rear waistband. He decided not to say anything about it. Never volunteer information. It was only a matter of time before somebody saw it, anyway.

   As Halverson followed Quantrill, McLellan pulled up the rear. Halverson found himself swiftly and efficiently disarmed. It was so swift and efficient he barely felt McLellan removing the Glock in one deft movement.

   “You won’t be needing this,” said McLellan.

   McLellan was good, decided Halverson. He reeked of a professional. 

   They entered the air-conditioned lobby. A floor-to-ceiling aquarium lined the side of the wall beside the check-in counter. Various species of exotic fish glided through the lighted aquamarine waters, which bubbled with oxygenation.

   “I think you’re gonna like it here,” said Quantrill. “This may be the last refuge of mankind on earth.”

   “California’s gone,” said Halverson. “I can tell you that.”

   “It’s not just California. Survivors are few and far between. The walking dead are everywhere.”

   “Looks that way.”

   “You came to the right place.”

   “We don’t plan on staying.”

   “Why not?” said Quantrill, puzzled.

   “We should stay,” said Emma. “We’re safe here from the creatures.”

   That sounded funny coming from Emma, decided Halverson. She was the only one who had had doubts about coming to Vegas. The comfortable surroundings must have prompted her change in heart.

   “We’re heading back east,” said Halverson.

   “The plague wiped the east out,” said Quantrill. “Where exactly back east are you headed?”

   Halverson decided it wouldn’t be wise to tell her about his plan to head to DC. After all, she was the general of a militia, and militias by definition hated DC, the seat of the federal government. 

   “Just east,” he said. “We think it’s safer back east.”

   “It’s not. The east is gone.”

   A fidgety guy pushing fifty stooped and sidled toward Quantrill. Clad in a yellow button-down shirt and dark slacks, he had a receding hairline and a prominent nose. Tufts of white hair sprouted out of the sides of his head, reminding Halverson of Bozo the Clown. The guy pushed his spectacles up the bridge of his nose with his fingers.

   “Yes,” said Quantrill, noticing him. “What is it?”

   “Everyone wants to know if you’re holding the lottery tomorrow night, General?” he asked.

   The guy’s facial tics seemed to be working overtime as he awaited Quantrill’s answer, noted Halverson. 

   “Yes, we are,” answered Quantrill.

   The guy became even more squirrelly. 

   “Is there anything else?” asked Quantrill.

   “No,” he answered.

   “Then you can go.”

   The guy nipped away. 

   Halverson was surprised at how fast the guy departed. Halverson didn’t think the guy could move that fast.

   “You’re having a lottery?” asked Chogan.

   “You better believe it,” answered Quantrill. “After all, this is Vegas. In the end, it’s all about luck.”

   “That guy didn’t seem too happy about your lottery,” said Chogan, watching the guy split past the aquarium.

   Quantrill thought about it. “I guess he doesn’t like his chances.”

   Chogan screwed up his face. “Why’s he so nervous about not winning?”

   “That’s just the way Meers is. You never know—he may win. Luck has a habit of changing.”

   “He really takes it hard, huh?”

   “Some people are like that.”

   “But why worry about not winning a lottery? I know a lot of people that play the lottery. I never met one of them that worried about not winning it.”

   Quantrill shrugged it off. “You don’t know Meers. He’s a worrywart.”

   “What’s his name?”

   “Meers. Arnold Meers.” 

   “I don’t want to know him.”

   Quantrill took in Halverson, Chogan, Victoria, and Emma. “So, can I count on you folks staying overnight?”

   “Count me in,” said Victoria. 

   “Me too,” said Emma. “I need to hit the sack.” She yawned. 

   “Sounds like a plan,” said Chogan.

   “I think you’re all gonna want to stay for a long while after you see the setup we have here,” said Quantrill.

   Halverson heard footsteps scurrying toward them. He saw McLellan whirl toward the footfalls and caught a glimpse of the pistol McLellan was carrying in his shoulder rig as McLellan’s jacket swung open. It looked like a Belgian FN 5.7 ensconced in the leather. The handgun fired 5.7 x 28 mm rounds that could penetrate body armor, Halverson knew. 

   It was a gun favored by the Secret Service. Which didn’t mean McLellan was a Secret Service agent, but it was interesting to note, decided Halverson. In point of fact, McLellan could have latched onto the gun anywhere during the chaos ginned up by the pandemic. Still, the way McLellan handled himself suggested professional training to the educated observer.

   The footsteps were Meers’s.

   Seeing Meers scamper up to Quantrill, McLellan relaxed. 

   Face working with excitement, Meers told her, “The president’s on TV.” 

   

   






   

   CHAPTER 27

   

   Jaw set with determination, Quantrill strode toward a conference room that had a sixty-inch high-definition LCD TV mounted on one of its walls.

   Halverson and his entourage followed in her wake. 

   President Cole was speaking on the TV screen.

   “Good news, my fellow Americans,” he said, looking into the camera. “We have found a vaccination and a cure for the plague. Please report to the shelter nearest you to receive your vaccinations and doses of antidote.”

   A list of shelter addresses scrolled across the bottom of the TV screen as he spoke.

   “It’s about time,” said Chogan.

   “Now we can get rid of this plague,” said Victoria.

   “But what about the walking dead?” said Halverson. 

   “Won’t the cure work on them?”

   “How could it? They’re already dead.”

   “Maybe it’ll reverse the process.”

   Halverson shook his head. “I don’t see how. If you’re dead, you’re dead. How do you reverse death?”

   “Maybe they would stop walking around, anyway,” said Chogan.

   Halverson shrugged. “But who’s gonna administer the doses to them?”

   Chogan nodded. “Good point. It would be easier just to shoot them in the head. They’re not gonna line up to take their medicine, that’s for sure.”

   Halverson heard somebody whispering behind him, “When you win the lottery, you never come back.”

   Halverson turned to see Meers standing behind him. “Come back from where?”

   “Nobody knows,” said Meers, keeping his voice low and trying to stay out of sight of Quantrill, who was standing in front of Halverson watching the TV.

   Chogan overheard them. “Maybe they like it so much where they are that they don’t want to come back here.”

   “But absolutely nobody has ever returned after winning the lottery. You would think at least one person might come back if only to say hello.”

   “What are you trying to say?” said Halverson.

   “I’m saying the winners disappear off the grid. Don’t you find that suspicious?”

   “Don’t play then, if you think it’s some kind of scam,” said Chogan.

   Meers heaved a sigh. “If only it was that easy.” He paused. “We have to play. Everybody has to pick a number during the lotteries.”

   “Why worry about it? Haven’t you been watching the TV?” Chogan glanced at the president’s image on the TV screen. “They’ve found a cure for the plague. They’ll have this thing under control in no time and then we can go wherever we want.”

   Quantrill craned her neck around to fix her eyes on Chogan. “What are you talking about?”

   “We’re just saying we don’t have to worry about getting the plague after we get our vaccines,” said Chogan.

   “We’ll still have to fight off the walking dead,” said Halverson. 

   “But once we’re vaccinated, they can’t infect us.”

   “But they can still kill us and eat us.”

   Losing interest in their conversation Quantrill turned her face back toward the president on TV.

   Halverson followed her lead.

   “We have plenty of vaccine serum,” said Cole. “The CDC has assured us the vaccine is effective. Don’t worry about the serum running out. Everybody will be able to get vaccinated. The sooner you get vaccinated the better. Everything is under control. We are continuing to make headway against the infected, preventing them from spreading over the entire country.”

   “Is one of those shelters near here?” asked Halverson, reading the addresses as they scrolled under the president’s image.

   “Yeah,” answered Quantrill. “No problem.”

   “Thank goodness,” said Emma. “I thought they’d never find a cure for this plague.”

   “We’re nowhere near out of the woods,” said Halverson. “The flesh eaters are still running amok.”

   “You heard the president. When they get their shots, they’ll be cured.”

   “Who’s gonna give ’em shots? Do you think they’re gonna line up at the shelters for shots?”

   Chogan burst out laughing. “I’ll give ’em shots. Just give me an M4. That’s the one sure way to cure those things.” 

   “It’s impossible to kill all of them,” said Quantrill. “There are too many of them.”

   “Nothing’s impossible.”

   “Let’s just get the serum and go from there,” said Halverson.

   “I’ll drink to that,” said Chogan. “Then let’s take back our country from the walking dead.”

   “We will never give up,” said President Cole from the TV set, “till the last of the infected are eliminated from our soil. My fellow Americans, stand tall with me and we shall prevail. God bless all of you.”

   When the president concluded his speech with an amiable smile, the strains of “The Star-spangled Banner” resounded over the airwaves. 

   

   




 

   

   CHAPTER 28

   Mount Weather Emergency Operations Center

   

   “Does the vaccine work?” Mellors asked Slocum, as they stood behind the camera in front of the sound stage and watched the president stand up and remove his lavaliere mike.

   “There is no vaccine,” answered Slocum.

   “Then what’s gonna happen when the people find that out? They’re gonna start rioting.”

   “They’ll be injected with something harmless like saline solution at the shelters. Nobody will tell them the vaccine is a sham. How will they ever know?”

   “What’s the point of this charade?” said Mellors in bewilderment.

   “The point is to give the people hope,” said Cole, walking up to them, adjusting his navy blue wool Brooks Brothers jacket. 

   “With all due respect, sir, it’s false hope.”

   “It’s all psychological. That’s what leadership is all about. It’s about inspiring the people to keep going.”

   “Even if what you’re telling them is a lie?”

   “But it’s a good lie. There are good lies and bad lies. This is a good one.” Cole hung fire. “Anyway, they’ll never find out the vaccine doesn’t work.”

   Mellors was having trouble believing what he was hearing. As a CIA employee he knew all about realpolitik, but Cole’s blatant lies seemed to be taking the meaning of the term to a whole new level.

   “They’ll find out as soon as they get injected and they become contaminated by one of the infected,” said Mellors.

   “They’ll never be able to prove the vaccine wasn’t any good,” said Slocum. “Later on, we’re gonna let it be known that the vaccine is only 60 percent effective.”

   “Oh, I get it. Then the people who took the vaccine and still got infected had the bad luck to be among the 40 percent.”

   Mellors got it, but he didn’t like it. The fact that they were scamming the public with a bogus vaccine didn’t sit well with him.

   “It’s not really about the vaccine,” said Cole. “It’s about the hope that it inspires in people. The people need something to believe in. Good leaders give them that hope. It doesn’t matter how you give it to them as long as you give it to them.”

   “The end justifies the means,” said Mellors.

   “When the citizens lose hope, there can only be one result—mass panic. And that’s the worst of all possible worlds. Then we’ve lost.” Cole gazed at Mellors with mournful eyes. “You don’t want that, do you, Mr. Mellors?”

   Mellors didn’t want to get into it with the president. Mellors decided not to press his luck by arguing any longer and landing on Cole’s shit list.

   “I wouldn’t want that,” said Mellors, backing down.

   “I didn’t think so.”

   “But what you said about the vaccine isn’t true,” Mellors found himself muttering.

   Which Cole heard. “This isn’t about the truth. It’s about hope. It’s about giving the people the will to go on. That’s the most I can accomplish as president.”

   When Cole departed with the TV crew in tow, Mellors turned to Slocum as the two of them remained by themselves in the studio.

   Slocum dug a pack of Orbit mint gum from his trouser pocket, unwrapped a stick, and tossed the stick into his mouth. 

   “The DNI gave it to me,” he said by way of explanation. 

   Mellors didn’t care. He had other things on his mind.

   “Think of the irreparable harm the president is causing by distributing phony vaccines for the plague,” he said. “The public will lose all faith in the government when they see the vaccine doesn’t work. We can’t function without the people supporting us.”

   “He just got through telling you about the 40 percent that the vaccine won’t help,” said Slocum, chewing his gum, savoring its minty tang. “When the vaccine fails, the people will ascribe it to the vagaries of the laws of probability.”

   “That’s not gonna wash,” said Mellors, getting worked up. “The fact of the matter is, the phony vaccine will never work and, sooner or later, the people are gonna catch on when nobody is saved by it.”

   “I don’t think so. You’re crediting the people with more intelligence than they merit.”

   “They will catch on, and then there’ll be hell to pay. Cole really will have a riot on his hands. The people are gonna be furious, and they’re gonna take it out on him and us.”

   “You’re letting your imagination run wild, Scot. The president didn’t get elected because he’s a fool. His mind’s a steel trap when it comes to reading the people. If there’s one thing he knows, it’s how to manage the electorate.”

   “He’s off the mark on this one. If there’s one thing the people hate, it’s being lied to.”

   Slocum stepped closer to Mellors, held Mellors’s arm, and confided in him. “Look, we’re all men of the world here. We know how the game is played in the Beltway. If the president takes any heat from this, he can claim that the CDC misinformed him about the effectiveness of the vaccine.”

   Mellors nodded grimly. “Blame it on somebody else.”

   “Scapegoating is how the game is played here. You know that as well as I do. Don’t go pretending you’re a virgin in a whorehouse.”

   This whole episode was leaving a bad taste in Mellors’s mouth. He was beginning to have second thoughts about killing Greg Coogan in an effort to cover up the government’s involvement in the funding of the creation of the zombie virus in a Rotterdam lab. If the government was so corrupt, why should Mellors kill to save it?

   Mellors was somewhat surprised at his qualms. He had never experienced qualms before when following orders by either the director or the president. Was he growing a conscience all of a sudden? For some reason, he could not stomach the president’s lying to the public about discovering a vaccine for the plague. The idea was eating away at him like a slow-acting acid.

   “What if somebody is inoculated with the vaccine and, thinking he’s safe from the bites of the infected cannibals, goes out and attacks the creatures?” he said.

   “And?”

   “And gets bitten and comes down with the plague? Don’t you have a problem with that? Isn’t that on us?”

   “No. We didn’t tell this hypothetical person to go out and attack the ghouls. That’s on him.”

   “But the president made him feel impervious to their bites by providing him with a bogus vaccine.”

   Slocum remained unconvinced. He folded his arms across his chest. “That’s on the guy. No way did we tell him to go out and confront the infected.”

   “But he did it because of the false belief that he couldn’t contract the disease. That false belief was instilled in him by the president.”

   “Did you ever hear of placebos?”

   “What’s that got to do with anything?”

   “Doctors prescribe placebos to patients all the time. These prescriptions have no physiological effects. The doctors prescribe them solely for their psychological effects on the patient. The pills make the patient feel better only in his mind.” Slocum paused a beat, letting his words sink in. “This vaccine is the president’s version of a placebo.”

   Mellors shook his head. “It rubs me the wrong way. This fake vaccine is gonna cause more harm than good.”

   “I don’t want to argue ethics with you, Scot. This is the real world. In the real world somebody’s always gonna get hurt no matter what we in the government do. The president is trying to save the entire country, not just a couple of individuals in it.”

   “I understand that. But I don’t think he’s going about it the right way.”

   “This isn’t about morality. It’s about power. The president has the power to give the people the hope to go on living during hard times—and he’s doing it his way.”

   Of course that was it, decided Mellors. Government was about power, not about anything else. Then why was his Johnny-come-lately conscience waking up and nagging him? It never had before. Mellors couldn’t get his head around it.

   “He’s giving the people a false sense of security,” he said.

   “If that’s what it takes to save them, he’ll do it. I don’t want to discuss it anymore.”

   Slocum turned on his heel and made for the door.

   Flustered, Mellors watched him leave. 

   






   

   CHAPTER 29

   Nevada

   

   Quantrill took a dozen heavily armed men in three black SUVs in Las Vegas and headed for the nearest shelter that was distributing the vaccine. Halverson and Chogan accompanied them. Victoria and Emma stayed behind on the strip.

   “Why do we need all the hardware?” asked Halverson sitting in the seat behind Quantrill, who was driving the lead SUV, as he scoped out the soldiers bristling with all types of guns jutting from their bodies. 

   “We don’t know what we’re gonna run into at this shelter,” answered Quantrill. “The walking dead might pay us a visit.”

   “Why would the government set up a shelter in the middle of the ghouls?”

   “The dead are everywhere. We can’t go anywhere without weapons.”

   “Everywhere except the strip,” pointed out Halverson. 

   Quantrill said nothing.

   They drove for two hours in the darkness. Quantrill used the GPS on the dashboard to locate the shelter. She made frequent detours off the road courtesy of abandoned vehicles blocking it. 

   Quantrill decided to leave the road once and for all and try her luck driving through the desert that skirted it. The two other SUVs followed her lead. 

   It wasn’t easygoing in the darkness. She kept running into ruts and mounds in the ground, slowing her progress. Going too fast she might damage an axle or worse while driving through a rut.

   Halverson bounced uncomfortably in his seat as they drove through the nighttime desert lit up by starlight. His neck jarred at every bump that shivered up through his spine.

   “I hope they’re open in the night,” said Chogan, sitting beside Halverson.

   “They should be open 24/7 what with the demand there’s gonna be on the vaccine,” said Quantrill.

   “But how many people are still left alive to use it?”

   Nobody said anything. 

   A pall of silence fell over them. 

   Halverson peered through the windshield and picked up on lights twinkling up ahead. 

   “Maybe that’s them,” said Quantrill.

   “They must have their own generator,” said Halverson.

   “You bet. All the shelters have them. Otherwise, why go to a shelter?” 

   The lighted building turned out to be a bowling alley. 

   “Are you sure this is the right address?” said Chogan.

   Quantrill glanced at the GPS on the dash. “Yep.”

   “I guess the government uses what’s available,” said Halverson.

   Quantrill pulled into the bowling alley’s parking lot.

   “Maybe we can bowl a couple games while we’re here,” said Chogan.

   Quantrill, her retinue, Halverson, and Chogan crowded out of the SUV. 

   “You two go on up ahead,” Quantrill told Halverson and Chogan. “We’ll meet up with you.”

   She made a beeline toward the two other SUVs in their group as they pulled up behind hers. She met with her men that were clambering out of the vehicles and gathered them around her in a semicircle.

   Halverson and Chogan made for the bowling alley’s entrance. A lone ten-foot-high tenpin stood over it on the roof lording over it like a sentry. They entered through the plate-glass doors.

   Paramedics, nurses, and pharmacists clad in white lab coats were standing near long cafeteria-like tables and administering vaccines to a smattering of persons who had heard the president’s speech on TV and come to the shelter for their shots.

   Tables were set up on the shellacked hardwood of the bowling lanes as well, making use of all available space in the establishment.

   “I guess we won’t be doing any bowling,” said Chogan. 

   “Not that many people here,” said Halverson.

   “There are more government workers here than patients.” 

   Halverson and Chogan approached a nearby table for their shots.

   “How are you with shots?” said Halverson.

   “As long as there isn’t any Jim Jones spiked Kool-Aid sitting around I’m fine.”

   Halverson chuckled.

   He stepped up first to get his shot. The nurse swabbed his upper arm with alcohol, prepared a hypodermic needle with a dose of the vaccine, held the needle up, sprayed an arcing squirt of serum out, then injected Halverson’s arm.

   “Where’s my lollipop?” said Halverson.

   The scowling fiftysomething nurse in her white uniform didn’t think his joke was funny.

   Quantrill and her armed detail entered the bowling alley. They fanned out and lined up at tables to get their vaccines.

   Quantrill approached a sixtyish blue-eyed pharmacist who stood near a table overseeing the operation. He had sparse grizzled hair cut short and wore wire-rimmed spectacles to correct the cast to his left eye.

   “We need more doses for our members in Vegas,” said Quantrill.

   “We’ve got plenty of vaccine serum,” said the pharmacist. He gestured toward a dozen rows of corrugated boxes piled up in front of a wall. “Tell your members to come here and get their medicine.”

   “There are too many of them. I don’t have enough vehicles to bring them all here. Couldn’t we take the medicine back with us?”

   The pharmacist frowned. “We’re professionals. We know how to administer it. You don’t have the training to administer vaccines.”

   “We have trained medics back in our refuge.”

   “The surgeon general has designated us the official administrators of the vaccine.”

   “It would be much easier for all concerned if we did it ourselves.”

   The pharmacist massaged his jaw and thought it over. Mottled with liver spots, his hand trembled slightly from a case of palsy. 

   “You have to admit this is an emergency and the people need their vaccines ASAP,” went on Quantrill. “Taking the medicine with us is the fastest way to do it.”

   “OK. You can take some of the boxes with you. But make sure only trained physicians and nurses administer the drug.”

   “No problem.”

   After her men received their inoculations, Quantrill ordered them to gather boxes of the serum and carry them to the SUVs.

   When they were done, the men returned to the bowling alley and shot everyone inside.

   Flabbergasted, Halverson could not believe what he was watching.

   “What are you doing!” he shouted at Quantrill amidst the clatter of the gunfire and the screams of the health professionals and their patients being gunned down.

   “They’re working for the feds!” she said. “They’ll tell the government about us and the feds will hunt us down. This is the only way to keep these guys from talking.”

   Chogan’s jaw dropped as he beheld the carnage unfolding in front of him.

   Bullet-riddled bodies were dropping everywhere—on tabletops, on bowling lanes, on orange plastic contoured chairs. Blood soaked the bowling alleys and ran in the gutters. Arterial spray scrawled the walls with arabesques. The acrid odor of cordite percolated through the air. Brass cartridges from M4 carbines and semiautomatics clattered to the floor in a steady cascade.

   “This is insane!” exclaimed Chogan, finding his voice.

   A twentysomething female patient burst out one of the entrance doors, screaming her head off. A soldier spotted her, peeled off after her through the door, and shot her in the spine in the parking lot. She collapsed to the blacktop with a groan.

   “If the feds find us we’re goners,” said Quantrill. “The government is using these shelters to track survivors.”

   “Why would the government want to kill us?” said Chogan.

   “Fuck the feds! They’re the ones who brought this plague down on us in the first place. We can’t let them know we’re here or they’ll hunt us down and destroy us.”

   “Why would they?” said Chogan, eyes bugging out.

   “They want complete control over the country. They know the militias will fight them tooth and nail every inch of the way.”

   Chogan shut his eyes and shook his head, incapable of fathoming what was going on. “Don’t you see? They’re trying to help us by giving us the vaccine.”

   “It’s a ploy. A pretext. They’re using it to track us and kill us.”

   She pulled out her pistol and shot a wounded brunette nurse who was crawling face-up toward her on the floor. The blood-soaked back of the nurse’s skull blew off her head and landed six feet away, followed by dollops of pulped brains. The nurse sprawled on the floor, motionless.

   Chogan had seen action before during a tour of duty in Afghanistan, but he had never witnessed anything like this. This was a wholesale massacre. He felt like he was going to throw up as Quantrill whipped her gun hand around and plugged the head administrator in the chest three times.

   Screwing up his face in pain, the man groaned, gripped his bleeding chest, and fell to his knees. Then he pitched forward onto his chest, smashing his glasses as his face crashed against the floor. 

   For the few who survived the initial carnage, their minutes were numbered. Quantrill strode up to any wounded survivors that were writhing on the ground and shot them in the head. 

   McLellan followed at her side, guarding her against an attack, his FN 5.7 at the ready. He swiped the pistol back and forth, eyes cutting to and fro in search of weapons being aimed at Quantrill.

   Halverson noticed that McLellan wasn’t shooting any of the wounded. He was leaving that to Quantrill and her soldiers. Halverson wondered why McLellan wasn’t firing. Maybe his job as bodyguard took precedence over everything else. Halverson didn’t know. He could not tell anything from McLellan’s poker face. 

   Halverson filed the information in the back of his mind. He could not remember if he had seen McLellan open fire on any of the medical personnel during the massacre. Halverson was too appalled at the enormity of the slaughter to be able to concentrate on anything. 

   “Kill everyone,” Quantrill ordered her men. “No survivors. Nobody can live to tell about us.”

   Her men searched through the crumpled bodies that littered the tables and floor and prodded the bloody flesh with their gun muzzles for any signs of life. If any figures moved, bullets flew into them, rendering them lifeless.

   “Get the rest of the boxes of vaccine and store them in our SUVs,” said Quantrill after her soldiers had finished killing off everyone in the shelter—patients as well as the medical staff.

   Chogan sat in a chair, bowed his head, and held his face in his hands.

   For his part, Halverson, too, was bowled over by the butchery. His wasting hundreds of the walking dead had annealed him to killing. He had whacked so many of them that their deaths did not impact his emotions. But this cold-blooded massacre of unarmed civilians was a different kettle of fish. These were fellow human beings that he had just witnessed murdered. There were no other words for the slaughter: it was mass murder.

   Sickened by the corpses around him, he nevertheless felt relieved he had not told Quantrill that he was heading for DC. Divulging that information would have tripped all sorts of alarms in the government-hating, raving paranoid Quantrill.

   Chogan jerked his head up out of his hands and faced Quantrill. “Aren’t you gonna kill us too?”

   “Not unless you work for the government,” said Quantrill. She paused. “Well?”

   “Well what?”

   “Do you?”

   “No. Of course not.”

   “They didn’t send you to infiltrate my organization?” Quantrill bored her eyes into Chogan’s.

   “I already told you no.”

   Quantrill turned to Halverson. “What about you? Did they send you after me?”

   “No,” said Halverson. Which was true.

   “You don’t work for the government?” Quantrill searched his face.

   “No,” Halverson lied.

   Quantrill cut her eyes from Halverson to Chogan and back again. “If I find out you two are lying to me, I’ll torture both of you, cut off your heads, and mount them on stakes.” 

   An uneasy silence filled the air.

   Gunshots erupted outside. 

   Quantrill pricked up her ears at the rapid reports.

   Gasping for breath an overweight soldier burst through the plate-glass doors into the bowling alley, his face blowsy. “Armies of the dead are storming us!” 

   






   

   CHAPTER 30

   

   Halverson, Chogan, Quantrill, McLellan, and the portly soldier bolted out of the bowling alley into the parking lot.

   Armies was an understatement, decided Halverson.

   He could discern what looked like thousands of dark figures slogging out of the dim-lit desert toward them. The full moon and the jagged stars overhead glowed down on the approaching figures, highlighting their misshapen bodies as they scrabbled and hunched forward over the dirt through the indigo night.

   A vast array of ravens wheeled overhead, drawn by the reek of death that emanated from the ghouls and anticipating fresh carrion.

   “The ghouls must have heard the gunfire,” said Halverson.

   Gun in hand, Kwang-Sun darted up to Quantrill’s side. “They’re all around us.”

   “They always zero in on loud noises,” said Chogan.

   “They’re not here for the noise,” said Kwang-Sun. “They’re here for us.” 

   “We’ll have to make a run for it,” said Quantrill.

   “How? We’re surrounded.”

   “The sons of bitches,” muttered Chogan, watching the dark silhouettes of the trudging dead loom out of the night.

   “We’ll punch a hole through their lines,” said Quantrill. She turned to Kwang-Sun. “How many grenades do you have?”

   “A couple dozen,” said Kwang-Sun.

   “That’ll have to do.”

   “Maybe we could just run over the ghouls,” said Chogan.

   Halverson shook his head. “They might grab onto our axles after we run them over and get tangled up around our wheels. We’d get stuck in the middle of one of their mobs and wind up sitting ducks.”

   Chogan spat onto the blacktop. “Not good.”

   He and the others were huddled under a sodium vapor lamp in the half-empty parking lot, hashing over options as the walking dead closed in on them inexorably one shambling step at a time.

   Watching Chogan, Kwang-Sun stuck his pinky into his ear, twisted the digit a few times, and cleaned out his ear canal.

   “Bombing them’s the only way to clear a path for us,” said Quantrill, her face twisted into a mask of hate. “If they’re killed by the grenades, they’re not gonna be able to latch onto our axles and clog the wheels.”

   “Then we can run over the stinkers,” said Kwang-Sun.

   “Stinkers is right,” said Halverson, crinkling his nose as he caught a whiff of putrescent flesh that wafted from the legions of walking dead. 

   Kwang-Sun’s face turned white. “I think I’m gonna have diarrhea.”

   “You’re not having diarrhea in our SUVs,” said Quantrill. “Get a couple of our soldiers, grab all the grenades, and regroup here.”

   Kwang-Sun selected two soldiers and scampered off with them toward the SUVs. 

   Quantrill turned to Halverson, Chogan, and the rest of her detail. “After they hurl the grenades at the ghouls, we drive straight over the corpses out of here. And don’t stop for anything. Keep going, no matter what.”

   “What if we get stuck in the piles of blown-up dead bodies?” asked the portly guy.

   “Don’t. Or you’ll be a dead body.”

   “What if we have to clear dead bodies out from under one of our wheels?”

   “I’m only gonna say this once. On no account leave your vehicles.” Quantrill inspected the faces of her soldiers huddled together around her. “Everybody got that?” 

   Nobody said anything.

   “We only get one chance at this,” Quantrill went on. “We bust a hole through them and vamoose. We hang around here, they’ll be all over us in droves.” 

   Kwang-Sun returned in jig time with his two men carrying two cardboard boxes stuffed with grenades.

   “This is all we could find,” he said.

   The two men set the boxes down on the asphalt and opened them.

   “Everybody grab a grenade,” said Quantrill.

   Her soldiers crowded around the boxes, bent over them, and dug in, scrounging for grenades. A round of pushing and shoving ensued. Elbows flew. Tempers flared. A six-three guy took a swing at another shorter guy who had jostled him out of the way.

   “All right, knock it off,” said Quantrill. “Step back and get in line. Kwang-Sun, you be in charge of the grenades. Give one to everybody as they move up in line.”

   Kwang-Sun manhandled soldiers away from the boxes. “Get back! One at a time.”

   The men grumbled, but did as they were told, forming a queue.

   “Take it easy,” said Quantrill. “You’ll all be fighting the ghouls soon enough. No point in wearing yourselves out fighting each other.”

   “That’s all we got,” said Kwang-Sun, passing out the last grenade.

   “Listen up, people,” said Quantrill. “Everyone with a grenade, stand over here.” She motioned to her left. “The rest of you, get into the SUVs and prepare to take off. Right after we detonate the grenades, we’re out of here.”

   Taking Kwang-Sun with her, Quantrill led the soldiers with the grenades down the street toward the oncoming hordes of ghouls, which were marching toward them a hundred-odd feet away.

   “We’re gonna blow them up when they’re about thirty feet away,” said Quantrill, coming to a halt in the street.

   “What if the grenades blow craters in the blacktop?” asked Kwang-Sun. “How will we be able to drive over it?”

   “The SUVs have four-wheel drive. We can handle bumpy terrain.”

   “I don’t know if they can handle a crater though. Might be pretty deep.”

   “Then we’ll drive over the piles of dead bodies in it. You worry too much.”

   Kwang-Sun knitted his brow. 

   “That’s why your forehead looks like a cockleshell,” added Quantrill.

   “Cockleshell?” muttered Kwang-Sun.

   At least a hundred rows of the walking dead slogged down the street toward Quantrill and her bombers.

   “On my count,” said Quantrill. “On three, let ’em have it.”

   “Can’t wait,” said one of the men, a burly guy with a bald head and three days’ growth of beard, brandishing his grenade.

   “Steady now,” said Quantrill, watching the progress of the ghouls. “Get ready. On the count of three, pull your pins, wait five seconds, then lob your grenades.”

   The first row of the ragtag mob of ghouls emerged clearly into view now as they lurched down the street. 

   Halverson could make out their mouths hanging open, drooling. 

   “Damn, they’re ugly,” said Kwang-Sun.

   The creatures moaned out of the depths of their maws.

   “Ready,” said Quantrill. “One. Two. Three.”

   As one, the soldiers plucked out the pins from their grenades, waited five seconds, and lobbed the bombs at the traipsing ghouls. 

   Quantrill and her squad covered their ears as the grenades’ fulminations rent the air and rocked the pavement. Smoke billowed across the street and the desert flatlands, blanketing the creatures with thick grey clouds. 

   The three SUVs drove up to Quantrill. 

   

   




 

   

   CHAPTER 31

   

   “She’s a real ballbuster, huh?” said Chogan on the passenger side of the lead SUV, as Halverson sat in the driver’s seat and steered toward Quantrill to pick her up.

   “She’ll do anything to stay in power,” said Halverson.

   “She could kill us without batting an eye.”

   Halverson sped toward Quantrill, who was standing under roiling smoke that was wafting toward her from the site of the explosions. 

   The three SUVs screeched to a halt. Quantrill and her squad piled into them. Quantrill and McLellan climbed into Halverson’s backseat. Kwang-Sun ducked into the second SUV.

   Halverson couldn’t make out the condition of the ghouls thanks to the smoke cloaking them. He hoped most of the things shambling on the street had been killed by the bombs.

   “Wait till the smoke clears,” said Quantrill. “We want to see where we’re going.”

   Halverson sat in the driver’s seat with the engine idling, the shifter in park. As the maelstrom of smoke lifted, a scene of devastation unfolded before him. It was enough to turn the strongest stomach into mush.

   Hundreds of corpses sprawled in a massive crater blasted out of the macadam and earth by the grenades. Many of the bodies had been torn to pieces by the explosion. Decapitated bodies as well as limbless bodies were the order of the day. Not all the flesh eaters were dead, though. Several were writhing at the bottom of the crater. Even worse, others were still halting around in singed ragged clothing.

   A sixtyish male creature wearing what was left of a safari jacket was plodding through the debris without any arms. The bomb-blasted safari jacket was slipping off the ghoul’s shoulders. Half his face was stove in.

   Other amputees and double amputees in scorched rags maundered around the crater amongst the congeries of motionless cadavers.

   “Let’s go,” said Quantrill, “before they regroup and block our path.”

   Halverson shifted into drive and made for the lip of the crater. The swirling smoke filtered the moon- and starlight into a gauzy haze.

   He strove to avoid the heaps of corpses, seeking firm ground for the SUV’s wheels to find purchase. 

   “Lower the windows, so we can pick off any of the ghouls that come at us,” said Quantrill.

   Chogan and the others in the vehicle pushed plastic buttons in their armrests that buzzed down their windows.

   Halverson kept his window closed. He didn’t want to have to shoot and drive at the same time. He had his hands full trying to negotiate a clear path through the bombed-out terrain. 

   A lone zombie here and there stumbled toward the car. Quantrill and her soldiers blew away the creatures’ heads.

   By the time Halverson reached the end of the crater, he could see ghouls herding around the undamaged asphalt, lured by the cacophony of the explosions.

   The SUV came to an abrupt halt.

   “What are you stopping for?” said Quantrill.

   “We’re stuck on something,” said Halverson. 

   He gave the vehicle more gas. The wheels ground around in futility.

   A middle-aged ghoul staggered toward Chogan’s window. The white-haired female’s jaw hung down suspended in front of her throat by a shank of putrescent flesh. Her fetid stench carried on the breeze toward him. Two of her broken ribs protruded from her mutilated chest with sharp tips like the horns of a bull. Her slacks had fallen off, revealing her torn panties. A three-inch length of grey intestine was drooping out of her necrotic abdomen. 

   Chogan pulled a face. “How about a gun over here,” he called over his shoulder.

   The ghoul continued hitching toward him, nearing his open window.

   “I could really use a gun,” said Chogan, his nerves fraying. 

   A hand reached toward him from the backseat and offered him a Sig Sauer P226 automatic.

   Chogan snagged the pistol, double-tapped the ghoul’s forehead, and blew the back of its skull out. The ghoul keeled over and landed on its protruding ribs.

   “We can’t stay here,” said Quantrill. “We have to get moving!”

   Halverson shifted into reverse to see if he could get any traction with the wheels, which seemed to be slipping on something. 

   A teenage zombie with one ear and half a nose stumbled toward the SUV and extended a withered hand toward Quantrill. 

   Quantrill trained her Glock over her open window’s steel sill and blew the creature’s eye out. One Ear slewed around and dropped dead.

   Halverson managed to drive about a foot backward. He threw the shifter into drive and crushed the gas pedal. The rear wheels spun and fishtailed at first then gripped and plowed forward just as two of the walking dead staggered in front of the vehicle.

   Halverson crashed into them. The car knocked one body to the side. The other body landed on the hood. 

   The fortysomething male ghoul on the hood sported a bushy black beard streaked with grey. The ghoul slid along the hood and stuck its rotting face toward the windshield. 

   “Get it off,” said Chogan.

   He drew a bead on the ghoul, tempted to let loose a round through the windshield.

   “I’ll take care of it,” said Halverson.

   He swung a sharp left.

   Slipping off the hood Black Beard tried to grab a windshield wiper to hang on. The blade snapped off in his hand. He slid over the right fender and out of Halverson’s view.

   Halverson veered right and straightened out the SUV.

   “The longer we hang around here, the more ghouls will show up,” said Quantrill. “They’re already regrouping.”

   Halverson accelerated.

   But something wasn’t right.

   






   

   CHAPTER 32

   

   Halverson could feel something dragging back the SUV and pulling the steering wheel to the right as he stomped on the gas pedal. It wasn’t the same impediment that had haltered them earlier, he could tell. That snag hadn’t pulled at the steering wheel like this one was doing.

   Three of the walking dead were staggering toward the vehicle out of the wisps of residual smoke that lingered in the surroundings and that spiraled upward from the ground in narrow columns thanks to the grenade explosions.

   The steering wheel was, in fact, drawing him toward the creatures.

   “Why are you trying to run the things over?” said Quantrill. “Let’s just get out of here. Forget them!”

   “I can’t straighten the steering wheel,” said Halverson, straining to do just that.

   He could hear the fitful popping of automatic weapons’ fire behind him emanating from the two SUVs in tow. They, too, had encountered the walking dead, it seemed.

   “We’re fucked,” said Chogan. “We’re gonna go around in circles like this while the ghouls close in on us.”

   “Stick your head out the window and see if anything’s pulling on our right side,” said Halverson.

   Chogan poked his head out his open window and peered down, squinching his eyes in the wind that rushed past his face. He cursed.

   “What is it?” said Halverson.

   “That ghoul that was on our hood is stuck in the wheel well and blocking the wheel from turning.”

   Halverson hit the brakes. “We need to clear it.”

   Chogan heaved a sigh. “I guess I’m elected.”

   He flung open the passenger-side door and darted out to the right front fender.

   McLellan leaned out a backseat window, drew a bead on a nearby ghoul, and plugged it in the head before the creature could light into Chogan. 

   A clutch of the walking dead twenty-plus feet away was schlepping toward Chogan from out of the wavering veil of smoke.

   “I can’t hold these things off all day,” said McLellan, firing another round from his FN 5.7 at the ghouls.

   Chogan stooped over the creature wedged between the right front tire and the wheel well. The creature was still alive, he noticed. It opened its bearded jaws and tried to snap at him as he neared it. Chogan reared back.

   Black Beard could not get at Chogan. It twisted its body and writhed but could not extricate itself from its predicament. 

   Chogan drew his pistol and blew away Black Beard’s head. The occipital bone and brain pulp exploded onto the dirt.

   Now all Chogan had to do was haul the corpse out of the wheel well. Easier said than done, he could see as he inspected the cadaver’s entanglement between the rubber tire treads and the steel fender.

   He hated touching the wasted, rancid flesh of the ghoul. There was nothing else for it. It was the only way he could extricate the corpse to free the wheel. 

   He yanked on one of Black Beard’s arms. He was surprised to watch the arm rip out of the shoulder socket with a grating, sucking sound as he hauled on the desiccated hand. He stumbled backward, the arm clutched in his hands, and all but fell on his ass. He noticed worms squiggling out of the torn flesh of the upper arm.

   He threw away the limb in disgust. “Fucking-a.”

   McLellan stuck his head out the window. “Stop fooling around out there.”

   He trained his FN 5.7 on a thirtysomething male ghoul with close-cropped dyed blond hair and a grimacing, rotting face that canted off center. Blood leaked from the corners of its mouth, indicating it had fed recently. Blondie’s forehead already had a crack in it, but apparently its brain had not suffered any damage during the injury. 

   Clad in a black vest and matching slacks, Blondie was trudging within ten feet of Chogan when McLellan put a bullet into its medulla oblongata, which flew out the back of the creature’s head with a fragment of hairy skull and slammed into the dirt.

   Blondie dropped dead in its tracks.

   Chogan strode back to Black Beard’s one-armed corpse that was hitched with the wheel well.

   “Grab it by its head,” said McLellan. 

   Chogan shrugged. Might work, he decided. He pulled a face. He hated the idea of latching onto the creature’s grotesque, bullet-fragmented head. 

   Sneering, he wrapped his hands around the head, gripped it under its jaw and around the nape of its neck, making sure not to cut his hand on any broken bones in the fractured skull, braced his feet in the earth, and pulled with all his might on the head. The neck was holding together better than the arm socket had, he noticed in frustration.

   He also noticed that Black Beard’s brains were oozing out of its skull onto his trouser leg. Chogan released the creature’s head and backed away from it. He glanced down at the brains on his jeans with disgust.

   “What’s wrong?” said McLellan.

   “I got its brains on my pants.”

   “And?”

   “And aren’t they contagious?” said Chogan in irritation.

   “Not unless they get inside an open wound.”

   Scared to wipe them off his pant leg and get them on his hands, wounded or not, he left the brains alone and returned to Black Beard. He spotted where the brains were leaking out the back of Black Beard’s cracked head and maneuvered himself into a position so as to avoid getting them on him. Which wasn’t easy. 

   He had to assume a position that was awkward, to say the least, and that was exerting a good deal of stress on his back as he once again gripped Black Beard’s head under the chin and at the nape of the neck.

   Gingerly so as not to strain his back, Chogan yanked on the head, keeping a wary eye on the dripping brains.

   A raven called loudly behind him, startling him, causing him to release his hold on the head.

   The raven swooped out of the eddying miasma of grenade smoke in the night sky and down onto a zombie that was trudging toward Chogan from behind. The carrion eater perched on the walking corpse’s shoulder, plucked one of the ghoul’s ears in its beak, and tore off the necrotic ear. By the time the zombie flailed its arms at the raven to shoo the predator away from its one-eared head, the raven was already flying away to find a site where it could touch down and savor its meal.

   Chogan shook his head in amazement. He didn’t even know ravens flew at night. Well, why not? he decided. If the dead can walk, why can’t ravens fly in the middle of the night? A gunshot snapped him out of his thoughts. 

   McLellan had shot the zombie in the eye and put it down.

   “I don’t know how much longer I can hold them off,” said McLellan. “Stop screwing the pooch.” 

   Chogan spat in contempt. “Why don’t you do this?”

   “I’m guarding you.”

   With that McLellan drew a bead on a redheaded female ghoul whose neck was impaled on a broken tree limb. He shot the creature as it was lolloping toward Chogan. The ghoul’s head snapped back as the round slammed into it. 

   Somebody must have tried to kill the thing with the branch at some point, decided Chogan, watching the redhead fall. The creature must have traveled a long ways, since there weren’t many trees in the desert.

   “What about I guard you, and you do this?” said Chogan.

   “Just get on with it,” said McLellan.

   Chogan regripped Black Beard’s head and wrenched it with a vengeance. Chogan’s torn rotator cuff, which had never fully healed after he had torn it the better part of a year ago, was starting to bother him. He couldn’t do this much longer.

   With relief he felt the corpse loosening from its crammed position. Chogan jerked harder on the head, despite the soreness in his rotator cuff, and removed Black Beard’s mangled corpse from the wheel well.

   Black Beard plunked onto the ground. 

   Chogan dragged the corpse clear of the SUV’s wheel just as a three-hundred-pound stocky zombie with long silvery hair that resembled a bird’s nest on its head lumbered within five feet of him, its withered hands groping for him. The ghoul was dressed in a postal uniform with grey shorts and a powder blue pin-striped button-down shirt that had its tails hanging out over the grimy, shredded shorts.

   The ghoul sneered at Chogan and moved in for the kill, its white-filmed brown eyes fixed on him. 

   




 

   

   CHAPTER 33

   

   McLellan wasted the rotund ghoul with a single shot through its Eustachian tube. Brains splattered out the other side of the creature’s head along with spalls of skull as the creature toppled to the ground.

   A gaggle of ghouls manifested themselves like specters out of the tendrils of smoke shrouding the cratered landscape and hobbled forward with their characteristic herky-jerky movements. 

   Chogan pegged back to the SUV, scooted onto his seat next to Halverson, and slammed the door behind him.

   Halverson picked up on Kwang-Sun’s vehicle pulling up beside him.

   “What’s the holdup?” asked Kwang-Sun out his SUV’s driver’s-side open window.

   “We got stuck,” answered Halverson.

   Halverson glanced in the rearview mirror. “Where’s the third car?”

   He heard a drumbeat of automatic weapons’ fire in the distance behind him. Bloodcurdling screams punctuated the rattling gunfire.

   “I don’t know,” said Kwang-Sun, craning his neck around to peer over his shoulder. “I thought they were right behind us.”

   “We should go back. They need our help.”

   “We can’t spare the time,” said Quantrill from the backseat.

   “We can’t leave them behind.”

   “Hooyah,” said Chogan. “I’m a marine. Nobody gets left behind.”

   “We don’t know they need us,” said Kwang-Sun. “They could be here any minute.”

   A mob of the walking dead materialized around them, enveloping them. 

   “We can’t wait,” said Quantrill.

   “Then let’s go back and get them,” said Chogan. 

   Quantrill took in the SUV’s cargo bay stacked with packages of vaccine. “We can’t risk it. We have to get the vaccine back to our people in Vegas.”

   “No one gets left behind.”

   “We don’t have time to go back.”

   “It’ll only take five minutes.”

   “We don’t have five minutes.”

   “Those things’ll be here in three minutes or less,” said Kwang-Sun, watching the hordes of walking dead marching toward them.

   Fitful shots popped in the air behind them. Then a lone nerve-racking scream pierced the night.

   “Get out of here back to Vegas,” said Quantrill. “That’s an order.”

   Scattered gunshot reports sounded.

   “It’s not right,” said Chogan.

   Halverson hesitated at the wheel. He was torn between wanting to help the soldiers being massacred by the flesh eaters in the third SUV and returning to Vegas. 

   “Our mission is to get the vaccine and return to our people,” said Quantrill. “They’re counting on us. The people come first.”

   “What about the people behind us getting killed?” said Halverson.

   “They already got their shots.”

   Halverson wondered if Quantrill was trying to be funny. He doubted it. Her answer angered him.

   “I’m not talking about their vaccines,” he said.

   “Stop arguing and go back to Vegas.”

   “The shots won’t prevent the zombies from tearing your men apart and eating them.”

   “The vaccine will prevent my men from reanimating.”

   “I’m sure that’s a big comfort to them as they’re being eaten alive,” said Halverson, listening to another scream rive the air.

   “Are you hard of hearing?”

   Halverson felt a cold steel circle press against the nape of his neck. He flinched. 

   “I told you to drive us out of here,” said Quantrill and pressed her pistol’s muzzle harder against Halverson’s neck. “Do you understand?”

   Halverson had a thing about authority figures. He didn’t like them. He didn’t like Quantrill. And he certainly didn’t like being coerced into doing something at gunpoint. It was Halverson’s view that more often than not authority figures tended to make the wrong decisions. They rarely got their jobs on account of their decision-making abilities. Instead, they got their jobs on account of connections.

   Such an attitude made his life difficult at the Agency, where he was considered a pariah because of his work in the National Clandestine Service’s off-the-books black ops division. However, he spent little time within the walls of Langley and therefore didn’t have to suck up very often to the mealymouthed bureaucrats calling the tunes. Working in the field had its advantages. The last thing he wanted to deal with was office politics.

   The problem with working in the field, as he well knew, was coming into contact with trigger-happy control freaks like Quantrill, whether they were on the enemy’s side or on your side.

   Fit to be tied, a gun at his head, Halverson floored the gas pedal. The SUV peeled off. It yawed over a couple of dead zombies and sped toward Las Vegas.

   “What are you doing?” said Chogan.

   “He’s following orders,” said Quantrill. “I’m in charge here.”

   Chogan cut his eyes back toward her and for the first time spotted the pistol she was holding against Halverson’s neck.

   “It’s not right,” said Chogan. “No one should get left behind.”

   “The mission is more important than any single person in it,” said Quantrill. “If you’re a marine, you should know that.”

   Chogan faced forward. He stared straight ahead through the windshield. The forlorn screams of the abandoned soldiers ringing in his ears haunted him.

   Halverson’s vehicle shot off into the darkness, churning up clouds of dust in its wake. 

   Kwang-Sun fell in behind Halverson with his vehicle.

   Another scream died in the distance behind them, gobbled up by the evening gloom.

   The walking dead flounced after the two vehicles, thrashing their arms in frustration at the loss of their meals. 

   






   

   CHAPTER 34

   Las Vegas

   

   “Resistance is futile!” 

   The words boomed and echoed down Las Vegas Boulevard from the loudspeakers on a beat-up green and white VW van that tooled down the asphalt under the tawdry glare of neon lights that illuminated the night sky.

   Victoria, Emma, and Arnold Meers stood under the marquee in front of the Mirage Resort’s entrance listening to the reverberations of the electronically amplified voice.

   “What does that mean?” Victoria asked Meers.

   “I believe there are things going on here that we don’t really know about,” answered Meers, his right eyelid twitching behind his spectacle lens.

   “Like what?” asked Emma.

   “Like why don’t we ever see the winners of the lottery after they win?”

   Emma shrugged. “Maybe they like it better wherever they go after they win.”

   “You would think they might come back here to visit us once in a while. They do have friends here.”

   “Maybe you’re just not a gambler, Arnold. Did you ever think of that?”

   “What’s that supposed to mean?”

   “You don’t like the lottery because you don’t like to gamble.”

   Put out, Meers said, “I don’t have any problem with gambling. I just like to know what I’m gonna win when I gamble.”

   Emma nodded. “I see your point.”

   “Especially if I’m gonna disappear after I win.”

   “Maybe you won’t disappear. Maybe you’ll come back here after you win.”

   “Nobody else ever has.”

   “There’s always a first time.”

   Meers stared at her. “What if you can’t come back after you win?”

   “That’s ridiculous. Why wouldn’t you be able to come back?”

   Meers adjusted his glasses and massaged his furrowed brow. “I don’t know. That’s what bothers me about this whole lottery deal. There’s too much they don’t tell us about it.”

   “Why do they hold the lottery in the first place?”

   “To improve morale, they say. It keeps everybody’s mind off the plague and the collapse of the country.”

   “I guess that makes sense, but they ought to at least tell you what you win.”

   “They do tell you what you win.”

   “Which is?” Emma asked, leaning her head toward Meers, widening her eyes.

   “An all-expenses-paid vacation out of here.”

   “Well, there you go then,” said Emma, leaning away from Meers. “The winners never come back because they want to stay on their vacation forever. It’s that good.” Emma paused a beat. “That should make you want to play more than ever.”

   Meers shook his head. “I don’t buy it. There’s something fishy about it. Why don’t the winners at least send us a postcard?”

   “Think about what you’re saying, Arnold. There isn’t any mail these days. The post office is gone like everything else. No FedEx. No UPS. No delivery service, period.”

   “That’s true,” conceded Meers grudgingly.

   “And that’s why you don’t get any postcards.”

   “Maybe.”

   “What do you mean, maybe? Of course that’s the reason. What other reason could there be?”

   Meers hated suggesting it, but the idea had been preying on his mind for so long that he felt he had to give vent to it. “Maybe they’re dead.”

   Emma stood nonplussed, assimilating Meers’s response.

   “Why would you even think that?” she said at last.

   “I don’t know,” said Meers, flustered. “I just have the feeling there’s something hinky going on.”

   “You’re letting your imagination run away with you.”

   Meers rubbed his chin with his fingers. “I don’t think so.”

   “Do you have proof any of the lottery winners are dead?”

   Meers bowed his head. “No,” he muttered.

   “Like I said, you’re letting your imagination run wild.”

   Meers raised his head and clucked, but said nothing.

   “I like to win when I gamble,” said Emma, changing the subject, “but I hardly ever win.”

   “Nobody does. That’s why they call it gambling.”

   “Some people win.”

   “A select few.”

   “You sound like somebody who’s not a risk taker.”

   Meers stared at her. “There’s a big difference between taking risks and acting like a fool.”

   Emma took umbrage. “Are you calling me a fool?”

   “I’m not calling you anything. I’m just saying.”

   “Resistance is futile!” boomed the loudspeakers as the van they were mounted on drove closer to the hotel entrance.

   “Resistance against what?” said Victoria.

   “Against the General,” answered Meers. “That’s what I think it means, anyway, though nobody’s ever explained it to me.”

   “Don’t the people here ever wonder what it means?”

   “Guess not. They don’t care as long as they’re well fed with roofs over their heads.”

   Emma winced as the loudspeaker continued to boom. “That voice gets on my nerves.” She looked over her shoulder. “Millie doesn’t like it either. Don’t cry, Millie, baby. The bad noise will go away soon.”

   Meers gave Emma a look. “Who’s Millie?”

   “My baby. Can’t you see?” said Emma, not looking at Meers.

   “I don’t see any baby,” said Meers, puzzled. 

   Emma faced Meers. “You need a new prescription for your glasses.”

   Meers shook his head in confusion. It was all going over his head. He didn’t know what to say.

   “Resistance is futile!” said the voice, drowning out their conversation.

   “This smacks of brainwashing,” said Victoria, glowering at the van.

   “It’s also depressing having to listen to it,” said Emma. “Does this go on all night?”

   “Pretty much all night and all day,” said Meers. 

   “How can you stand it?”

   “You can get used to anything. It’s not like we have a choice.”

   “You could always leave.”

   “Then we’d have to deal with the infected. That’s one good thing about being here—no ghouls.”

   “And you have power and food, too,” put in Victoria.

   Meers nodded. “Exactly. So, the way I look at it, if they want to blast their stupid slogans, blast away.”

   Emma winced at the pain in her foot.

   “What?” said Victoria, watching Emma.

   “Nothing.”

   Emma hadn’t told anyone that the zombie that had hitchhiked under their SUV had bitten her shoe at the rest stop when the creature had snagged her foot and tripped her. The ghoul’s teeth had penetrated the leather upper on her shoe, but she wasn’t sure the teeth had broken her flesh. She had never taken the time to remove her shoe and inspect her foot. In fact, she had forgotten all about it until now when she felt a twinge of pain in her foot.

   “Are you sure?” said Victoria. “You look kind of pale.”

   “I just need something to eat. Then I’ll feel better.”

   Victoria gazed past the artificial volcano looming in front of the Mirage and picked up on headlights approaching on the boulevard. 

   Meers followed her gaze. “Looks like the General’s back.”

   “Didn’t she take three SUVs? I see only two.”

   “Maybe they ran into trouble.”

   Victoria hoped nothing had happened to Chad. She was tired of losing people in her life. Losing her daughter Shawna to the plague was enough. She didn’t want to lose Chad too. He had been with her since Shawna had become infected. He had pretty much filled the gap in her life left by Shawna. Of course, nobody could ever take Shawna’s place in her heart.

   Apprehensively, Victoria waited for the SUVs to arrive. 

   






   

   CHAPTER 35

   Mount Weather Emergency Operations Center

   

   President Cole sat at the conference table in the Situation Room with General Eugene D. Byrd, Dr. Kenneth Laslo, Director Harold Paris of the FBI, DNI Hilda Molson, Sheila Klauss, Ernest Slocum, and Scot Mellors.

   “We’re getting reports of some kind of riot at the shelter in Nevada where we were distributing the vaccine,” said Dr. Laslo.

   His drawn face looked even more lived-in than usual.

   “Did they find out the vaccine is no good?” asked Slocum.

   “We don’t know exactly what happened. Only one medic survived the massacre.”

   “Where is he?”

   “He reported to me by satphone. He’s still in Nevada hiding somewhere.”

   “How did he survive the riot?” asked General Byrd.

   “He hid in a closet.”

   “I don’t understand,” said President Cole. “Why was there a riot?”

   “I don’t know if there was a riot,” said Dr. Laslo. “The survivor said visitors to the shelter opened fire on all the personnel and their patients for no reason at all.”

   “Makes no sense,” said Slocum, beating a tattoo on the tabletop with his fingers.

   “Unless they found out somehow that the vaccine is fake,” said Mellors at his side. 

   “How could they find out so quickly? This was the first day of the vaccine’s distribution.” Slocum shook his head no. “They couldn’t have found out.”

   “Then why did it happen?” said Cole, searching everybody’s face. “I want answers, people.”

   Paris cleared his throat.

   “Go ahead, Harry,” said Cole.

   “Maybe it was some kind of a holdup,” said Paris. “Maybe robbers are going around jacking the vaccine so they can hawk it on the black market.”

   “Then why slaughter all the medics?” said Slocum.

   “So they wouldn’t tell anyone. The robbers didn’t want to leave any witnesses.”

   “Why not?”

   “So the police won’t come after them.”

   “What police?” 

   Paris shrugged. He had no answer.

   “We need soldiers to protect the medical personnel, it looks like,” said General Byrd.

   “What soldiers?” said Slocum.

   “Do you have any evidence it was a robbery?” Cole asked Paris.

   “Not at this point,” answered Paris. “This is the first I’ve heard about the massacre. I haven’t had time to initiate an investigation.”

   “This is unconscionable. We can’t allow another massacre like this one to break out. We need to find the perpetrators and mete out justice to them in short order.”

   Paris tapped the tabletop with his fingers reflectively. “If it wasn’t black marketeers, it might have been a militia. Militias have historically had a strong presence in Nevada.”

   “The way I hear it, militias are roaming all over the country, not just Nevada,” said Byrd.

   “They sense the government is collapsing. That’s why they’re crawling out of the woodwork. They’ll do whatever they can to take over. The plague is the opportunity they’ve been waiting for.”

   “Do we have any evidence it was a militia that’s responsible for this atrocity?” asked Cole.

   “No,” answered Paris. “I’m just naming likely suspects.”

   “Let’s not put the applecart before the horse. Carry out your investigation before you start naming names.”

   “Yes, Mr. President.”

   “Why would a militia do this? What would be their motivation?”

   “To cause massive disruption and blame it on the government. The only way they can take over is by blaming the government for the plague and the resulting violence.”

   General Byrd glanced at the map of the United States on the flat-panel HDTV on the wall. The state of Nevada was flashing red and orange, as though it couldn’t make up its mind what color it was.

   “I say we carpet-bomb Nevada with thermite bombs,” he said. “Let’s blow the ghouls and the cutthroats both to kingdom come. The state’s gone, if you ask me.”

   “Let’s wait till we know more about what actually happened and who’s responsible before we go dropping bombs,” said Cole.

   “We need to show these cold-blooded murderers who’s boss. It ain’t no tin-pot militia or moneygrubbing black marketeers calling the shots. It’s us. It’s time we taught them a lesson.”

   “They won’t get away with this, Mr. President,” said Paris. “You can count on that.”

   “I can’t impress upon all of you strongly enough that no word of this atrocity must escape this room,” said Cole, sweeping his gaze around the conference table.

   “If the public found out about it, they would become too scared to go to the shelters to get their vaccines,” said Dr. Laslo.

   “Even worse than that, public knowledge of this massacre would incite panic on an unprecedented scale.”

   “If the public becomes panicked, there’s no telling what they’ll do,” said Slocum, trying to curry favor with Cole by catching his eye.

   Cole appeared lost in his thoughts. “There’s no rhyme nor reason for this slaughter to have happened. I don’t get it.”

   “With all due respect, Mr. President,” said Mellors, “this situation could deteriorate rapidly.”

   Cole faced Mellors. “How so?”

   “May I speak frankly?”

   “You better if you want to remain one of my confidants and keep coming to these meetings.” 

   Cole’s words elicited smiles around the table.

   “That goes for all of you,” added Cole with a subtle smile that flickered across his lips.

   Heads nodded in agreement.

   “I’m convinced the people are gonna riot when they find out these vaccines are useless,” said Mellors.

   “That gets me to thinking.” Cole turned to Dr. Laslo. “Were the assailants at the Nevada shelter inoculated with the vaccine before they went berserk?” 

   “Yes, they were,” said Laslo.

   “Could the vaccine have caused the patients to go crazy and start shooting everybody in sight?”

   Laslo pinched his lips in thought. “I don’t see how.”

   “What was in the serum?”

   “Saline solution. It’s harmless.”

   “Are you certain?”

   “Yes.” Laslo paused in thought. “Unless somebody sabotaged the serum.”

   “Why would anyone do that?” said Mellors.

   “Could the serum have side effects?” asked Cole.

   “No,” answered Laslo. “It’s just saline solution.”

   “It couldn’t cause people to feel sick or irritable?”

   “No. Unless the saline solution was replaced by something else.”

   “Why would anyone do that?” said Mellors. “Nobody would benefit from doing such a heinous thing.”

   Cole sighed. “Then we’re back to square one. Why would these Nevada cutthroats, or whoever they are, massacre a bunch of innocent medics who were trying to help them?”

   Nobody spoke for the better part of a minute.

   “The problem is,” said Slocum, “what if this type of thing happens again at other shelters?”

   “It’s inexplicable and despicable,” said Laslo, shaking his head, trying to come to grips with the bloodbath.

   “Maybe we should discontinue the dispensing of the vaccine,” said Mellors.

   “No,” said Cole. “That would infuriate the citizens who haven’t received their doses yet. They would take it out on the government. Then they really would riot.”

   “To stop dispensing the vaccine now would be suicide on our part,” said DNI Molson, who had kept her own counsel up until now.

   “I believe we’re all agreed on that point,” said Cole, checking the faces around the table. “The vaccination program will continue as planned.”

   Mellors thought the program was ill conceived from the get-go, but he held his tongue. It was obvious to him as he took in the faces around him that the others agreed with Cole or were pretending to, which amounted to the same thing. The president continued to back the plan. Anyone who didn’t back it would risk incurring his wrath.

   In point of fact, Mellors knew, the plan was a fiasco. It was a last-ditch attempt by the president to make things appear normal, whereas in reality they were anything but. Mellors was convinced the plan would backfire again, as it already had in the Nevada massacre. As soon as the public found out the vaccine was fake, they would lose all faith in the government and retaliate. Cole’s only hope to remain in power was to prevent the public from tumbling to the hoax.

   “We could withdraw the vaccine and say it needs to be tweaked before we can continue to dispense it,” said Mellors. “Holding back the serum would prevent more massacres.”

   Cole thought about it. “No. Retracting the vaccine would make us look incompetent. If the vaccine wasn’t ready in the first place, why did we jump the gun and start distributing it? The public would demand to know why we screwed up.”

   “Better that than having them find out the vaccine is a hoax.”

   Mellors realized he was pushing his luck by pursuing this conversation, but he couldn’t help himself. He had to say it. Somebody had to say it.

   Cole turned on Mellors. “This discussion is closed.” Cole made a sweeping gesture with both arms that included everybody seated at the conference table. “The distribution of the vaccine continues as scheduled.”

   






   

   CHAPTER 36

   Las Vegas

   

   Quantrill ordered her medical personnel to dispense the vaccine to her constituents in the Mirage’s large auditorium normally used for conventions.

   The people sat in the auditorium seats and when it was their turn to get their inoculations they lined up single file onstage where the doctors and nurses administered the serum.

   “It’s such a relief to know we’re vaccinated against this horrible disease,” Emma told Victoria, who was standing onstage in line behind her.

   “If only they had discovered it sooner, more people would have been saved,” said Victoria. 

   Emma hobbled forward in line. “Better late than never.”

   “What’s wrong with your foot?”

   “Nothing.”

   “Then why are you limping?”

   “Oh. It’s an ingrown toenail, I think.”

   Even though Emma knew the vaccine would prevent her from coming down with the plague, she didn’t want to confide in Victoria that a ghoul had bitten her. Emma hadn’t told anyone. She hadn’t even told Millie that she’d been bitten.

   “You better have it taken care of or it’ll become infected,” said Victoria.

   When it was her turn in line, Emma asked the doctor, “Will this vaccine prevent the plague from infecting you if you’ve already been bitten by a ghoul?”

   “As long as you get your shot within five days of being bitten, the vaccine should prevent the plague from infecting you,” said the sixtysomething white-haired doctor that was wearing surgical scrubs. “That’s what the medical literature that came with the vaccine said.”

   “That’s what I thought.”

   “Why do you ask? Have you been bitten by one of the infected?” The florid-complexioned doctor scrutinized her face.

   “No,” Emma said quickly. “I was just wondering.”

   She felt like a murder suspect being grilled by the cops. She didn’t want to get rounded up and quarantined with the others that had been bitten.

   “If you were bitten, we still need to quarantine you, vaccine or no vaccine,” said the doctor. “Just as a precaution.”

   Emma changed the subject. “Do babies need to be vaccinated?”

   The doctor used a ball of cotton steeped in alcohol to swab Emma’s upper arm then administered the shot. “Yes.”

   “Then don’t forget doing Millie.”

   “Who’s Millie?”

   “My baby.”

   “Of course. Where is she?” asked the doctor, looking around.

   “In the papoose on my back,” answered Emma, glancing over her shoulder.

   The doctor walked behind Emma and inspected her back. He shook his head in confusion.

   “I don’t see a papoose,” he said.

   Victoria approached him and drew him aside. “Emma lost her baby Millie to the plague,” she whispered. “Emma hasn’t been able to face the truth yet.”

   “I see,” said the doctor, eyes intent. “She needs professional help.”

   “It might be a good idea to humor her.”

   The doctor twisted his mouth in thought and nodded. “I don’t want to traumatize her. You know what they say: time heals all wounds. She’ll snap out of her delusion eventually. And if she doesn’t, tell her to come and see me.”

   “Are you a psychiatrist?”

   “No. But maybe I could prescribe tranquilizers for her. The stress caused by the plague is obviously getting to her.”

   “Her and everyone else.”

   The doctor padded toward Emma, stood behind her, and pretended to administer an inoculation. 

   “See what a good girl Millie is, Doctor?” said Emma. “She didn’t even cry when you gave her her shot.”

   “Yes. You’ll both be safe from the virus now,” said the doctor, perspiring and feeling uncomfortable lying to Emma.

   If she didn’t snap out of her denial soon, he would have to treat her. He prepared the next dosage for Victoria.

   Emma was feeling better already. Just getting her vaccine had boosted her spirits. Now she didn’t have to worry about that stupid zombie bite anymore. Even if it did still hurt. Which wasn’t surprising. The vaccine probably took a few hours or even longer to fully kick in, she decided. Maybe even a few weeks. That was how long it took for a flu vaccine to reach its full effectiveness, she knew. 

   She descended the stairs at the end of the dais and headed up the aisle toward Halverson, Chogan, and Meers, who were sitting at the back of the auditorium. Victoria caught up with her as the two of them reached the others.

   Emma and Victoria sat down among them.

   “I don’t know about the rest of you, but I’ve had it with this place,” said Chogan. “It’s high time we scrammed.”

   “Why?” said Emma. “What’s wrong with being here? We got our shots. We’re safe. We have food and electricity.”

   “She doesn’t know what happened at the shelter,” Halverson told Chogan.

   “Where you got the vaccine?” asked Emma.

   Halverson nodded. “Quantrill and her militia slaughtered all of the medical staff before we left.”

   Emma gasped, raising her hand toward her parted mouth.

   “Why?” said Victoria, dumbstruck.

   “For no reason that we could see,” said Chogan. 

   “Did the staff at the shelter attack you?”

   “No way. They gave us our shots like they were supposed to. Then Quantrill ordered them all wasted.”

   “I don’t understand,” said Victoria, eyes wide.

   “The only reason I can figure she did it is because she feared they might track us back to Vegas,” said Halverson.

   “That’s crazy. So what if they followed you back here? What difference does it make?”

   “You have to remember this is a militia and they don’t like the federal government.”

   “But these are medics we’re talking about, not government agents.”

   “The medics were sent by the government, though.”

   “Maybe Quantrill was worried there were spies planted among the medics,” said Chogan.

   Halverson snuck a cursory glance at Chogan to see if he was looking at Halverson when he said “spies.” Halverson wondered if Chogan had somehow tumbled to the fact that Halverson worked for the CIA. But Chogan wasn’t paying any attention to Halverson. Chogan was speaking to Victoria.

   Halverson breathed a quiet sigh of relief. Chogan was speculating. He had no idea about Halverson’s profession.

   “I don’t understand any of this,” said Emma, frustrated. “Why murder a bunch of defenseless doctors whose only crime was trying to help us?”

   “She’ll do anything it takes to stay off the grid,” said Halverson. “She’s probably afraid the feds will commandeer her cushy setup here if they find out about it.”

   “All I know is I want to split,” said Chogan. “If Quantrill’s willing to butcher innocent doctors, what’s to stop her from taking us out?”

   “We don’t work for the government,” said Victoria.

   “What’s to stop her from suspecting that we do?”

   “The truth.”

   “When’s that ever stopped anyone?”

   “The fact is we don’t work for the government, so how can she prove otherwise?”

   Not exactly true, decided Halverson. He worked for the CIA. However, the CIA or somebody in it was for whatever reason trying to terminate him with extreme prejudice by using drones. Which would make him a hero in Quantrill’s eyes probably, but how could he tell her about it without revealing that he worked for the CIA? She might think he was a mole. No, he couldn’t risk telling her about it, he decided.

   “She can prove whatever she damn well wants if she gets the bee in her bonnet to turn against us,” said Chogan.

   “Why should she turn against us?”

   “Who knows with her? It doesn’t take a genius to see she’s half-nuts.”

   Halverson saw no good coming from hanging around here. “We should leave. The sooner the better.”

   It was Meers who said, “What makes you think you can?”

   An awkward silence ensued.

   “What are you talking about, Arnold?” said Victoria at last.

   “The only way you can get out of here is by winning the lottery,” said Meers.

   “What’s to prevent us from just driving out of here?” said Chogan.

   “Las Vegas Boulevard is guarded at both ends by armed soldiers.”

   “Then let’s take a side street.”

   “You’ll head straight into the zombies. They’re all over the area outside the strip.”

   “Then we’ll run them over,” said Chogan, becoming exasperated.

   “There are too many of them. Don’t you think others have tried?”

   “I don’t know about anyone else, but I’d rather take on the zombies than stay here. This Quantrill could turn on us like a mad dog any moment.”

   “I feel safer here,” said Emma. “We have everything we want here.” She glanced over her shoulder. “And Millie likes it here, too.”

   Chogan shook his head irritably. “There is no Millie. Can’t you get that through your thick head?”

   “That’s a terrible thing to say! Why do you hate Millie so much?”

   “Just shut up, Chogan,” said Victoria. “OK? Getting everybody upset isn’t gonna help us.”

   Chogan threw up his hands. “Don’t say I didn’t try.”

   “If winning the lottery’s the only way out, let’s enter the lottery. Maybe we’ll win.”

   “You better hope you don’t,” said Meers.

   “Why?”

   “I’m telling you, the winners disappear off the face of the earth. Haven’t you been listening to me?”

   “I don’t blame them for not coming back here,” said Chogan. “I wouldn’t be caught dead in this place once I got out of it. It’s run by a bloodthirsty lunatic.”

   “What are the chances we’d all win the lottery anyway?” said Emma. “Slim and none. I say we’re better off here.”

   “You wouldn’t say that if you had seen the massacre.”

   Emma winced. Not on account of Chogan’s response but because the wound in her foot was acting up again.

   “You think I’m exaggerating,” said Chogan, noticing her reaction.

   “What’s wrong?” Victoria asked Emma.

   Emma quickly patted her shoulder, dissembling. “My arm feels sore from the shot. That’s all.” 

   Halverson watched the queue of residents on the dais receiving their vaccines from the medical personnel. The scene unleashed graphic images in his mind of the blood-soaked slaughter that had taken place at the shelter. He recalled bodies falling and blood jetting across the walls amid cries for help.

   “We have to get out of here,” he said.

   At that moment, Quantrill entered the auditorium escorted by half a dozen of her armed soldiers. She stood and stared at Halverson and his group.

   “Now what?” muttered Chogan. 

   






   

   CHAPTER 37

   Mount Weather Emergency Operations Center

   

   President Cole sat behind the large teak desk in his private office. Slocum, Mellors, and General Byrd were sitting facing him.

   “Have you debriefed what’s his name yet?” Cole asked Slocum.

   Slocum’s face registered puzzlement. Then he caught on. “You mean Halverson?”

   “Whatever,” said Cole.

   “He’s off the radar. His satphone isn’t giving off any signals. We don’t know where he is.”

   Cole’s face clouded. “Have you given up finding him?”

   “No. Of course not. We’re still hunting him.” Slocum paused. “I have a feeling he may have contracted the plague.”

   “Why do you say that?”

   “The last we heard of him he was in California, which is lost to the plague.”

   “That doesn’t mean anything. He could have fled to some other state.”

   “But we lost track of him in California.”

   “That doesn’t mean he’s dead.” Cole leaned forward in his seat, braced his elbows against the desktop, and balled his hands into fists. “I need physical proof.”

   “The search is still on,” said Slocum, leaning back slightly in his chair but not allowing himself to look mau-maued. “If he’s still alive, we’ll find him.”

   “Even if he’s dead, I want you to find him. He’s one of yours. It’s your responsibility to deal with him and clean up this mess.”

   Slocum pursed his lips briefly at Cole’s calling him on the carpet. Other than that, Slocum kept his face expressionless, as was his wont as a CIA professional. Cole expected nothing less from him in terms of a response, Slocum knew.

   “It will be done,” said Slocum.

   “It should already be done.”

   The president’s ill temper was induced by the backbreaking stress the plague was exerting on him, decided Slocum. Even Cole’s hair looked greyer than it had been before the outbreak of the plague. Cole’s normally avuncular mien was shattering under the onslaught of circumstances beyond his control.

   The trouble was Slocum wasn’t immune to the effects of stress either, and he didn’t relish being read the riot act in front of Mellors and Byrd. Especially in front of Mellors, who was Slocum’s subordinate. In fact, it was Mellors who was directly in charge of the Halverson blowback, Slocum knew. 

   The president had no right to scapegoat him for the mess they were in, Slocum decided. Slocum bridled, but he held his tongue.

   Cole leaned back in his chair and surveyed the compact room, letting Slocum off the hook for now.

   “I wish we had windows in this room,” said Cole.

   “How can we have windows when we’re inside a mountain?” said General Byrd.

   “I know, but I’d like to see what’s going on outside.”

   “Maybe you wouldn’t like what you saw, Mr. President. Devastation on an unheard-of scale. People running amok and acting like cannibals.”

   Cole flicked a dismissive wave at Byrd. “I get your point.” 

   “What about the thermite bombs, sir? We need to take preemptory action in short order or there’ll be no stopping the infected from taking over.”

   Cole paused in thought. “As much as I hate to admit it, I think you’re right, General. Let’s green-light the bombing campaign. How will you deliver the payloads?”

   “We’ll use drones,” said Byrd, all but licking his chops at the idea of putting it to the zombies. 

   Cole stared at him.

   Byrd rubbed his cheek with his hand in response.

   “I didn’t know we had drones that could drop bombs,” said Cole.

   “We do, indeed, have drone bombers. They’ve been in development at the navy for several years.”

   “This is the first I’ve heard of it.”

   “We’ve had the bomber under wraps so our enemies couldn’t find out about it. It’s called the X-47B. It looks a lot like a Stealth bomber. It can carry four thousand pounds of weapons.”

   “Including bombs?”

   “Yes, sir. We could load that baby up with thermite bombs, no sweat.” Byrd was getting worked up as he spoke, his excitement rising at the notion of action.

   “How many of these X-47Bs do we have in operation?”

   “At least fifty that I know of.”

   “We’d be bombing our own people,” put in Mellors.

   “They’re not people anymore,” said Cole. “They’re flesh-eating creatures that are wiping out our entire population.”

   “Right now bombs are the best way to stop them,” said Byrd.

   “America’s gonna look like a wasteland after you get through bombing it,” said Mellors. “Not to mention the uninfected people the bombs’ll kill.”

   “Every battle includes the risk of collateral damage. You can’t wage any war without collateral damage. It’s the nature of warfare.”

   “Bombing should be a last resort.” 

   Mellors couldn’t believe he was hearing himself say this. After all, he was the one who had murdered Coogan to prevent him from telling anybody that the government was involved in the creation of the zombie virus. But this whole thing was getting out of hand. Indiscriminate killing of countless innocent civilians? What was next on Cole’s agenda?

   “We need to shit or get off the pot,” said Byrd. “Time waits for no man.” 

   “We’re cutting off our noses to spite our faces. Am I the only one who sees that?” said Mellors.

   “We need to act,” said Cole. “The burden of this decision rests on my shoulders alone.”

   Cole inspected the three faces around him.

   Nobody said anything.

   “We initiate the bombing campaign,” said Cole. 

   Byrd gnashed his teeth in anticipation. “Now you’re talking! We’re gonna put a stop to this damn zombie invasion once and for all. Where do we start?”

   Cole chewed it over. “New York and California. These two states have the highest infestations of the infected. The denser the population, the faster the plague spreads.”

   “Yes, Mr. President.”

   “Does your choice of California as ground zero have anything to do with Halverson’s being there?” said Slocum.

   Cole stood up. “No. This isn’t about one person. It’s about doing what’s best for the country.” 

   “And this ain’t no ground zero yet,” Byrd told Slocum. “These are thermite bombs we’re talking about. Not nukes.” He turned to Cole. “Or have you changed your mind about the nukes, sir?”

   “No. We use the thermite bombs. Prepare the drones so they’ll be armed and ready when I give the order.”

   “Right, sir. We’ll hit the big cities first and go from there.”

   General Byrd bustled out of the office.

   Face grave, standing near his desk, Cole muttered, “What have I done?” 

   






   

   CHAPTER 38

   Las Vegas

   

   Quantrill was pacing back and forth in her conference room in the Mirage. A dozen of her soldiers and McLellan formed a ring around the room. At the rectangular mahogany table in the center of the room sat Halverson and Chogan.

   “You guys stepped out of line back at the shelter,” she told Halverson and Chogan. “When I tell you to do something, everybody does it or they’re out of here. Got it?”

   “You made the wrong call leaving your men behind in the third car,” said Halverson.

   “I never make the wrong call.”

   “You did back there.”

   “It’s my call to make. Not yours.”

   “Look,” said Chogan. “We don’t live here. We’re just passing through. We’re not your soldiers.”

   “As long as you’re here in Vegas, you do what I tell you,” said Quantrill. “I’m running this city. Everybody has to play by the rules. Even visitors.”

   “That’s fine with me,” said Chogan, getting to his feet. “I don’t plan on staying. You want to abandon more of your men to be torn apart by zombies, be my guest.”

   “Sit down.”

   Chogan stood his ground.

   “This is my conference room and I’m telling you to sit down,” said Quantrill.

   Chogan took a deep breath and crossed his arms over his chest.

   “Sit him down,” Quantrill ordered her men.

   Two muscle-bound soldiers strode toward Chogan, grabbed his shoulders roughly from behind, and shoved him into his seat. 

   “What the fuck?” said Chogan, angrily swiping the soldiers’ hands away from his shoulders.

   “You don’t seem to get it,” said Quantrill.

   “You’re the one who doesn’t get it. We’re not your flunkies.”

   “You don’t understand who you’re dealing with.”

   “You’re some lady who’s a legend in her own mind.”

   Quantrill withdrew a hunting knife from a leather sheath fastened to her belt. “I’m the lady who’s personally gonna cut off your balls and force-feed them to your buddy, if you don’t toe the line here. Then I’ll slice his off and stuff them down your throat.”

   She held the tip of the knife under Chogan’s nose.

   Leaning back in his chair, Chogan burst out laughing.

   Incensed, Quantrill adjusted her grip on her knife and thrust the blade down into his thigh.

   His gales of laughter turned into screams of pain.

   Quantrill withdrew the bloody knife and held it in front of Chogan’s agonized face. “You’re lucky I didn’t cut your femoral artery or you’d bleed out in front of my eyes.”

   Teeth grinding, face twisted with pain, Chogan pressed his hands against his thigh to stanch the flow of blood. 

   “Why don’t you just kill us?” said Halverson, curbing his urge to leap out of his chair and throttle Quantrill.

   “I don’t have a reason to kill you yet,” said Quantrill. “As soon as you give me a reason, I’ll kill you. But not before I mutilate you and watch you two eat each other’s bloody balls.”

   “You’re certifiable,” spat Chogan.

   “Take him to the medic before I start playing hardball with him,” Quantrill ordered her men.

   The knife clutched in her hand dripped Chogan’s blood onto the floor. 

   The same two heavyset soldiers that had muscled Chogan into his chair yanked him off his seat and frog-marched him out of the conference room. Grimacing in pain, Chogan left a weaving trail of blood droplets on the floor in his wake.

   “You could have killed him,” said Halverson between his teeth.

   “I told you I didn’t want to kill him yet,” said Quantrill. “Your problem is you don’t listen.”

   Halverson realized he was dealing with a full-fledged psychopath and said nothing. He wasn’t ignorant of the fact that she had armed guards protecting her. His flying off the handle wouldn’t help matters.

   Any fool could see Quantrill was trying to assert her superiority over him as well as over Chogan, decided Halverson. She wanted to make sure Halverson understood she was the meanest badass in this joint. 

   “You’re probably wondering how I became top dog here,” said Quantrill, flicking at her hair above her forehead even though her brunette hair was held in place by her ponytail.

   “Not really,” said Halverson.

   “It’s because I understand people,” she went on without missing a beat. “Everybody wants to be the boss. But the fact is everybody can’t be the boss. Too many cooks spoil the broth. ‘So who gets to be the boss?’ you may ask.”

   “I’m not asking anything. I didn’t sign up for this class.”

   Quantrill strutted toward the table, leaned forward, planted her fists against its top, and gazed across the mahogany at Halverson.

   “Knowledge is power,” she said. “The one who knows the most becomes the boss. And that person is me.”

   “Do you know how I can get out of this place?”

   Quantrill ignored Halverson’s sarcasm.

   “I also know how to control the zombies,” she said. “I know how the zombie mentality works, and this knowledge gives me an edge over them.”

   Halverson wasn’t impressed. “I know how to control them, too. With a bullet to the brain.”

   Quantrill shook her head, her expression smug. “You can control only one zombie at a time like that. I can control throngs of them.”

   Halverson didn’t believe it. The walking dead could not think. Too, they could not feel, either emotionally or physically. How could you control such a being? wondered Halverson. Locking them up or wasting them was the only answer.

   “I doubt it,” he said.

   “You don’t have the training in psychology that I do. The trouble with you is you’re like everybody else. When you think of controlling someone, you immediately think of negative reinforcement.”

   Halverson followed her thought. “Instead of using the carrot, use the stick.”

   “Exactly. The stick is the first thing that comes to mind when dealing with the walking dead. But the stick doesn’t work in their case.”

   “A bullet to the brain will work every time.”

   Screwing up her face, she shook her head and ran her fingers over her hair at his shortsightedness. “That’s not controlling the creatures. That’s killing them.”

   “The best way to control them, like I said before.”

   “It takes way too long to kill all of them with bullets. You can control lots more with a carrot.”

   “Why does that work better than a bullet?”

   “Haven’t you been listening to what I’ve been saying?” she said, nettled by his inability to comprehend her. 

   “Why should positive reinforcement work better than negative reinforcement?”

   Quantrill smiled faintly, pleased that she was finally getting through to him. “Maybe you’re beginning to understand.” 

   “I understand you’re full of it.”

   “Negative reinforcement doesn’t work with nonsentient creatures like the walking dead. They can’t feel any kind of pain, so how can you punish them? If you can’t punish them, you can’t train them using negative reinforcement.”

   “Punish them with a bullet to the head. Who said anything about training them? They don’t need to be trained. They need to be destroyed.”

   “You’re not listening to me,” she said in exasperation.

   “You said you can’t train them with negative reinforcement.”

   “Finally,” she said with a sigh.

   “And I said punish them with a bullet to the head.” 

   “That doesn’t punish them. It kills them.” Quantrill paused, letting her words sink in. 

   “Death is a pretty severe punishment, if you ask me.”

   “But it doesn’t deter them, because they don’t care whether they live or die. That’s why negative reinforcement doesn’t work with them. The only way you can get them to do something is by offering them a carrot. Think of Pavlov’s dogs.”

   “You ring a bell and give them food.”

   Quantrill smiled superciliously. “You’re not as dumb as you look.”

   Something in what she was saying was escaping him, decided Halverson with unease. But he could not figure out what, and that in turn was increasing his discomfiture. 

   

   




 

   

   CHAPTER 39

   Mount Weather Emergency Operations Center

   

   President Cole, Ernest Slocum, and Scot Mellors were trooping into the TV studio in the bunker. 

   A thirtyish brunette hastened up to Cole and began applying makeup to his face as he approached the TV stage.

   “What are you gonna tell the people about the bombings, Mr. President?” said Slocum.

   Frowning, Cole paused in front of the stage and gently pushed the makeup artist away from him. “I’m trying to come up with an answer to that before I step in front of the camera.”

   “They’re gonna think the country’s under attack as soon as bombs start blowing up all over the place,” said Mellors. “Talk about panic. You’re gonna foment mass hysteria with these bombs. The plague is bad enough without bombs falling in everybody’s lap.”

   Cole raised his hands, palms outward in front of his chest. “Get a grip and settle down.”

   “Probably the truth is the best thing to tell them,” said Slocum, adjusting his sky blue silk moiré necktie. “Seems a tad hot in here. Maybe we should turn down the thermostat.”

   Perspiration beaded above his upper lip.

   “There’s still time to change your mind, Mr. President,” said Mellors.

   “No,” said Cole. “We have to act. This is a crisis of historic proportions. If we don’t do something now, the country will be lost.”

   “We need to warn the people to evacuate California and New York,” said Slocum.

   “There aren’t many uninfected folks left in those states. That’s one reason I chose those two.”

   “We should still issue a notice to evacuate.”

   “I am. That’s what I’m about to do, just in case there are any citizens still alive in the target areas.”

   “I can’t believe we’re actually discussing bombing our own country,” said Mellors more to himself than to anyone else.

   Now, like Slocum, he, too, was breaking into a sweat.

   “It is paramount that we destroy the infected and incinerate their bodies so they cannot spread the plague,” said Cole.

   “There must be a better way,” said Mellors.

   “Then tell it to me. I’m all ears.”

   Mellors fetched a sigh. “I don’t know.”

   “Maybe it’s better if we let the people think they’re being bombed by a foreign country,” said Slocum.

   “Why do you say that, Ernest?” said Cole.

   Slocum scratched his pate. “It might be less traumatic to the public if they believed an enemy was bombing them instead of their own country orchestrating it.”

   Cole mulled it over. “I see your point, but, on the other hand, they might be even more terrified if they believed a foreign country was invading us. It would make it look like their own government had collapsed and wasn’t able to defend them.”

   “This is all speculation,” said Mellors. “The bottom line is we don’t know what the people are gonna do when bombs start dropping out of the sky on them. Whatever they do, it won’t be pretty.”

   “I believe they’ll see me as a strong leader who’s willing to take forceful action in order to save the country when they hear me announce to them I’m starting the bombing campaign.”

   “Then again they might become terrified of you, thinking you’ve lost your mind.”

   Cole shot his cuffs. “I’d rather have them fear me than scoff at me for being a weakling incapable of making a decision when the chips are down.”

   Slocum’s eyes lit up as he hit on an idea. “We’ll pursue that narrative, Mr. President. We’ll present you as the forceful leader willing to take decisive action to save America. Alternatively, if we tell the people we’re under attack by a foreign enemy, it makes you look like a pussy unable to protect the country.”

   Cole did a double take. “The president of the United States of America, the strongest country in the world, is not a pussy.”

   “No, sir. That’s the narrative we need to hew to. The people understand and respect strong leadership.”

   “Even if it means they might get blown up on account of it,” said Mellors, feeling like a commentator on the sidelines of this conversation. 

   “You’re giving it the wrong spin,” Slocum said, facing Mellors.

   “I’m not talking about spin. I’m talking about innocent people’s lives.”

   “I’m the president,” said Cole, chopping the air with his hand. “I have to think about the greater good. No matter what I do, somebody’s gonna get hurt. That’s just the way it is. We need to fight back against the infected and take our country back.”

   Slocum nodded with approval. “That’s the kind of speech the people need to hear. Stick to the narrative of the forceful, dynamic leader.”

   Jaw set, Cole made his way toward the desk on the stage.

   “I wouldn’t want to be living in New York or California,” Mellors told Slocum.

   “The pandemic is in full swing in those states, and you know it,” said Slocum. “You need to stop looking at the dark side all the time.”

   “How do you find a bright side, the way things are going?”

   “Quiet on the set,” said the director, who was standing near the camera wearing a floppy khaki hat and baggy khaki trousers, looking like a cross between a gangbanger and a navy SEAL. 

   “Ladies and gentlemen,” said Cole, sitting behind his studio desk and staring into the camera lens that had a red light shining under it, “I sit before you tonight with a heavy heart. We have come to a crossroads. The plague is getting the upper hand in this country. I can’t and won’t let that happen. I have decided to take decisive action against the spread of the pandemic.

   “Everyone in the states of New York and California must evacuate immediately.” Cole paused, gathering himself. “I have not made this decision lightly. But the time has come for me to take decisive action. The plague must be stopped dead in its tracks. The infected must be destroyed and burned. They must be taught that we will never capitulate to them.

   “The bombardment of New York and California will commence at noon tomorrow. By that time, all residents of those states must have evacuated.” Cole’s eyes became soulful. “Good luck and God bless all of you.”

   “What about the poor bastards who don’t have TVs?” Mellors asked Slocum in a whisper.

   “We’re broadcasting over the emergency radio frequency as well,” answered Slocum.

   “We are on the path to taking back America, and Lord help anyone or anything that stands in our way,” said Cole into the unblinking camera.

   






   

   CHAPTER 40

   Las Vegas

   

   Tuckered out though he was, Halverson decided to take a flier that night and explore what lay beyond the side streets off the strip. He decided to go alone. The fewer people who knew about it, the better. Besides, he didn’t want to jeopardize Victoria and Emma. Recovering from his wound Chogan was in no condition to go anywhere on shank’s mare.

   Halverson found himself standing under a towering sign that featured a half-naked showgirl advertising Bally’s Casino. 

   He walked another block and snuck down a dark alley that led off the strip. He had no trouble eluding guards since they did not patrol the side streets. They camped at the beginning and the end of the strip. Quantrill must have figured that nobody would be foolhardy enough to try to escape via the side streets straight into the maws of the flesh eaters. 

   Then again, maybe this wasn’t a jail. Maybe anyone could leave any time they wanted, decided Halverson. But that wasn’t the impression Halverson got from either Quantrill or Meers. 

   The only way to find out what was going on was for Halverson to check it out for himself. He wanted to see if they had any chance of escaping from Vegas if they so decided. At this point, he knew Chogan didn’t want to stay and he didn’t want to stay. There was no way Halverson wanted to deal with Quantrill any longer than he had to. 

   As for Victoria and Emma, Halverson didn’t know how they felt about leaving. For the moment they seemed content to stay here—but they hadn’t witnessed Quantrill massacring all those medics in the shelter.

   If Halverson discovered it was feasible to escape via the side streets, he would urge Victoria and Emma to leave the strip. He could see no good coming from remaining under Quantrill’s rule. It was obvious Quantrill had it in for Chogan and him on account of their standing up to her when she slaughtered the medics at the shelter and later when she abandoned her soldiers in the third SUV to the walking dead.

   Halverson skulked through the night past deserted skeevy strip joints, massage parlors, tattoo parlors, and assorted dingy shops. Unlike Las Vegas Boulevard, this road had no functioning streetlights. Maybe, if he was lucky, he’d stumble across a gun shop where he could arm himself.

   Right away he saw one good reason no one could escape in a vehicle on this street. Abandoned motor vehicles of all shapes and sizes cluttered the street. Cars, buses, pickups, even an 18-wheeler stood chockablock on the macadam as well as on the rumble strips. If he and his group escaped in this direction, they would need to hoof it. 

   He figured that the other surface streets off the strip were just as choked with parked vehicles as this one, which explained why Quantrill hadn’t posted guards on the streets.

   Halverson tensed.

   Up ahead of him a tall figure in a grimy brown overcoat was striding down the sidewalk jerking his hands up and down in front of him as if trying to dry them. As the guy approached, Halverson could discern a shaggy rusty beard on the guy’s gaunt face. 

   Halverson froze in his tracks. He wondered if the guy was one of the walking dead. The guy’s pale eyes looked stoned out. 

   Halverson realized he didn’t have a weapon on him to protect himself. He panned his head back and forth, casting around for a weapon of some sort like a club he could use against the guy.

   But Stoner was moving too fast for a zombie, noticed Halverson. And Stoner was paying no attention to Halverson. In fact, Stoner barreled right by Halverson without so much as a glance. Pale eyes blank, Stoner proceeded toward the strip. 

   A homeless person, Halverson decided. At the same time he realized they were all homeless now thanks to the plague. The plague had rendered everybody a refugee seeking a safe house. 

   Halverson ventured farther down the street, away from the strip. 

   He picked up on silhouettes lurching in an intersection in the distance. The silhouettes were wending through the vehicles but not moving in Halverson’s direction. A pack of them were milling in that area, Halverson could see. From their awkward gaits, he suspected they were the walking dead.

   He wanted to make sure, though. He stole toward them through the night, darting behind fluted metal lampposts to obscure his movements. 

   A large rag of cloud glided away from the full moon, revealing moonlight that bathed the scrabbling figures, illuminating their decrepit faces. Halverson pegged them for zombies.

   The creatures walked day and night, never stopping, never sleeping. Like land sharks, they were forever on the prowl seeking food.

   As Halverson closed in on the creatures, he could make out a square patch of pavement in the intersection free of vehicles. The walking dead seemed to be milling in that area. Halverson wondered what was drawing them there.

   He wanted to get closer to see what was there—if anything. Two conflicting feelings were tearing at him. He wanted to investigate the square, but he also wanted to head back to the safety of the strip. 

   As yet, the walking dead seemed unaware of his presence, too rapt up in patrolling their concourse. 

   Eschewing caution Halverson edged closer to the zombie-infested intersection. The ghouls almost seemed to be milling around in wait. But what were they waiting for? wondered Halverson. Their actions made no sense. Then again, why should anything the ghouls did make sense?

   They seemed to be deliberately concentrated in that area. Halverson had to find out why.

   He slipped behind a forest green metal Dumpster that somebody had trundled onto the sidewalk. He peeked around it at the ghouls. He was twenty-odd feet away from them. They hadn’t picked up on him yet, he noted with relief. They kept traipsing around the intersection, heads down, enamored of the asphalt.

   He still could not make out the cleared pavement in the intersection beyond the abandoned cars. He would have to get closer to take a gander at it. 

   He darted behind a sedan that skirted the intersection and crouched behind the front dinged fender. Gradually he rose and peeked over the hood at the parading ghouls. With shock he could discern now the blacktop in the middle of the intersection. 

   Hundreds of white bones were strewn about the asphalt haphazardly in piles. The bones gleamed phosphorescently in the moonlight. They had been picked clean of flesh. They looked fresh, as though they hadn’t been exposed to the elements very long. 

   And they looked like human bones, Halverson noted, gulping. And human skulls. Apparently the ghouls had slaughtered scores of humans here recently.

   Oddly, interspersed helter-skelter among the bones were lengths of rope. 

   He heard scuffing off to his right. He whipped his head toward the source of the sound and spotted a middle-aged ghoul with a beer belly shuffling toward him. Its jaws gaping, the creature flailed its arms at Halverson and lunged at him.

   Halverson managed to sidestep the creature in the nick of time. He had to beat it. There was no point in going forward. He had already found out what he wanted to know. This road could not be used for an escape route. It led directly into a nest of the walking dead. 

   He retreated on the sidewalk toward the strip at a dead run. For some reason the walking dead didn’t follow him. They continued to mill around the clearing as if waiting. Waiting for what? he wondered again. And why didn’t they take off after him? After all, they couldn’t resist the taste of living flesh. Puzzled, he slowed his gait. None of it made sense.

   What he found particularly disturbing was the fact that they seemed to know what they were doing. The flesh eaters couldn’t think, could they? 

   To hell with them, he decided. If they wanted to stay there, let them.

   

   




 

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   CHAPTER 41

   Mount Weather Emergency Operations Center

   

   The next morning Cole and Slocum sat in the Situation Room with cups of steaming coffee sitting in white saucers on the tabletop in front of them.

   “I’ve never had a worse night,” said Cole, face drawn, his tie askew, his suit rumpled. “This is the most difficult decision I’ve ever made.”

   He swiped his forefinger over one of the bags under his eyes.

   It looked like Cole had slept in his suit, decided Slocum. He wondered if Cole had managed to grab any shuteye at all.

   An open pack of cigarettes lay in front of Cole on the tabletop. He snagged the package and shook out a cigarette. He inserted the cigarette into his mouth, scooped up a match folder from the tabletop, ignited a match, and lit his cigarette.

   “I thought you quit smoking, Mr. President,” said Slocum.

   Cole glanced self-consciously at the cigarette wedged between his index finger and middle finger as a skein of tobacco smoke swirled around his face.

   “I’ve quit a couple times,” he said. 

   Slocum smiled.

   “You have no idea how difficult it is to preside over a country that’s on the verge of collapse,” said Cole.

   “We’re all in this together,” said Slocum.

   “But the buck stops with me,” said Cole, his voice even.

   “It was the only decision you could make under the circumstances.”

   “I hope history will remember me as a decisive leader who wasn’t afraid to make the tough decisions and who never gave up.”

   “If there is any history after us.”

   “We aren’t beaten yet. We still have drones and scads of bombs. The country may be a shambles, but we still have WMD.”

   Slocum coughed on Cole’s cigarette smoke. “That’s not much comfort to the uninfected Americans that are still out there trying to escape the infected.”

   “I disagree, Ernest. We still have the power to obliterate those infected cannibals with our arsenal of weapons. As long as we let the people know we have that power, they’ll feel secure.”

   “When they see bombs dropping over New York, they’ll know for sure we have that power.” Musing, Slocum ran his fingertips over his lips. “I wonder how secure that’ll make them feel.”

   He sipped coffee from his china cup.

   Cole massaged his temple with his free hand. “You have no idea how difficult it was for me to make the decision to order the bombing raids.”

   “I don’t ever want to know.” Slocum wouldn’t mind being president in better times but not under the current conditions.

   Cole rested the backs of his hands on the tabletop and inspected his open palms. “The fate of the free world rests in my hands.”

   Tobacco smoke slunk up from the cigarette between his fingers.

   “We’re in good hands, Mr. President.”

   “These are the times that try men’s souls,” said Cole, waxing philosophical.

   “Our country’s been through worse and survived.” 

   “I’m not so sure it’s been through worse than this. We’re talking about a plague with a hundred percent kill ratio and reanimated cannibals eating anybody that’s left alive.”

   “What about the Civil War?”

   “Yeah. We killed our own people in that one too, didn’t we?” Cole paused. “But you and I both know this is worse. This could be the end of civilization as we know it if we don’t put the kibosh on this outbreak.”

   “It’s not looking good for our side.”

   “But we can never give up, Ernest,” said Cole, suddenly combative. “If life has taught me anything, it has taught me that. Never give up. We must fight the black death to the bitter end.”

   “Great times make great men. Not the other way around. This is your time to be great, Mr. President.” 

   “This country didn’t become the most powerful country in the world because we’re a bunch of wimps. All life is a struggle for survival. We will annihilate these cannibals before they annihilate us.”

   Cole slammed his fist against the tabletop. The coffee cups rattled in their saucers.

   Cole heard his cell phone humming in his trouser pocket.

   He fished out the red mobile. He plugged its earphone into his ear. “Hello.”

   Cole listened. His face clouded.

   Slocum watched him intently.

   “See where that gets you,” fumed Cole and ended the call.

   “Who was that?”

   “That nincompoop Ho at the UN.”

   “What does he want now?”

   Cole got to his feet and paced around. “He saw my speech on TV and says he forbids me to drop any bombs.”

   “On whose authority?”

   “On his own.”

   “The man’s a dweeb. He doesn’t even have his own country. How can he have any authority over anyone? He has zero authority over us.”

   “Can you imagine the gall of that numskull, telling me what to do? He says he’ll charge me with crimes against humanity if I drop bombs on my own citizens.”

   Slocum steepled his fingers in thought as he sat at the table. “I can see why he’s concerned.”

   Cole stared at Slocum.

   “After all,” Slocum went on, “UN headquarters is in New York, which is our number one target.”

   Cole shrugged it off. “I gave plenty of notice for him to evacuate safely.”

   “He probably thinks you’re trying to kill him after he declared himself leader of the world the other day.”

   “That had nothing to do with my decision. Ho doesn’t even rate a blip on my radar screen. New York has the highest concentration of plague.”

   “You know that and I know that, but Ho with his delusions of grandeur probably thinks you’re out to get him.”

   “If he doesn’t evacuate, that’s his problem.”

   “Where’s he gonna go after the UN building is bombed?”

   “He can go to hell for all I care.”

   






   

   CHAPTER 42

   Las Vegas

   

   Halverson, Victoria, Emma, and Meers sat in the Mirage’s auditorium and watched Chogan limp down the aisle toward an empty seat next to them. His wounded thigh bandaged, grimacing, Chogan was using a crutch to help him get around. 

   He raised the seat cushion beside Meers and propped his buttocks on the seat-back so he wouldn’t have to bend his aching leg in order to sit down. He was half leaning against the seat-back and half sitting on it.

   On the stage in front of them a giant barrel-shaped cage was being cranked around and around mixing up the lottery numbers inside it. People seated in the auditorium were queuing up one row at a time to mount the stage and select their numbers. 

   Quantrill was presiding over the event with Kwang-Sun and McLellan standing at her side onstage.

   “Maybe we’ll win a free trip to sunny California,” joked Halverson.

   Victoria gave him a look. “Where were you last night?”

   Halverson didn’t know how much he should tell her. He held his voice low. “I was trying to find a way out of here.”

   “Why?” asked Emma.

   “Are you kidding?” said Chogan. “After what that ballbuster did to me?” Chogan massaged his wounded thigh.

   “I don’t have any problem with her.”

   “I sure do.”

   “You obviously must have provoked her some way to cause her to defend herself.”

   “Who told you that?” said Chogan in exasperation.

   “Nobody.”

   “I didn’t attack her. I was sitting at a table and she knifed me in the thigh. You may think you’re safe now, but you’re not. She’ll turn on anybody on a dime.”

   Emma shook her head. “This is heaven compared to California.”

   “What California?” said Victoria.

   “Oh, yeah. I forgot.”

   “What are you talking about?” said Halverson.

   “That’s right. You weren’t here last night, were you?” said Victoria.

   “What happened while I was gone?” Halverson asked, on the edge of his seat.

   “The president gave a speech on TV. He said he’s blowing up California and New York today.”

   “What!”

   “Stinking politicians,” said Chogan. “How did this country ever survive with them running it into the ground?”

   “Is this on the level?” said Halverson.

   “It was on TV,” said Victoria. “If you weren’t out screwing around last night, you would have seen it.”

   “I was looking for a way out of here,” said Halverson, his voice low. “Just because it was on TV doesn’t mean it’s actually gonna happen.”

   “The president said he was gonna order the bombs dropped to prevent the plague from spreading and to destroy the cannibals.”

   “Does he have any air force left to do this?”

   “How do I know? I’m just repeating what he said last night.”

   “It could be propaganda to convince everyone who’s alive that Cole’s still in charge.”

   Emma shifted anxiously in her seat. “You mean like he’s threatening us by dropping these bombs?”

   “No. He’s trying to demonstrate he’s still the president and can fight the plague and the walking dead.”

   “What would be the point of his threatening us?” asked Victoria.

   “So we won’t revolt against him,” answered Emma.

   “Then why did he tell everyone in California and New York to evacuate? He wouldn’t give them time to evacuate if he really wanted to kill them. He would give them an ultimatum.”

   “New York, too?” asked Halverson.

   “Yep.”

   “What kinds of bombs is he using? Don’t tell me he’s going nuclear?”

   It was Chogan who said, “Thermite bombs.”

   Halverson breathed a sigh of relief. “At least we don’t have to worry about radiation.”

   “Not yet,” said Chogan. “But you know it’s only a matter of time before he uses WMD.”

   Halverson nodded. “Nukes have a wider range. Thermite bombs aren’t gonna wipe out the plague. It’s too widespread. He’ll have to go nuclear eventually.”

   “Then all we have to worry about now is getting burned alive,” said Meers.

   “We’re not in California or New York,” said Victoria.

   “What’s to stop him from expanding his bombing campaign in the future?”

   “At least the government gave us the vaccine,” said Victoria. “That proves they’re still trying to lick this disease.”

   Emma groaned in pain.

   “What’s wrong?” asked Victoria.

   “Just a stomachache,” answered Emma, hiding the truth that it was her zombie-bitten foot that was hurting her.

   Chogan scoped out the auditorium. Flanked by Kwang-Sun and McLellan, Quantrill was standing onstage preoccupied with conducting the lottery. 

   Chogan leaned toward Halverson and said under his breath, “Did you find a way out of here?”

   Halverson shook his head. “The surface streets are blocked with abandoned cars.”

   “We could walk.” Chogan cut his eyes toward his wounded leg and pulled a face.

   “You didn’t let me finish. There are hordes of walking dead on the outskirts of the strip.”

   “Christ. What’s keeping them out of here?”

   Halverson rucked his brow. “I don’t know. There were a bunch of bones the ghouls were milling around in a clearing.”

   “I don’t get it.” Chogan winced at the pain in his thigh. “It sounds hinky. Bunch of bones?”

   Halverson realized Quantrill was squeezing a fluorescent lime tennis ball in her hand and staring at him from the dais. “We better talk about this later.”

   Chogan picked up on the direction of Halverson’s gaze. “Why? She can’t hear us from there.”

   “She may have spies eavesdropping on us.”

   “You’re getting as paranoid as her.”

   “She’s capable of anything.”

   “I hear ya. Did you ever notice how it’s always the dullest tool in the shed that seems to wind up giving the orders?”

   “That’s because the stupider you are, the more confidence you have in yourself.” 

   It was one of the ironies of life, Halverson decided.

   “No wonder our brilliant leaders in Washington decided to bomb the crap out of us,” said Chogan. “They probably think with their overdeveloped brains that if they kill all of us, they’re saving us from the plague.”

   “I don’t know about you guys, but I’m just hoping I win the lottery,” piped up Emma. 

   “Why?” said Meers. “I thought you liked it here.”

   “If the winners never come back here, wherever they go must be even better than here.” 

   Halverson noticed that whenever residents drew lottery tickets from the wire basket, they had to write their names on the tickets and give the half with their name on it to Quantrill. In this manner, Quantrill would be able to keep track of all the winners.

   “How does this lottery work?” asked Chogan.

   “First everybody picks a lottery ticket,” answered Meers. “Then the General picks the winners.”

   “But Quantrill knows who picked each ticket,” said Halverson.

   Meers nodded. “She keeps a record of every ticket selected.”

   “Sounds like this lottery could be easily rigged,” said Chogan.

   The row of seats in front of Halverson emptied and the occupants paraded up the aisle toward the stage to draw their lottery tickets. 

   Halverson and his row would be next.

   






   

   CHAPTER 43

   Mount Weather Emergency Operations Center

   

   President Cole, DCI Slocum, Mellors, DNI Hilda Molson, DHS Director Sheila Klauss, FBI Director Paris, Secretary of Defense Eugene D. Byrd, and ASH Dr. Laslo sat around the table in the Situation Room.

   Their eyes riveted to the sixty-inch plasma flat-panel HDTV on the wall, they watched with consternation the images broadcast of the devastation that had taken place in New York City after the drones had fire-bombed it.

   “Are these real-time pictures?” Paris managed to ask through a dry throat. 

   Byrd cleared his throat. “As real as it gets.”

   “Who’s shooting this movie?” asked Klauss.

   It was Slocum who answered, “A camera on a Predator drone is feeding us this video live from New York.”

   His mouth open, Mellors sat frozen in front of the TV set. He couldn’t get his head around the scope of the devastation that was unfurling before him on the screen. 

   “Is that Times Square?” he said at last, his throat tight.

   “Used to be,” said Byrd.

   At the intersection between Broadway and Seventh Street was a massive heap of burning, smoking rubble. The streets were impassable. What was once known as “The Great White Way” was now the “Great Grey Trash Heap.” 

   “This looks worse than Berlin at the end of World War II,” said Klauss, brushing tears from her eyes.

   It could have been Dresden after the Allies had firebombed it, decided Mellors. The sheer size of the devastation made the rack and ruin impossible to comprehend. The famed Gotham City skyline of imposing skyscrapers like the Empire State Building that challenged the heavens with man’s hubris was now no more than low-lying mountains of smoking debris. It was heart wrenching.

   The architects of the destruction sat speechless around the table, never taking their eyes off the TV screen.

   As the drone’s camera zoomed in on the junkyard of West 42nd Street, burning figures could be seen climbing through the rubble. Their telltale herky-jerky movements pegged them as the walking dead. Their clothes on fire, their purulent skin burning, the creatures scrabbled through congeries of broken cement and rebar.

   “My God, they’re still alive,” said Dr. Laslo.

   Indeed, the creatures in the charred ruins didn’t die until their heads caught fire and their brains exploded. 

   “Not so fast,” said Byrd. “Those buggers don’t like thermite bombs. It may take a while, but the creatures are dropping dead.”

   Even as Byrd spoke, a middle-aged female ghoul’s grey hair went up in flames and the creature’s haggard, ghastly face exploded. The creature’s smoldering body crumpled in a mound of dust, embers, cinders, and hunks of concrete.

   “I can’t bear watching this,” said Molson.

   “We torch their heads, they die,” said Byrd, his large head craning toward the TV screen, enrapt in the debacle playing out before him. “The fire consumes the body and the virus inside it, destroying the plague, just like we thought.”

   Thousands more of the walking dead lay crushed under the concrete and steel girders that had fallen from the decimated high-rises as fires raged everywhere.

   “We can’t broadcast these images to the public,” said Slocum, visibly shaken by the devastation. “The people won’t be able to come to grips with a disaster of this magnitude.”

   “Why not?” said Byrd. “When the people see those cannibals blowing up, they’ll be cheering in the streets.”

   “They won’t be looking at the cannibals. They’ll be looking at what was left of New York.”

   “I agree,” said Director Paris. “We can’t allow this film to be broadcast to the public.” He brought his hand down his hatchet face, his eyes bleak. “These images are just too overpowering.”

   Klauss broke down and cried, folding her arms on the table and burying her head in them. 

   “I want everyone to understand what I’m gonna say,” said Cole. He paused and waited for total silence. Klauss’s sobbing died down. “This film doesn’t go beyond these walls. Am I clear on that?”

   “Yes, Mr. President,” said a chorus of fraught voices.

   “I suggest you make a public announcement to reassure the public, Mr. President,” said Slocum.

   “I will.”

   “The bombings have been a resounding success,” said Byrd. “We stopped the cannibals dead in their tracks in New York and California. Now that we have the things on the ropes, we need to deliver the coup de grace and wipe them out.”

   “No more bombing raids till I say so, General.”

   “But, sir, we have to crush them while they’re reeling—”

   “That’s a direct order, General.”

   “Yes, Mr. President,” said Byrd, champing at the bit.

    On the TV screen a sixtysomething male ghoul wearing a panama hat and walking a black poodle was trying to negotiate the debris scattered on the buckled sidewalk as the conflagration roared around him. The poodle was barking frantically, fighting his leather leash, and trying to break free as smoking flotsam crumbled from nearby edifices and crashed onto the sidewalk around him.

   Cinders and sparks drifted down onto the cannibal’s panama hat from a burning balcony. The hat flared into a burst of flames that engulfed it and the ghoul’s head, which exploded.

   The leash fell out of the ghoul’s hand, and the poodle scrambled down the congested sidewalk in terror. A toppling cement cornice crushed the ghoul as the creature sprawled on the sidewalk.

   A fortyish male ghoul with a Cro-Magnon head with bushy eyebrows, frizzy auburn hair, and tufts of hair protruding from his large nostrils shambled in singed, torn trousers and a ragged shirt over an overturned delivery truck that was leaking gasoline on the asphalt street. The ghoul was missing half of its left arm at the elbow. One of the creature’s legs had a compound fracture in its tibia that was exposed under its torn trousers. 

   A few steps behind him, a dyed blonde pushing thirty with a grimacing face that was missing half of its flesh hitched after him on a broken foot. One of her milky blue eyes was hanging from a stalk that protruded from its smashed socket and resting on her putrescent cheek.

   The ugliness of the creatures was almost as terrible as their fates, decided Mellors, as the gasoline-soaked delivery truck burst into flames when a spark from above sailed down onto the leaking fuel and ignited it.

   What was left of the blonde’s face melted in the blazes that licked it. Her flesh dissolved like burning candle wax. Moments later, the blonde’s brain and skull exploded. The blast flung her decapitated corpse off the truck and impaled her spine on the jagged green fluted metal edge of a broken lamppost that had been sheared in half and was now jutting ominously out of the sidewalk. 

   “How much longer do we have to sit here watching this nightmare?” said DNI Molson, wincing in disgust commingled with horror. 

   “I think we’ve seen enough,” said Cole. “Somebody shut that video feed off.”

   Slocum aimed the remote at the TV, pressed a button, and killed the TV.

   “Our bombing campaign is even more successful than I ever imagined it would be in my wildest dreams,” said Byrd with satisfaction. 

   His palms on the tabletop, he leaned back in his chair, a smug smile on his face.

   “That video doesn’t get out of this room, General,” repeated Cole.

   “Of course not. But now we know we’re finally winning this war, and we can tell the public about our victories.”

   “I will do that.”

   “We have routed the enemy. They are in full retreat.”

   “You’re jumping to conclusions,” said Slocum.

   Byrd turned on Slocum. “What do you mean? You saw the video. The cannibals are dying right and left.”

   “Are you suggesting we carpet-bomb the entire country to kill off the rest of the infected?”

   “Why not?”

   “For one thing, we don’t have enough bombs to blow up the whole country.”

   “Then we use WMD.” Byrd was becoming animated. “We don’t need near as many nukes as we need thermite bombs to accomplish the same ends.”

   “I can’t believe I’m hearing this,” said Dr. Laslo. “Are you seriously considering dropping nuclear warheads on our country?”

   “The infected cannibals have to be killed and cremated. What better way to do it than with nukes?”

   “What about the innocent civilian survivors who are still out there? Have you no compunction about killing them?”

   “We’ll tell them to evacuate before we start bombing—the same as we did in New York and LA.”

   “It’s more difficult to evacuate a ground zero than it is to evacuate for a regular bombing,” said Slocum, “because of the wider kill range of nukes.”

   “Anything’s possible. We can do it.”

   “What about nuclear fallout? Radiation poisoning? Nuclear winter?”

   Byrd harrumphed and shrugged. “It’ll put an end to global warming.”

   Slocum rolled his eyes. He turned to Cole. “We can’t go to the next level till we’ve exhausted all other possibilities, Mr. President.”

   “We’re not using nuclear weapons,” said Cole.

   “Are you ruling them out, sir?” asked Byrd, worry lines creeping over his face.

   Cole paused before answering. “No. I’m not ruling anything out.”

   Byrd blew out his cheeks with a sigh of relief. “Mark my words. We’ll have to use them sooner or later.”

   “I hope not, General. I fervently hope not—not after what we just saw.” Cole leveled his gaze at the blank TV screen, his face ashen.

   






   

   CHAPTER 44

   Las Vegas

   

   Halverson, Victoria, Emma, Chogan, and Meers were standing on the auditorium’s stage waiting in line to draw their lottery tickets from the wire basket.

   “What was your racket before this plague shit happened?” Chogan asked Halverson.

   “Didn’t I already tell you?”

   “Must’ve gone in one ear and out the other.”

   “I was a journalist,” answered Halverson, employing his cover story.

   Chogan smiled half-heartedly. “This would be a great story to write about if there were any newspapers left to print it.”

   “And anybody left to read it.”

   “What about you?” Chogan asked Victoria.

   “I was a dress designer and owned my own dress shop,” she answered.

   “That sounds interesting—having your own business.”

   “It’s a lot of work, but I like being my own boss.”

   “What about you?” Chogan asked Emma.

   “I was a waitress. And I was caring for my baby—and still am.” Smiling, Emma looked over her shoulder. “Right, Millie?”

   Chogan shook his head. “I knew I shouldn’t have asked.”

   “What’s that supposed to mean?” said Emma on the defensive, the smile vanishing from her face.

   Chogan turned to Meers. “What was your gig, Meers?”

   “I was a CPA. What does it matter? We’re never gonna get our old jobs back. Look at the mess we’re in.”

   “I’m just making conversation. I know we’re all screwed.”

   “We may never work again—at least doing what we used to do.”

   “I hear ya.”

   “We’re gonna have to work at staying alive,” said Halverson. “Our hands’ll be full doing that.”

   “We’re going back to the Stone Age, it looks like,” said Chogan.

   “It’s not the Stone Age here,” said Emma, sweeping her eyes around the auditorium. “We have all the comforts of home.”

   “But at what price?” said Halverson.

   “I don’t understand.”

   “I keep getting this nagging feeling that something’s not right here.”

   “Like maybe it’s too good to be true?” said Chogan.

   “Something like that. But it’s more than that.” Halverson lowered his voice so Quantrill couldn’t overhear him. “I saw a bunch of bones last night.”

   “Bones?”

   “Your turn,” Quantrill chimed in, looking at Halverson.

   Halverson stepped up to the spinning wire basket that Quantrill was cranking, mixing up the lottery numbers.

   The basket stopped spinning. Quantrill opened the small door in its side. Halverson reached into the basket and plucked out a lottery number from the hodgepodge of tickets. He didn’t know why he was even playing the lottery. He could care less whether he won or lost. No matter who won, Halverson didn’t plan on staying much longer in Vegas.

   “What’s this about bones?” said Quantrill, her eyes cutting back and forth between Halverson’s and Chogan’s faces.

   “I was wondering if you shot craps around here,” ad-libbed Halverson. He wasn’t about to tell Quantrill about the piles of bones he had stumbled upon last night.

   Quantrill smiled. “This is the gambling mecca of the world. It wouldn’t be Vegas without craps.”

   “I don’t understand,” said Emma. “What do bones have to do with craps?”

   “Bones is another term for dice.”

   “Oh. I’ve never been much of a gambler. I guess it shows.”

   Halverson wished Emma would keep her mouth shut. He wanted the subject of bones to be dropped in Quantrill’s presence. He didn’t want her to find out that he had discovered the heaps of bones beyond the strip. The less he told Quantrill, the better, as far as Halverson was concerned. 

   He didn’t know why the bones were there or what, if anything, they had to do with Quantrill. But he wasn’t taking any chances unburdening himself to her. He had seen what she had done to Chogan’s leg with virtually no provocation and the massacre of the medics she had ordered at the shelter.

   Halverson signed his name on the lottery stub, handed it to Quantrill, and made for the stairs at the other end of the stage that led down to the seats in the audience. 

   Victoria, Emma, and Meers drew their lottery tickets then followed Halverson. Limping on his crutch, Chogan brought up the rear after he drew his ticket. They huddled together in the aisle out of earshot of Quantrill.

   “What was that all about?” asked Chogan.

   “What?” said Halverson.

   “The bit about the bones. Did you see a pile of bones last night or a pile of dice?”

   “Bones. I didn’t want Quantrill to overhear us.”

   “What kind of bones?” asked Victoria.

   “Human,” answered Halverson.

   “Where were they?”

   “In an intersection in one of the surface streets.”

   “Why would there be bones there?” asked Victoria, puzzled.

   “They were strewn in piles all over the intersection.”

   “But why?”

   “And there was something else.”

   Victoria hiked an eyebrow, her curiosity aroused. “Well?”

   “The walking dead were there also.”

   “Then they must have killed and eaten a bunch of people in the intersection.”

   Chogan massaged his cheek. “How far away from the strip was this?”

   “Only a few blocks,” said Halverson.

   Screwing up his face Chogan shifted on his crutch. “Then how come there aren’t any ghouls on the strip?”

   “That’s what’s bugging me. They’re only a few blocks away, but they don’t come over here. It doesn’t scan.”

   “Maybe they don’t know we’re here,” said Emma.

   “How could they not know we’re here?” said Chogan. “If they’re that close, they should be able to smell us or at least hear us when the cars drive down the strip.”

   Halverson thought about it. “It’s possible they don’t know we’re here, but unlikely. The neon on the strip should attract them for miles. The things gravitate toward light and sound like moths to a flame.”

   “Then what’s keeping them away?”

   “I’m convinced there’s something going on here that we don’t know about.”

   “You guys have overactive imaginations,” said Emma. “You don’t know a good thing when you got it.”

   “Talk about overactive imaginations,” said Chogan. 

   Emma ignored him. “Kick back and accept it. Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth. We’ve got a good thing here.”

   “But for how long?” said Halverson.

   “You wouldn’t be saying this is a good thing if Quantrill took her knife to you,” Chogan told Emma.

   “You must’ve got under her skin somehow,” said Emma. “You’re good at doing that, I’ve noticed.”

   “Yeah? Well, you’re good at living in cloud-cuckoo-land.”

   “There you go again—picking a fight. That’s all you ever want to do.”

   “I’m just being honest. If you can’t face the truth, you got problems.”

   “You’re the one with problems,” said Emma, her voice rising.

   “We’re not gonna get anywhere by jumping down each other’s throats,” said Victoria. 

   “We need to get out of here,” said Chogan. “That’s what we need to do.”

   “But how?” said Halverson. “Both ends of the strip are guarded by Quantrill’s soldiers. They’re not gonna let us out of here.”

   “Why wouldn’t they?” said Emma.

   “Nobody ever leaves here, except the winners of the lottery,” put in Meers.

   “Then let’s take a surface street,” said Chogan.

   “The walking dead are on the surface streets,” said Halverson.

   “How do you know? You only tried one of them.”

   “I have a feeling they’re all the same. The ghouls seem to be roaming at will all around the strip.”

   “That begs another question. Why doesn’t Quantrill take her men over there and blow away the things?”

   Halverson shook his head in bafflement. “Nothing jibes around here.”

   “You got that right.”

   “The thing I can’t figure out is why the bones were all in one place.”

   “What do you mean?”

   “Why weren’t they spread all over the sidewalks and on the cars? Why just the intersection?”

   “I wasn’t there. I don’t know.”

   “Could the ghouls have collected the bones and put them there?” said Victoria.

   “Why would they do that?” said Halverson.

   “I don’t know why they do anything. Even they probably don’t know why they do anything.”

   Out of the corner of his eye, Halverson caught sight of Quantrill staring at him from the stage, her hand continuously squeezing and unsqueezing the tennis ball in it.

   “Let’s break up now and hash this over later,” he said. “Guess who’s watching us.”

   “I’m not afraid of that ballbuster,” said Chogan through clenched teeth.

   “We can fix her wagon later.”

   “Fuck her wagon. I’m gonna rearrange her face so she looks uglier than a zombie. She’s gonna wish she never set eyes on me by the time I get through with her.”

   Their eyes averted from Quantrill’s steady gaze, Halverson, Victoria, Emma, Chogan, and Meers filed out of the back door of the auditorium.

   






   

   CHAPTER 45

   Mount Weather Emergency Operations Center

   

   President Cole was sitting at his wooden desk in front of the TV camera, preparing to make a speech in his TV studio. He was straightening a small pile of papers on his desktop, but he wasn’t going to read from them. He would read his speech from the teleprompter.

   Slocum and Mellors stood behind the camera watching Cole.

   “This I gotta see,” said Mellors.

   “Making speeches is his chops,” said Slocum.

   “He just bombed the city of New York back to the town of Bedrock. How’s he gonna spin his way out of this?”

   “You’ll see.”

   “All quiet on the set,” said the ponytailed white-haired director, clad in jeans and perched in a chair behind the cameraman.

   “My fellow Americans, I have good news to report,” said Cole, staring into the camera’s lens. “We are victorious on the eastern and western fronts. We have routed the cannibals in New York and California. Our bombs have annihilated the forces of the cannibals. The infected are in full retreat.”

   “Is anybody still alive out there gonna believe this?” Mellors whispered to Slocum.

   “Why not? It’s the truth.”

   “But New York and California lie in ruins.”

   “He’ll have the public eating out of his hands in no time like he always does after he makes a speech,” said Slocum.

   “Our forces are victorious,” said Cole. “We are taking back our country from the enemy. Nobody can stop us now. The eastern and western fronts are just the beginning. We will pile up victory after victory until the cannibals are obliterated. We are teaching them the hard way that nobody can stand up to the might and main of the United States of America.”

   “I feel like cheering,” Slocum told Mellors.

   “How can you be serious?” said Mellors. “We just bombed our own country.”

   “It’s Cole. He knows the right things to say and how to say them. His speeches always cheer me up.”

   “He didn’t even write the speech. His speechwriter did.”

   “But Cole has a great delivery, great poise.”

   Mellors wasn’t cheered up. He felt devastated. The indelible image of the bombed-out rubble of New York City engulfed in flames was seared onto his brain. What was Cole’s next step in waging war against the walking dead? Mellors wondered.

   “Everything is under control,” Cole told the camera lens. “My fellow Americans, if you haven’t done so already, be sure to get your vaccines. It is true the war is going our way now, but the plague is still out there. You need to exercise extreme caution when venturing outside. And make sure you get your vaccines. Isolated pockets of diseased cannibals continue to roam the countryside. Only New York and California are safe at this time.”

   “He knows the vaccines are worthless,” Mellors told Slocum. “Why does he keep harping on them?”

   “It’s of utmost importance that the people feel safe,” said Slocum. “We can’t have them panicking and rioting.”

   “My fellow Americans, try to make your way to New York or California,” said Cole. “These two states are cleared of infected cannibals, though there may be a few stragglers still out there. Be careful, no matter what you do. And do not fear. We will be victorious in short order. Everything is under control, and we are winning.”

   “New York’s a pile of junk,” Mellors told Slocum. “Its infrastructure’s destroyed. Why should anyone go there? Can you imagine the traumatic effect the sight of it in ruins will wreak on survivors? Is he doing the right thing telling people to go there?”

   “The cannibals have been decimated there. At least people will be safe from the plague in New York.”

   “Traumatized but safe in a pile of rubble.”

   Slocum turned on Mellors. “All you do is complain. What do you think we should do? If you have suggestions, you should let the president know them.”

   Mellors flinched at Slocum’s suddenly aggressive mien. “I don’t think we should be bombing our own country.”

   “How else do we get rid of the infected? We don’t have the manpower to do it any other way. We haven’t got an army, navy, or marines. All we’ve got left is bombs and drones.”

   “Point taken. But we just may end up wiping ourselves off the face of the earth if we continue these bombing raids.”

   “You better tone down your rhetoric when talking to the president.”

   “I’m not talking to the president,” said Mellors heatedly.

   “A word to the wise is sufficient. You may end up getting canned or worse.”

   Mellors did a slow burn. He couldn’t help himself. The sight of New York City lying in ruins had gotten under his skin. Times Square, the Empire State Building, Grand Central Station . . . all reduced to smoldering detritus. It was a thousand times worse than 9/11. 

   He fought to rein in his rage. He told himself to keep his cool. He was experiencing a change of heart about Halverson, as well. Mellors decided he wasn’t going to try to kill Halverson with a drone’s missile again, no matter what his orders were, even if he found out where Halverson had gone to ground. This whole thing was spiraling out of control . . . 

   “I’m OK,” said Mellors, gathering himself. 

   “We’re all under a lot of stress,” said Slocum. “That’s all. We need to keep our heads till this crisis is over.”

   “Rest easy, my fellow Americans,” Cole told the camera with an unflinching gaze. “Everything is under control. It will take more than a two-bit plague to scotch the fire of the American spirit. Be patient. Total victory will be ours soon. God bless all of you.”

   The soft strains of “The Star-spangled Banner” suffused the studio and became a crescendo. 

   






   

   CHAPTER 46

   Las Vegas

   

   “Rest easy, he says,” said Chogan, sitting in a restaurant near the lobby of the Mirage watching the flat-panel TV above the bar. “He just blew up New York and California and he tells us to rest easy. Can you believe this?”

   Halverson, Victoria, Emma, and Meers sat at a table with Chogan listening to him rant about Cole.

   The image of the president had left the screen, replaced by an image of the Stars and Bars fluttering on a flagpole in the wind as “The Star-spangled Banner” played in the background.

   “Sometimes I wonder whose side he’s on,” said Halverson.

   “At least he’s trying to do something to stop the spread of the plague,” said Meers tentatively, not fully supporting Cole’s actions.

   “He’s doing more harm than good,” said Chogan. “I hate politicians.”

   “You don’t say,” said Victoria.

   “Tell us what you really think,” said Emma. 

   Chogan shrugged. “I guess I’m not very good at hiding it.”

   Quantrill strutted into the restaurant with McLellan and Kwang-Sun at her side.

   “Anything the matter here?” she said.

   “We were listening to the president’s speech,” said Chogan, not pleased to see Quantrill. He cut his eyes toward the knife in its sheath at her waist. He wanted to return the favor of her stabbing him in the thigh. “That’s all.”

   “Do you think we can feel safe now after the bombings?”

   Chogan sniggered. “Safe as steers in a slaughterhouse.”

   Quantrill ignored him. She was gazing at Halverson.

   “Where were you last night?” she asked.

   “Outside.” Halverson wasn’t about to tell her about the walking dead and the piles of bones he had discovered.

   “Do you have any witnesses?”

   “Not that I know of.”

   “Did you stay on the strip?”

   “Yeah,” Halverson lied. He didn’t think it was any of her business where he was, anyway.

   “It’s dangerous to leave the strip. Don’t go wandering away from it.”

   “The walking dead are out there,” said Kwang-Sun. 

   “What did you say your profession was, Mr. Halverson?” Quantrill asked.

   “I was a journalist when we used to have jobs,” answered Halverson.

   “That’s funny.”

   “Why?” said Halverson, puzzled.

   “Because I looked up your name on the Internet—”

   “What Internet? Somebody’s jamming it.”

   “The government’s handiwork, I’m sure.”

   “Then how did you get on the Internet?”

   “The jamming isn’t constant. Every so often my IT boys can get onto the Internet. Anyway, I googled your name Chad Halverson and I couldn’t find a single byline for it.”

   “That’s not surprising. I don’t have many readers.” Halverson could feel his heartbeat accelerating and his palms sweating. 

   He knew his cover story had not been well prepared. In truth, he had made it up on the fly after the plague hit. Ordinarily, when the Company prepared a cover story, or legend, for one of its agents, they planted background material that could be vetted in case somebody got nosy. He had no background information in place this time because he had flown from DC to California not because he was on a mission but for personal reasons—to visit his hospitalized brother. Hence Halverson had no need for a legend.

   “In fact, we can’t find any information about you,” said Quantrill. “We ran a credit check on you and came up with nothing. You have no credit. How could a professional journalist in this day and age have no credit? Don’t you think that strange?”

   “That’s easily explained. I don’t use credit cards. If you don’t use credit cards, you can’t establish credit.”

   “Why don’t you use credit cards?”

   “Credit cards are useless with electricity and the Internet out.”

   “I mean, before the plague hit.”

   “I prefer using cash. That way I don’t go into debt.”

   Quantrill stroked her chin and searched Halverson’s face. “There’s no verifiable record of your existence.”

   Which was how he stayed off the grid, decided Halverson. He shrugged.

   “How do you pay your mortgage?” said Quantrill. “Surely not with cash.”

   “I live in an apartment.”

   “How did you pay for your car?”

   “What car?”

   “Didn’t you have a car before the outbreak?”

   “I ride the bus.”

   Quantrill looked skeptical. “It’s almost as if you’re trying to avoid leaving a trail.” 

   “What would be the point of that?”

   “There could be several reasons.”

   “Maybe you’re a criminal,” chimed in Kwang-Sun. 

   “No doubt some of the people I’ve interviewed would agree with you,” said Halverson.

   Kwang-Sun scoffed. 

   “The journalist that nobody ever heard of,” said Quantrill.

   “Don’t get me wrong,” said Halverson. “I’d like my five minutes of fame like everybody else. But my articles don’t attract a lot of readers.”

   “More like zero readers.”

   “Not a lot of people read nowadays. The profession of journalism isn’t what it used to be.”

   “Who are you?”

   “I already told you.”

   “You’re not on Facebook or Twitter or any of the social media. There’s no listing of Chad Halverson, journalist, anywhere on the Internet. How do you advertise your skills?”

   “There is no more Facebook or Twitter.”

   “I’m not talking about now. I mean, before the plague.”

   “I don’t even have a cell phone.”

   “Answer the question.”

   “What is the question?”

   “Don’t answer a question with a question.”

   Halverson shrugged. “I still don’t know what the question is.”

   “Without using Facebook or Twitter or a cell phone, how did you used to get jobs?” said Quantrill in frustration.

   “Editors contacted me. They’re the only ones who needed to know how to contact me.”

   “Do you have a wife?”

   “No.”

   “Do you have children?”

   “No.”

   “What did your father do?”

   “He was an architect.”

   “What about your mother?”

   “She was a nurse.”

   “I’m tired of playing ‘Twenty Questions,’” said Chogan. “Let’s do something else.”

   “You sound like you want to see my knife again,” said Quantrill.

   Chogan sneered.

   Quantrill turned to Halverson. “Who are you?”

   “Who are you?” asked Halverson, weary of Quantrill’s fusillade of queries.

   “I’m Priscilla Quantrill.”

   “What did you used to do for a living?”

   “I was on the force, if it’s any of your business.”

   “The police force?”

   “What other force is there?”

   “Are you married?”

   “My husband was a fellow officer. He was killed by a street thug in a bank heist gone sour.”

   “Sorry to hear that.” Halverson paused a beat. “How did you become the leader here?”

   Quantrill pulled a face. “I’m the one asking the questions. I don’t understand why nobody’s ever heard of you, if you really are a journalist.”

   “Not all journalists can be rich and famous like Bob Woodward.”

   “There could be other reasons you don’t have any credit record,” said Quantrill, her suspicions aroused. 

   “Maybe he’s an illegal alien,” said Kwang-Sun.

   Quantrill locked her eyes on Halverson’s. “Or maybe he’s working for the government.”

   Halverson held her gaze. He did his best to control his reactions to Quantrill’s remark. It wasn’t easy. His heart was thumping like a machine gun. If she got it into her noggin that he was working for the CIA, she’d probably have him killed. He wondered if she could hear the rat-a-tat of his heartbeat. To him it sounded deafening. 

   “You’re both wrong,” said Halverson.

   “Let’s see a copy of your birth certificate,” said Kwang-Sun.

   “Sure,” said Halverson dryly. He reached for his wallet in his trouser pocket. “Let me just pull it out of my wallet here. I always carry it around with me.”

   “Shut up. That’s not funny.”

   Halverson stopped reaching for his wallet. 

   “What about your driver’s license?” said Quantrill.

   Grudgingly, Halverson reached for his wallet again. He dug it out, opened it to his driver’s license, and displayed it to Quantrill.

   Quantrill squinted at it. “That’s a Virginia license.”

   “Guilty as charged.”

   “I thought you were from California,” said Quantrill.

   “I was there when the plague struck.”

   “Put it away.”

   Halverson replaced his wallet in his trouser pocket.

   “Maybe we should take his fingerprints,” said Kwang-Sun.

   “What good would that do if he’s an illegal?” said Quantrill. “There wouldn’t be any record of his prints.”

   “You just saw my driver’s license,” said Halverson. “What more do you need?”

   “A driver’s license can be faked.” 

   It was McLellan who said to Halverson, “The FBI may have sent you here to spy on us.”

   “Not a chance,” said Halverson. “In case you haven’t heard, the government isn’t very fond of journalists.”

   “I’m not very fond of the government,” said Quantrill.

   “I’m not either,” said Chogan. “They just blew up New York and California. What kind of government would bomb its own people?”

   Quantrill glowered at him. “Nobody asked you.”

   Chogan wasn’t finished. “What’s to prevent them from bombing us next?”

   Nobody said anything. The silence spoke volumes.

   “I’m not through with you,” Quantrill told Halverson at length. “We’ll finish this discussion later.”

   






   

   CHAPTER 47

   

   Emma slipped off to the restroom as Quantrill and her men left the restaurant. Emma found a stall and locked herself in. She sat on the toilet.

   She wasn’t feeling very well. Her bitten foot was acting up again. Why wasn’t the vaccine kicking in yet? she wondered. What was taking it so long to start working? She didn’t know what to do. She was afraid to tell the others about her bite. They might think she was turning and would try to kill her. 

   She couldn’t allow them to kill her. If she died, what would happen to Millie? Nobody would care for Millie. Millie would be left to her own devices and die. A baby could not fend for herself. A baby needed her mother to look after her.

   Emma debated whether she should leave the others behind and take off on her own. The question was, did the others suspect she had been bitten by one of the walking dead? Emma didn’t think they did—not yet, anyway. If, in fact, they didn’t suspect, then she didn’t have to leave.

   The other question was, if she was infected, would the others become aware of her ailment as the disease metastasized through her system? Would they recognize her symptoms? She figured the answer to that question was yes.

   But, then again, maybe she wasn’t infected. Maybe the vaccine would eventually work and prevent her from becoming infected. Maybe this. Maybe that. The point was she didn’t know. All she knew for sure was that her wounded foot was killing her.

   If she ran away on her own, what would happen to Millie if something should happen to her? Emma knew the answer to that—Millie would die without anyone to look after her.

   On the other hand, if Emma stayed here in Vegas and came down with the plague, Millie would fare no better than if Emma took off on her own. The others would let Millie die. It was obvious to Emma that nobody showed the slightest concern for Millie. They totally ignored Millie. They would let her die. 

   It was a hard fact of life that if a mother didn’t look after her own child, the child would find her life a herculean struggle to survive—especially during a pandemic.

   Emma didn’t know what to do. If she stayed here in Vegas, at least she wouldn’t have to deal with more zombies. But if she turned here on account of her wound, the others would no doubt destroy her, and, on her own hook, Millie would perish.

   To top it all off, Emma’s foot was killing her. It was hurting so bad, she didn’t even want to look at it for fear of what she should see. With disgust she fancied she might see worms crawling out of the gangrenous wound. She shivered in dread just thinking about it.

   If she struck off on her own, where in the world would she go? The fact was she had nowhere to go. She couldn’t go back to LA. According to Cole, it had been bombed to smithereens. Like everything else there, her home was reduced to a heap of rubble and cinders, if the president could be believed. And why would he lie about something like that? No president in his right mind would lie about deliberately bombing his own country. 

   She and the other survivors were caught between a rock and a hard place—between the zombies on one hand and a bomb-happy president on the other.

   She was developing a murderous headache, thinking about what to do. All this thinking was getting her nowhere. She still didn’t know what to do.

   She clutched her throbbing forehead as she sat on the toilet seat.

   Something her mom used to say popped into her head, unbidden. When in doubt, do nothing. That was one of her mom’s favorite sayings. If only her mom was alive today. Tragically, the plague had claimed her as one of its first victims. Whoever said life was fair?

   Emma would just have to get used to the fact that she was quite alone—except for Millie. It was Millie and her against the world.

   Emma was digging herself into a rut with these depressing thoughts.

   She needed to keep believing that the vaccine would sooner or later kick in.

   She needed to keep believing that somehow some way she would get out of this mess.

   “We’ll be OK,” she told Millie. “We’ll be OK. The president knows what he’s doing and he’ll save us. You’ll see.”

   






   

   CHAPTER 48

   Mount Weather Emergency Operations Center

   

   “Which state should we liberate next?” asked Cole, seated at the conference table in the Situation Room with General Byrd, Dr. Laslo, Sheila Klauss, FBI Director Paris, DNI Molson, Ernest Slocum, and Scot Mellors.

   “Florida is heavily populated and overrun by the plague,” answered Paris.

   “What about Pennsylvania?” said Byrd. “The plague is running rampant there, and it’s close to New York. Why not focus on the Northeast, where most of the nation’s population is located?”

   Cole nodded. “The disease is spreading the fastest in the Northeast.”

   “I can’t believe we’re seriously discussing this,” said Dr. Laslo. “How much of the country do we have to blow up before we stop the bombing?”

   “Till we’ve stopped the plague from spreading and liberated the country.”

   “The problem is, if we keep using thermite bombs, we may run out of bombs,” said Byrd. 

   “What do you suggest?” asked Cole.

   “I suggest we go nuclear. We have enough nuclear warheads to blow up our entire country and then some.”

   “This is insanity!” said Dr. Laslo, leaning back from the table and flinging his hands up. 

   “I believe we’ve had this discussion before,” said Slocum.

   “It’s still madness.”

   “All options are on the table,” said Cole. 

   “The option of self-annihilation is an option?” said Dr. Laslo, his voice acerbic.

   “We must liberate the country from the tyranny of the plague,” said Byrd.

   “From time to time the tree of liberty must be watered with the blood of tyrants,” said Cole. “I’m quoting Jefferson.”

   “We’re not talking about the blood of tyrants here,” said Dr. Laslo. “We’re talking about the blood of innocent civilians.”

   “If they’re infected, they’re not innocent anymore,” said Byrd. “They’re cold-blooded cannibals that have to be stopped at any cost.”

   “Including self-annihilation?” said Dr. Laslo, eyes bugging out of his head.

   “The bunker here in Mount Weather was built to resist nuclear blasts. We’ll be safe here.”

   “That’s a relief to hear. The rest of the country will be reduced to a nuclear wasteland, but we’ll be safe.”

   Bristling, Byrd turned on Dr. Laslo. “I don’t like your tone, Doctor.”

   “Let’s settle down,” said Cole. “We have tough decisions to make. The future of our great nation lies in the balance.”

   “Mr. President?” said Slocum.

   “Yes, Ernest.”

   “I don’t believe it’s time to go nuclear yet.”

   “It’s never the time to go nuclear,” said Dr. Laslo. “Instead of coming down with the plague, the population will end up with radiation poisoning or worse.”

   “Desperate times call for desperate measures,” said Cole.

   Dr. Laslo bolted to his feet. For a man pushing seventy he moved quickly. He whipped a pistol out of his waistband and held the muzzle to his temple.

   “What the hell are you doing, Doctor?” demanded Byrd.

   “If we start dropping A-bombs, I’m blowing my brains out,” said Dr. Laslo. 

   “Put that gun away, Doctor. You’re embarrassing yourself.”

   “Sit down, Doctor,” said Cole. “I haven’t made my decision yet.”

   Mellors wondered whether Laslo would really shoot himself. Laslo did indeed look overwrought. The stress was getting to everybody. Everybody in the room was at the breaking point. Mellors could see Laslo’s arm trembling as it held the gun pointed to Laslo’s head. Not a good sign, decided Mellors. Laslo might pull the trigger by accident in a nervous reaction.

   Mellors thought about lunging at Laslo and disarming him, but Laslo’s shaky hand might pull the trigger in the ensuing scuffle and discharge the weapon. His face working, Laslo showed no signs of lowering his gun.

   “I can’t let this go on,” said Dr. Laslo, his face breaking into a sweat as he held the gun to his head.

   “Pull yourself together, Doctor, and sit down,” said Cole. 

   “Yeah,” said Byrd. “We don’t have time for histrionics. We gotta get down to brass tacks. Your stunt isn’t working.”

   “This isn’t a stunt,” said Dr. Laslo. 

   “Then pull the trigger. You’re a drag on our conference.”

   “No, don’t pull the trigger,” said Cole evenly. He shot a cursory glare of admonishment at General Byrd. “Put the gun away, Doctor, and sit down. Let’s discuss this like adults.”

   “No adult in his right mind would even consider nuking America,” said Dr. Laslo, gnashing his teeth.

   “I haven’t decided to nuke anything. All I said is, all options are on the table.”

   “Nuking America is not an option, the way I see it.”

   “OK, Doctor. Your opinion is welcome here, as is everyone else’s.” Cole swept his eyes around the table. “However, I will not allow myself to be strong-armed by your threatening tactics into caving into your advice.” Cole faced his other advisors. “And that goes for all of you.”

   “Stop making a fool out of yourself, Doctor, and put the gun away,” said Byrd.

   “For the record, I agree with your view about the use of nuclear weapons, Doctor, but your methods are out of order,” said DHS director Sheila Klauss. “We all need to take deep breaths and then tackle this problem together.”

   “You make it sound like I’m staging a show for you,” said Dr. Laslo. “I’m dead serious.”

   “I know you’re serious,” said Cole, “but put the gun away so we can get some business accomplished. Not to put too fine a point on it, but the future of civilization is at stake. My decisions here will affect humanity for centuries to come.” 

   Mellors picked up on Dr. Laslo’s hand wobbling with the pistol in it. Mellors hoped the trembling meant Dr. Laslo was giving in. In any case, Mellors seized his opportunity. He sprang out of his chair and wrestled the gun out of Dr. Laslo’s hand before Dr. Laslo could get a shot off.

   Cole breathed a sigh of relief and relaxed his tensed body.

   Dr. Laslo slumped in his seat and held his head in his hands, looking beaten.

   Mellors returned to his chair with Dr. Laslo’s gun. 

   “Quick thinking,” Slocum told Mellors. 

   “My black ops training kicked in,” said Mellors, inspecting the Glock 19 as he fingered it in his hand.

   “Just in time, I’d say.”

   Mellors laid the gun on the tabletop.

   “Now, ladies and gentlemen, where were we?” said Cole. 

   Nobody said anything. Nobody even wanted to think about the unthinkable. Nothing had changed. The plague and the flesh eaters were still besieging the country. 

   






   

   CHAPTER 49

   Las Vegas

   

   Halverson found himself strapped with plastic zip ties to a large vertical Wheel of Fortune in a cathedral-sized Mirage gaming room that was chock-full of hundreds of slot machines. He was spinning around as Kwang-Sun stood next to the wheel. Halverson half expected TV emcees Pat Sayjak and Vanna White to prance out from behind a curtain any moment.

   “Who are you?” Quantrill was asking.

   She was standing beside a blackjack table with McLellan at her side.

   “Chad Halverson,” answered Halverson, disoriented, his head dizzy as he spun around.

   He could feel blood sloshing around in his head as he rotated. When the wheel slowed down, Kwang-Sun gave it another shove.

   As a CIA agent, Halverson was familiar with this type of interrogation technique. The whole point was to disorient the prisoner in order to elicit the truth from him. The way the Agency employed the technique, it usually entailed sleep deprivation, the blaring of rock-and-roll in the victim’s interrogation cell, and, in extreme cases, waterboarding. 

   Halverson felt like he was spinning around in space. This must have been Quantrill’s version of waterboarding. His stomach churning, Halverson thought he might retch. He wondered what had brought this on. Why was Quantrill pumping him with the third degree? For some reason, she wasn’t satisfied with his answers. Why did she suspect him?

   “Who do you work for?” demanded Quantrill, strutting back and forth in front of the revolving wheel.

   “I’m a journalist,” answered Halverson, the blood rushing to his head as he spun upside down.

   “Who do you work for?”

   “My editors.”

   “Do you work for the government?”

   “No.” Why did she keep harping on that notion? wondered Halverson. 

   “Which government organization do you work for?”

   “None.”

   “Why are you lying to me?”

   “I’m not.”

   Quantrill nodded to Kwang-Sun, who gave the wheel a particularly violent spin, using both of his hands and throwing his entire weight into it.

   The Agency had trained Halverson to withstand extreme interrogation techniques lest he be captured on a mission inside enemy territory. The Agency had never spun him around on his head, though, he had to admit. Nauseated and dizzy, he was having trouble focusing his thoughts. 

   “Do you work for Homeland Security?” demanded Quantrill.

   “No,” answered Halverson.

   “The FBI?”

   “No.”

   “The CIA?”

   “No.”

   “Do you believe that the people have the right to bear arms and defend themselves against the government?”

   “Yes.”

   “Do you work for the government?”

   “No.”

   “Stop the wheel,” Quantrill told Kwang-Sun. “Cut him down and bring him over here.”

   Once free of his bonds, unable to maintain his equilibrium, Halverson staggered on his feet, unable to stand up straight. Kwang-Sun grabbed him and propped him up. 

   Kwang-Sun followed Quantrill’s orders and frog-marched Halverson to Quantrill, who was standing, arms akimbo, next to the blackjack table.

   “Strap him down in a chair,” said Quantrill.

   Kwang-Sun plonked Halverson down unceremoniously into a chair at the blackjack table and fastened Halverson’s wrists to its steel arms with the same black plastic zip ties he had used to strap Halverson to the wheel. 

   Still muddleheaded, Halverson could not sit up straight. His head kept lolling down on his chest.

   Kwang-Sun snickered. “He’s had too many.”

   “Grab his hair,” said Quantrill.

   Kwang-Sun clutched a handful of Halverson’s hair and wrenched Halverson’s head up straight.

   Quantrill got into Halverson’s face. “Do you work for the government?”

   “No, I don’t,” said Halverson, slurring his words.

   Frowning, Quantrill caught Kwang-Sun’s eye and nodded toward the blackjack tabletop.

   Kwang-Sun understood.

   He slammed Halverson’s forehead into the tabletop.

   In agony, Halverson felt his forehead and nose crash into the tabletop’s wood. Warm blood spurted out of his nose and smeared his face. 

   “Do you work for the government?” demanded Quantrill. 

   “No,” said Halverson.

   Quantrill nodded at Kwang-Sun.

   Kwang-Sun slammed Halverson’s head into the table again.

   Pain shot through Halverson’s face. He wondered if his nose was broken. 

   Kwang-Sun jerked Halverson’s head up straight. Blood dripped from Halverson’s nose down the front of his polo shirt.

   “Why did you have a satellite phone?” said Quantrill, jutting her face into Halverson’s.

   How did she know that? wondered Halverson as pain screamed through his head.

   “I needed it for my job,” he said.

   “Only special forces’ personnel and undercover agents use satphones.”

   “And reporters.”

   “Bullshit. I want a signed confession from you that you’re a government agent.”

   Halverson said nothing.

   “Do you agree to sign?” said Quantrill.

   “No.”

   “Break a finger on his left hand,” Quantrill told Kwang-Sun.

   “Why not his right?” said Kwang-Sun.

   “I want him to be able to sign his confession.” Quantrill turned to Halverson. “You are right-handed, aren’t you?”

   Halverson nodded.

   Kwang-Sun stabbed his hand toward Halverson’s left pink. Halverson struggled to free his hand from his bonds to no avail. Kwang-Sun grabbed Halverson’s pinky and bent it back till it snapped at the bottom knuckle.

   Halverson groaned as burning pain shot through his broken knuckle. Writhing in his chair, he cursed. 

   Quantrill snicked open her purse and fished out a folded sheet of white foolscap with text printed on it. She placed the paper on the table in front of Halverson and dredged a pen from her purse. 

   “Why do we need a confession?” asked McLellan, who had been standing by Quantrill watching the entire session.

   “I want everything to be by the book,” answered Quantrill. She turned to Halverson and offered him the pen. “Sign the confession.”

   “No,” said Halverson through waves of pain that were crashing through his hand.

   “Break another finger,” Quantrill told Kwang-Sun.

   Grimacing, Halverson tried to yank his left hand free without success. 

   Kwang-Sun snagged Halverson’s ring finger and snapped it back as he had Halverson’s pinky. 

   Halverson heard the muffled crack of his finger at the bottom knuckle, and another round of pain accompanied the already-burning pain in his left hand.

   “I still don’t know why we need a confession,” said McLellan.

   “Because we’re gonna execute him as a spy,” said Quantrill.

   Gritting his teeth, Halverson writhed in misery in his chair. 

   “But what if he isn’t one?” said McLellan.

   “He must be.”

   “Why?”

   “There’s no record on the Internet of his existence. Only a professional spy could have wiped his entire background clean in cyberspace without leaving a trace in this day and age. And he also used to have a satphone. Only government agents use those. Everybody else uses cell phones.”

   “Just because he’s not on the Internet doesn’t mean anything. Not everybody wants to be on Facebook and Twitter. The only people on the Internet are people who want to be on the Internet.”

   “Then why doesn’t he have a credit record?”

   “He told you, he pays with cash.”

   Quantrill shook her head. “Nobody pays everything with cash. Everything adds up to his being a government undercover agent.” She turned to Halverson. “Are you gonna sign the confession or do we have to break another finger?”

   Halverson had no desire to have another finger broken. His body was covered with sweat from the pain that had already been inflicted on him. 

   “I’ll sign,” he said.

   “You see,” Quantrill told McLellan. “I told you he was a spy.”

   “Loosen his right hand, Kwang-Sun,” said Quantrill and stepped closer to Halverson in order to give him the sheet of paper that contained his confession.

   Kwang-Sun unfastened the zip tie from Halverson’s right wrist. 

   Halverson raised his right arm, clenching and unclenching his fist to get the circulation going. 

   Quantrill set the paper down on the tabletop in front of Halverson. Halverson picked up the ballpoint and signed the bottom of the paper.

   Quantrill picked up the paper and read Halverson’s signature out loud. “F.U.” Quantrill paused a beat as the other shoe dropped. “You bastard!”

   Halverson clobbered Quantrill with a vicious right hook to her face as she stood beside him, the paper in her hands. The impact of the blow floored Quantrill. The signed confession fluttered through the air and lit on Quantrill’s chest as she sprawled on her back on the carpet.

   Face livid, woozy, groaning, she muttered incoherently, her head rolling back and forth.

   Kwang-Sun tried to wrestle Halverson’s right hand back onto the chair arm so he could fetter the wrist again. Mustering all his strength Halverson fought him off. Halverson knew he was only postponing the inevitable if he couldn’t free his other hand. It was his one arm pitted against Kwang-Sun’s two. No contest.

   






   

   CHAPTER 50

   

   Out of the corner of his eye, Halverson saw Kwang-Sun slump to the floor. Halverson wondered what had happened. He managed to squirm and twist his body around enough in his chair so that he could make out McLellan looming over Kwang-Sun, gun in hand. 

   McLellan had coldcocked Kwang-Sun with the butt end of his FN 5.7 pistol, it seemed.

   Puzzled and aching, his head still muzzy, Halverson didn’t know what to make of McLellan’s actions.

   McLellan scooted over to him, reached for the zip tie, and unfastened it from Halverson’s left wrist. 

   Free, Halverson got to his feet clumsily, what with his pain and his fuzzy mind. 

   “We need to beat it before they come to,” said McLellan.

   “What’s this all about?” said Halverson, squinching, trying to clear his head, grabbing the back of his chair to steady himself.

   “I work for the FBI. I infiltrated Quantrill’s militia months before the outbreak. We’ve had them on our radar for three years now for their antigovernment sentiment. We thought they were plotting a coup.”

   “Why didn’t you act before they broke my fingers?”

   “I didn’t think she would actually break them. I thought she was just threatening you.”

   Halverson rolled his eyes and massaged his forehead with his right hand, holding his injured left hand away from him so as not to jostle it. The blood had stopped streaming from his banged-up nose, yet blood still streaked his chin and throat.

   “How did she find out about my satphone?” he said.

   “I don’t know. Was she right about you working for the government?”

   Could he trust McLellan? Halverson wondered. He barely knew the guy. Still, McLellan may have saved his life. Halverson didn’t know what to think. This could be some complex subterfuge to worm the truth out of him. He decided not to tell McLellan the truth until he knew him better.

   “No,” said Halverson. He tried to read McLellan’s reaction.

   McLellan’s face remained expressionless at Halverson’s answer.

   “We need to make ourselves scarce,” said McLellan.

   Halverson pulled himself together and hustled after McLellan, scooching through the clutter of slot machines to the nearest exit. 

   “We’re both gonna have to lie doggo now,” said Halverson. “You’ve blown your cover.”

   “Somebody jacked my satphone when the plague hit and I haven’t been able to report back to the director.” 

   “I don’t like the idea of being separated from the others. Quantrill might take out her anger on them.”

   “The problem is, I don’t know where your friends are right now,” said McLellan as they exited the gaming room. “We don’t have time to hang around here looking for them. We’ll find them later.”

   “Looks like we don’t have much choice,” said Halverson. He didn’t see any other alternative. He had to admit McLellan was right.

   “If it’s any consolation to you, Quantrill doesn’t suspect anyone else in your group of working for the government. Just you.”

   “I guess she found all of them on the Internet.”

   Halverson and McLellan strode through the lobby and out under the marquee. They didn’t break into a run lest it draw unwanted attention to them. 

   They marched out into the bright sunlight on Las Vegas Boulevard, the main artery of Las Vegas. Warm desert wind blew in their faces. A knot of clouds daubed the blue sky with white splotches. 

   “We have to get off the strip ASAP,” said McLellan. “We’re sitting ducks here.”

   Halverson winced at the pain in his broken fingers. To his surprise he picked up on Victoria strolling down the sidewalk toward McLellan and him.

   Halverson hustled over to her. “We gotta get out of here.”

   “What are you doing outside?” said McLellan.

   “I needed some air,” she said. “Sometimes Emma’s craziness gets to me.” She gasped at the sight of Halverson’s misshapen hand. “What happened to your hand?”

   “Quantrill,” said Halverson.

   “I don’t understand.”

   Halverson gazed into her blue eyes inquisitively. “Somehow she found out about my satphone.”

   “So?”

   “She thinks I’m a government agent because I used to have one.”

   “Why would she think that?”

   Halverson shook his head. “I don’t know. I don’t know how she found out about my satphone either. I never mentioned it to her.”

   “I may have.”

   “What?” said Halverson, bent out of shape.

   “She was asking me a lot of questions about you when we were having lunch together.”

   “You’re friends now?”

   “She seems nice to me.”

   “And you told her about my phone?”

   “I had never seen a phone like that before. It stuck in my mind.”

   “What else did you tell her?” said Halverson, doing a slow burn.

   “I said, after you got batteries for the satphone, a drone tried to kill us with a missile. Then you threw the phone away.”

   Halverson shut his eyes in anguish. “No wonder she thinks I’m a government agent.”

   Victoria made to touch him. “I don’t understand.”

   Angry with Victoria, he stalked away from her. “That’s why she tortured me.”

   “I had no idea she was going to do this to you.”

   Still facing away from her, Halverson said, “You shouldn’t tell her anything.”

   “We were like dogs sniffing each other. She’s just trying to get to know us, and we should try to get to know her.”

   “She hasn’t told us much of anything about what really goes on here, if you haven’t noticed. We can’t trust her yet.”

   “We can’t trust anyone, according to you,” Victoria said huffily.

   Halverson was still miffed at her. “You could have gotten me killed.”

   “I had no idea. So I told her about your stupid phone? What’s the big deal?”

   “I’d be dead now if it wasn’t for McLellan.”

   “Why do you trust him? I thought he was Priscilla’s bodyguard.”

   “Not anymore.”

   “What do you want me to say?” said Victoria, her face draining of color. 

   McLellan put his oar in, trying to establish a ceasefire between the two. “We need to get off the strip. We’re drawing attention here.”

   Halverson knew McLellan was right. They set off at a brisk pace down the sidewalk. Victoria didn’t follow them.

   Halverson turned around to look at her. “You need to come with us.”

   “Why? So you can chew my head off some more?”

   “Quantrill will be rounding up anyone associated with me. She’s gonna think we’re all in cahoots with the government after my escape.”

   “I told you she treated me OK.”

   “That was before she broke my fingers and I clobbered her. And what about Chogan? You saw what she did to his leg.”

   Vacillating, Victoria stood on the sidewalk, arms crossed on her chest, chewing over her options.

   “Just come with us for now,” said McLellan, warily checking behind her to make sure Quantrill and her forces weren’t emerging from the casino’s lobby. “You can always come back here later if you want. Quantrill is gonna be madder than a hornet when she comes to. She doesn’t take kindly to having her pretty face rearranged.”

   Victoria fetched a sigh. She opted to follow them. Upset with Halverson for jumping down her throat, she kept her distance from him and followed McLellan.

   “We need to gather the others and get out of this place,” said Halverson.

   “We’ll do that after things settle down,” said McLellan. “It’s gonna be jumping with soldiers around here any minute. Quantrill isn’t gonna stay unconscious much longer.”

   “When are they picking the winners of that lottery we played?” asked Victoria. 

   “This afternoon. The winners leave this afternoon.”

   “Screw the lottery! We’re not hanging around here long enough to find out,” said Halverson.

   “We better,” said McLellan. “It’ll be easier to slip out of here at night. Daytime could be tricky.”

   “Why are you coming with us?” asked Victoria.

   “My cover’s blown.”

   Victoria ignored his answer. “We might win the lottery if we stay here this afternoon.”

   “What’s the prize in this stupid lottery?” said Halverson. “Does anybody know?”

   “The only one who knows is Quantrill,” said McLellan.

   “What about Kwang-Sun?”

   McLellan thought about it. “I doubt it,” he said uncertainly.

   “Doesn’t that seem odd to you?”

   “What?”

   “That nobody knows what the prize is.”

   “Quantrill likes playing it close to the vest.”

   “If you want to know what the prize is, ask one of the winners,” said Victoria.

   “How?” said McLellan. “The winners never return here.”

   “Then that proves it must be a really good prize, or the winners would come back here once in a while.”

   “The prize is obviously a trip out of here to someplace else. The question is, where?”

   “Maybe,” said Halverson, unconvinced.

   “Right now, let’s find a hidey-hole,” said McLellan.

   Halverson realized passersby were shooting him disgusted looks as they passed him on the sidewalk. He touched his cheek and realized he still had coagulated blood caked on the lower half of his face as well as on his throat. He must look like hell, he decided.

   “We’re way too visible here on the street,” said McLellan.

   “What about there?” said Victoria and pointed at the Venetian Casino that loomed above them.

   McLellan nodded. He headed toward the arched cement bridge that spanned the turquoise lagoon to the sprawling casino complex.

   Halverson and Victoria followed him.

   The three of them traversed the bridge to the Venetian’s flesh-colored loggia that overlooked the lagoon. Empty docked gondolas floated peacefully in the still waters of the lagoon below the bridge. A gondolier in a black-and-white striped shirt was navigating a gondola through the water with a pole as a young couple sat behind him. 

   “They’ll never find us here,” said McLellan, cresting the arched bridge. “This place is humongous.”

   At that exact moment, gun in hand, face flushed, Quantrill and a clutch of her armed militia burst through the plate-glass doors of the Mirage’s lobby on the other side of Las Vegas Boulevard. 

   

   




 

   

   CHAPTER 51

   

   “Where did Victoria and Chad go?” asked Emma as she limped toward the table that Chogan and Meers were sitting at in a ritzy Japanese restaurant on the main floor of the Mirage.

   “You walk like me,” said Chogan.

   “I have a hangnail.”

   “Better that than a knife wound.” Chogan winced as he glanced at his wounded thigh.

   “So where are Victoria and Chad?”

   “Quantrill took Chad somewhere. And Victoria went for a walk outside.” Chogan searched Emma’s face. “What happened to you?”

   “What do you mean?”

   “You look like hell.”

   “Thanks.”

   “I’m serious.”

   Emma hobbled to Chogan’s table. “I need a shower. That’s all.”

   “It’s not that. Your face has a greenish tint to it. What do you think, Meers?”

   “Yeah. You look sort of seasick.”

   Emma pulled a face. “Something I ate.” She rubbed her stomach.

   “That wouldn’t make you turn green,” said Chogan.

   “Why are you so nosy?” said Emma, taking a seat at his table.

   Chogan took in her face at point-blank range and grimaced. “Are you sure you’re OK?”

   “If I get something decent to eat, I’ll be all right.”

   “You just said you had a stomachache. Why do you want to eat with an upset stomach?”

   “I must be having a reaction to that vaccine we took,” said Emma, face drooping.

   “I don’t have any side effects.”

   “Me either,” said Meers.

   “Goody for you two,” said Emma.

   Scowling, Chogan shifted his wounded leg out into the aisle and adjusted the position of his crutch at his side. He couldn’t fit his leg under the table without bending his knee. Whenever he bent his leg, he felt pain in the knife wound in his thigh.

   “I wasn’t bragging,” he said.

   “I can’t afford to be sick. What will Millie do without me?” Emma glanced over her shoulder with concern.

   “You need to worry about yourself, not about anyone else. You don’t look good.”

   “Aren’t you listening to what I said? All Millie and I need is a shower.”

   “You need more than that. You need a shrink.”

   “I’m getting tired of your insults.” 

   Emma set her hands on the tabletop’s edge and pushed her chair back from the table. The chair’s legs grated against the floor. Absently she noticed Chogan had a cowlick in his black hair.

   Chogan must have felt self-conscious about his hair, decided Emma, because he withdrew a black comb from his trouser pocket. About six inches long, with pocket lint wedged between its plastic teeth, the comb had two teeth broken off a half inch from one end. He ran the comb through his hair.

   “Oh yeah? I’m getting tired of cuckoos,” he said.

   “I’m gonna upchuck.”

   “You make it sound like a threat,” said Chogan, pocketing his comb and pulling away from the table in dismay.

   Face hectic, Quantrill and her soldiers barged into the restaurant.

   “Where are the other two?” she demanded.

   “Who?” said Chogan.

   Quantrill kicked Chogan’s chair out from under him. Chogan fell off his seat onto the floor. 

   “Ow!” he said as his butt slammed against the floor. “Damn it!”

   “Where are your two friends?” said Quantrill, brandishing her pistol at him.

   “Victoria went outside for a walk.”

   “Where’s Halverson?”

   “You took him with you. How should I know where he is?”

   “You haven’t seen him since?”

   “No.”

   Chogan struggled to lift himself off the floor into his chair without further aggravating his wound. Meers reached over to help him. Chogan waved Meers off.

   “I’ll find them later,” said Quantrill, holstering her pistol.

   “Why do you want them?” said Chogan.

   “I have good news for them and you, too.”

   “You could have fooled me,” said Chogan, grimacing at the exacerbated pain in his leg as he managed to sit down on his chair.

   “What’s the good news?” asked Emma.

   “You won the lottery,” answered Quantrill.

   “I thought you were holding it later,” said Chogan.

   Emma smiled. “I can’t believe we won. I never win anything.”

   Chogan didn’t share Emma’s joy. “What are the chances we all won?” he said, eyebrow quirked.

   “You don’t look well,” Quantrill told Emma.

   “Not you, too,” said Emma, fed up with people telling her how awful she looked.

   Meers looked downright petrified with fear.

   “This must be your lucky day,” Quantrill told the group of them.

   “Can we decline the prize?” said Chogan, adjusting the position of his wounded leg with a grimace.

   “Why would you want to? Nobody else ever has.”

   “What’s the prize?”

   “You’re about to find out.”

   Meers’s face turned a lighter shade of ashen.

   






   

   CHAPTER 52

   Mount Weather Emergency Operations Center

   

   President Cole, General Byrd, Dr. Laslo, Sheila Klauss, Harold Paris, Hilda Molson, Ernest Slocum, and Scot Mellors sat around the table in the Situation Room.

   “Bring it in, Jack,” said Cole.

   The door to the room opened. A buzz-cut military aide lugging the nuclear football entered. The nuclear football consisted of a metallic Zero Halliburton briefcase sheathed in a black leather jacket with a short antenna jutting out near the handle. 

   The young aide clad in an army uniform pulled a face as he muscled the forty-five-pound football onto the tabletop near Cole. The aide removed the leather covering, set the briefcase in front of Cole, unlocked it, and opened it. Inside lay the nine-by-twelve-inch Black Book, which contained the targets for nuclear annihilation, and a three-by-five-inch card with authentication codes listed on it. 

   From his jacket, Cole removed the “biscuit”—a plastic card with a special code to authorize a nuclear blast printed on it.

   “You can’t be serious, Mr. President,” said Dr. Laslo, watching Cole with consternation.

   “We simply don’t have enough thermite bombs to blast the entire country clean of the virus,” said Cole.

   “You’re crossing the point of no return, Mr. President,” said Klauss.

   “Great decisions make men great. This is my Rubicon.”

   “Not making the decision to drop A-bombs would make you just as great,” said Dr. Laslo. “Even greater, if you ask me.” 

   “I’m the one making the decision. I bear the full weight of this decision on my shoulders.”

   “I think we need to give this more thought,” said Slocum.

   “I haven’t made the decision yet. I want to be prepared for when I do make that decision.”

   “When you make the decision?” said Klauss. “You make it sound like it’s inevitable. Don’t you mean if you make the decision?”

   “I repeat, I haven’t made the decision yet,” was all Cole said, face grave. “The question is, how much longer can we hold on?”

   “The technicians tell me we have enough food and supplies stocked here that we can survive in Mount Weather for over a year,” said Slocum.

   “I’m not talking about us. I’m talking about the country. How long can the country last before the plague overruns it and infects or kills everybody?”

   “Not much longer, I would think,” said General Byrd.

   On the flat-panel plasma HDTV on the wall, the map of the United States now showed over 80 percent of the states red with the remaining 20 percent orange.

   “Things aren’t getting any better,” said Cole, eying the map on the TV screen. “In fact, they’re deteriorating at a far more rapid rate than before.”

   “That’s to be expected,” said Dr. Laslo. “The plague is spreading exponentially.”

   “Meaning?”

   “The more people that are infected, the faster the disease spreads.”

   “All the more reason to use the nukes,” said General Byrd.

   “Even if we go nuclear, it doesn’t guarantee our success—if you can call it success,” said Dr. Laslo, his brow furrowed. “We can’t be certain nuclear weapons will eradicate the plague.”

   “The thermite bombs did a mighty good job in New York.”

   “I wouldn’t call it a ‘good’ job, General. More like a devastating job.”

   “My point exactly. And nukes would be even more effective.”

   “That’s the problem.”

   Byrd stiffened in his seat and turned toward Dr. Laslo. “What do you want us to do, Doctor? Wait till all the states are contaminated before we take action? By then everyone will be infected.”

   Dr. Laslo removed the wire-rim spectacles from the bridge of his nose, withdrew a handkerchief from his trouser pocket, and wiped the lenses, which had fogged up on account of his sweating. 

   “If we nuke the entire country, everybody will be dead,” he said.

   He replaced his spectacles on his nose and crinkled it. 

   “The point is, there won’t be any more survivors out there if we let the plague progress unchecked,” said Byrd.

   “And there won’t be any survivors out there if we nuke everybody.”

   “We’re damned if we do and damned if we don’t,” said Slocum.

   Everybody at the table remained silent for a moment.

   Cole broke the silence. “This is the hardest decision I’ve ever had to make in my life.”

   “I’ll back your decision if you give the green light, Mr. President,” said Byrd.

   “And I’ll need your backing, General. I can’t authorize a nuclear strike without confirmation by the secretary of defense.”

   “I’m well aware of the constitutional demands on my position, sir.”

   “Do you have the code on your person?”

   Byrd felt the breast pocket of his khaki army uniform. “I do indeed, Mr. President.”

   “Once you give the order, there’s no turning back, Mr. President,” said Dr. Laslo.

   “Believe me, I know that,” Cole said somberly.

   Now Cole knew how Harry Truman must have felt when he gave the order to drop Little Boy on Hiroshima at the end of World War II. But then again, Truman had no idea how drastic the results of the explosion would be. It was the first time the A-bomb had ever been used on people. Cole, on the other hand, knew what to expect from nuclear blasts. Only it would be far worse than the one at Hiroshima. Modern nuclear bombs had multiplied their destructive power many times over since the 1940s.

   Cole had the power at his fingertips to unleash blasts the size of which were unheard-of in the annals of history. It was a sobering thought.

   “Nobody will survive these atomic blasts, and you’ll be reducing the country to an uninhabitable radioactive wasteland,” said Dr. Laslo.

   “They’ll survive if they hide in bomb shelters,” said Byrd. 

   “How many people do you know that own bomb shelters?”

   “I know quite a few.”

   Dr. Laslo swiped his hand across his forehead. “With your paranoid military mindset, you would.”

   “I resent that remark,” said Byrd, bridling.

   “I’m talking about Joe Six-Pack, the ordinary guy in the streets. Do you think he has a bomb shelter?”

   Byrd shrugged. “It’s his own fault for not being prepared. Anyone with half a brain knows that nuclear war is to be expected in this day and age.”

   “Even if he expects it, how can he afford it? Bomb shelters don’t come cheap.”

   “Not everyone deserves to survive,” Byrd said under his breath.

   “So if you’re poor, you don’t deserve to live. Is that what you’re saying?”

   “You’re putting words in my mouth!”

   “I’m reading between the lines. That’s all.”

   “All I’m saying is that when the WMD start falling, find a bomb shelter to hide in,” said Byrd in irritation.

   Cole rapped his knuckles gently on the tabletop. “Nuclear blasts are survivable if you take refuge in a bomb shelter. This plague, however, is not survivable. It has a hundred percent kill ratio.”

   “Mr. President, how do you know nuclear blasts are survivable?” asked DNI Molson, toying with a pencil in her hand.

   “This is what my scientists tell me.”

   “But you’ll be dropping A-bombs on a scale never before imagined.”

   “We can ride out atomic blasts in a bomb shelter. The point is, we can’t ride out this plague.”

   “Why can’t we stay in the bomb shelter till the plague is over?” said Molson, pressing the pencil’s eraser against her lip.

   “Because the plague virus will never die unless we destroy it. These infected cannibals will live forever unless somebody kills them.”

   Byrd nodded. “Radioactivity will die off on its own. These walking dead, or whatever they are, are never gonna die unless we kill them.” Byrd leaned back in his chair. “I rest my case.”

   “We should spend all our time and effort finding a vaccine and not dropping atomic bombs,” said Dr. Laslo.

   “Have we made any headway yet finding a vaccine?” asked Cole.

   Dr. Laslo gazed down at the tabletop. “No, I’m sorry to say.”

   “That’s the crux of the problem,” said Byrd, leaning forward, jutting his jaw out. “We just don’t have the time to wait around for the scientists to find a vaccine. By the time they do, if they ever do, everyone will be infected.”

   The air was fairly strumming with the tension between Byrd and Dr. Laslo.

   “We’re all on the same side here, ladies and gentlemen,” said Cole. “Let’s not lose sight of that. We’re all trying to find a solution to the pandemic.”

   Byrd leaned back in his seat, uncoiling like a cobra that had decided to abort its strike. 

   






   

   CHAPTER 53

   Las Vegas

   

   Quantrill, Kwang-Sun, and a gaggle of Quantrill’s soldiers led Chogan, Emma, and Meers through the main gaming room at the Mirage past residents hunched over slot machines, which emanated a cacophony of beeps and buzzes. Quantrill led the way into a conference room.

   Fifty-odd residents were sitting in auditorium-style seats in the room, facing the dais.

   Quantrill craned her neck around and took stock of Emma, who was halting after her. “Are you OK?”

   “I’m wiped out,” answered Emma, face drawn. “I couldn’t sleep a wink last night.” 

   If she only knew, thought Emma. Emma couldn’t sleep if she wanted to. In fact, Emma felt like she was burning up. She wouldn’t be surprised if she was running a fever. If possible, her wounded foot felt even hotter than the rest of her.

   “You look ill.”

   “All I need is some rest and I’ll be right as rain.”

   Quantrill nodded. “Cheer up. You’re a winner.”

   “I can’t believe it,” said Emma, her voice listless. She was growing weaker by the minute.

   “It’s true. Have a seat.”

   Emma sat next to a teenage boy. Clad in an Abercrombie & Fitch T-shirt, he had blonde hair and three days’ growth of stubble on his face. A wire in the headphones he was wearing trailed down his neck to an iPod in his jeans’ trouser pocket. His head bobbed and his body rocked in harmony with the music playing in his ears.

   Meers sat down beside Emma, and Chogan sat beside Meers.

   Quantrill mounted the dais.

   “Good afternoon,” she said, smiling in front of the crowd. She made a sweeping gesture with her arms. “The lucky people gathered here have been selected as the winners of the lottery.”

   Emma lolled her head on her shoulder as Quantrill droned on. Emma couldn’t believe it. She actually felt like she was going to sleep . . . 

   “You have won a great privilege reserved for a select few,” Quantrill went on.

   Several members of the crowd cheered and clapped. Two teens sitting in front of Emma hooted and waved their arms.

   “More! More!” shouted a young bearded man with towy chestnut hair as he cupped his hands over his mouth.

   “You’re all going on a vacation you’ll never forget,” Quantrill said. “Much as I hate to admit it, you’ll be so happy at your new destination you’ll probably decide not to return here.”

   Meers looked crestfallen. His mouth drooped. 

   Emma’s eyes snapped open. She reached for the teenager’s hand that was lying on his thigh beside her. 

   He appeared startled for a moment, then raised his eyebrows and shrugged it off. Maybe she was so excited about winning, she needed somebody’s hand to hold, he decided. It wasn’t like she was ugly. Far from it. If she wanted to hold his hand and touch his thigh, it was fine with him. In fact, he felt a tingle in his loins as her hand brushed his thigh. He could feel her hand taking his hand toward her breast. And then—

   He screamed.

   Emma started chewing on his hand, devouring it. In horror he tried to jerk his hand free from her teeth. It didn’t do any good. Her jaws exerted a vise grip on him. He felt her teeth chewing and grinding like edged steel through his flesh and bone.

   At last he tore free. 

   Minus his hand, he saw to his shock as he clapped his eyes on his mutilated wrist.

   The severed artery in his wrist sprayed blood all over Emma’s face.

   Emma snagged his blood-drenched wrist and began chewing it.

   Eyes wide, Kwang-Sun darted from the side of the dais down the aisle toward the row of chairs where Emma was seated. Pistol in hand, he threaded his way between the rows of seats and made for Emma. When he reached Chogan, Kwang-Sun stopped, drew a bead on Emma, and fired at her head as she was scarfing down the teenager’s forearm and working her way up toward his elbow.

   Emma’s head exploded as the bullet exited from the back of her skull, taking bone shards and dollops of brains with it. 

   Holding up his amputated arm, the teenager screamed as blood spurted from his ragged flesh.

   Kwang-Sun didn’t hesitate. He shot the teen in the head. 

   The boy slumped in his seat, motionless, his headphones askew on his shattered skull.

   Residents sitting near the gunfire and the spilling blood bolted out of their seats, screaming.

   Chogan and Meers scrambled to escape the carnage.

   “Watch out for the blood,” said Kwang-Sun, leading the way to the aisle. “Don’t get any blood or brains on you.”

   Nobody had to be told twice. They barreled away from the corpses, tripping over their own feet in their haste to get away from the infected. 

   Clear of the cadavers, they checked their clothes and bodies for any signs of the teen’s contaminated blood on them. As one of the walking dead, Emma did not bleed. But her brain matter was a different story. The grey spongy ooze had splattered everywhere and had to be avoided at all costs, as it was highly contagious. 

   Kwang-Sun inspected the corpses and realized most of Emma’s brain matter had spattered onto the dead teen who had been sitting next to her, while most of the teen’s blood had gushed onto Emma’s face and chest.

   Quantrill hustled over to Chogan and Meers. “Why didn’t you tell me she was infected?”

   “I didn’t know,” said Chogan. “How was I supposed to know?”

   “Are you infected?” demanded Quantrill, waving her gun at him.

   “No.”

   “Is anyone else in your group infected?”

   “Not that I know of.”

   “When did she get infected?”

   “I don’t know. I didn’t even know she was infected.”

   Agitated, standing with his crutch, staring at Emma’s crumpled body with most of its head blown off, Chogan could not believe his eyes. Somewhere along the line, one of the walking dead had bitten her. He had no idea when or where it had happened. He had seen no evidence of a bite on her hands or arms. She must have been bitten somewhere else on her body.

   What difference did it make now where she had been bitten? he decided. She was dead and gone.

   “Was she infected before she came to Vegas?” asked Quantrill.

   “I don’t know,” answered Chogan. “She never said anything to me about it.”

   “What about you?” Quantrill asked Meers. “Did she say anything about being bitten to you?”

   “No,” answered Meers. “All she ever talked about was her baby Millie.”

   “What baby? Where’s the baby? The baby might be infected too.” Quantrill cast around the corpses for a baby.

   “She was nuts,” said Chogan. “She didn’t have a baby with her. She used to have a baby, and the baby got killed in the plague. The others told me that.”

   “I don’t understand.”

   “She was carrying around an imaginary baby on her back. She couldn’t cope with the reality of losing her child.”

   “She was in denial,” observed Meers.

   “She couldn’t separate fantasy from reality,” said Quantrill. “Is that what you’re saying?”

   “She was off the wall is what I’m saying.” Meers paused. “You can’t blame her, though. These walking dead things would drive anyone nuts.”

   Chogan frowned and shook his head, thinking it over. “What I don’t understand is, how did she become infected even if she was bitten? Isn’t that vaccine we took supposed to prevent us from getting the plague.”

   “She got bitten before she was inoculated, perhaps.”

   “But didn’t the president say the vaccine was supposed to work even if you had been bitten already by a ghoul?”

   “I thought I heard that, too,” said Quantrill. She glanced at the site of her vaccination on her upper arm. “It makes you wonder about the effectiveness of this vaccine.”

   “I’m not a doctor,” said Meers, “but the way I understand it, no vaccine is a hundred percent effective.”

   “You’re talking about flu vaccines.”

   Meers shrugged. “Like I said, I’m no doctor, but that’s what I was led to believe about all vaccines.”

   “What about smallpox vaccines? They seem to work all the time.”

   “Do they?”

   Quantrill chewed it over. She harrumphed. “I’m not really sure anymore. I’m not an expert either.”

   “I could have sworn Cole said this plague vaccine was supposed to work even after a ghoul bit a person,” said Chogan.

   “It doesn’t really matter what he said. The fact is, the vaccine didn’t work on Emma for whatever reason,” said Quantrill, eyeballing Emma’s all but decapitated corpse. 

   “Then the president didn’t know what he was talking about when he gave that speech about the vaccine.”

   “Either that or he lied to us.”

   “Why would he lie to us?” said Meers.

   “You can’t ever trust slimy politicians,” said Chogan. “They’ll say anything to stay in power. You know that as well as I do.”

   “The question is, how effective is this vaccine?” said Kwang-Sun.

   “For all we know, it may not be effective at all. How the hell can we tell if it works?”

   “Never mind,” said Quantrill. “Let’s get out of here and onto the bus,” she added, making for the door. “Burn the corpses and disinfect this room,” she told two of her soldiers.

   “Where’d McLellan go?” said Kwang-Sun.

   “He’s a dead man walking, the traitor. I’ve got soldiers out searching for him and Halverson. They’re both crow bait.”

   “What did they do?” asked Chogan.

   “They’re government agents.”

   






   

   CHAPTER 54

   

   Halverson, Victoria, and McLellan were still holed up in the capacious Venetian. The cathedral ceiling that loomed above the main staircase reminded Halverson of the Sistine Chapel’s with its array of paintings spread above them like a celestial canopy. But Halverson and his companions didn’t have time to marvel at it. They had to decide what they were going to do about Quantrill.

   The broken fingers on Halverson’s hand were killing him.

   “You need to have that looked after,” said Victoria, noticing Halverson wincing.

   They were standing in the main gaming room. A smattering of people played the slot machines, oblivious to the world.

   “What I really need is a gun,” said Halverson. “Quantrill’s gonna come gunning for us.”

   “Your wish is my command,” said McLellan.

   He reached inside his Hugo Boss jacket behind his back and withdrew a Sig Sauer P226 from his rear waistband. He handed the pistol to Halverson.

   Halverson accepted it. “We’re gonna need more clips to take on those guys. There are a lot more of them than us.”

   “Tell me about it.” 

   McLellan withdrew his FN 5.7 automatic from his shoulder rig and ejected the magazine into this hand to check that the clip was full. Satisfied, he slammed the clip back into the receiver.

   “How are we gonna attack them with so little firepower?” said Halverson.

   “Maybe we should just get out of town.”

   McLellan holstered his FN 5.7.

   “What about Chogan and Emma?” said Victoria.

   “We can’t leave them,” said Halverson.

   “I don’t think Arnold wants to stay here either.”

   “Then we have to find a way to get them away from Quantrill,” said McLellan.

   “Is she gonna try to stop us?” said Halverson.

   “If she sees you and me, she’ll kill us. You clobbered her face and I double-crossed her the way she sees it. I don’t know what she’ll do with Victoria. Maybe nothing.”

   “We have to find out where Chogan, Emma, and Meers are before we can do anything.”

   “Aren’t they where we left them?” said Victoria. 

   Squinting, McLellan thought about it. “Quantrill may have moved them after her fight with Halverson and me. She may even have vented her spleen on them in place of us.”

   “The only way for us to find out where they are is to check,” said Halverson.

   “Easier said than done. She’ll be on the lookout for us.”

   “She’ll find us sooner or later if we stay in town. I don’t see how we can evade her when she sends out soldiers to comb the city for us.”

   “That doesn’t leave us many viable options.”

   “Probably none.”

   Victoria crossed her arms over her chest. “I’m not leaving without Chogan and Emma.”

   “Then we need to sneak across the street and into the Mirage,” said Halverson.

   “That’s a tall order in the daylight,” said McLellan. “We might have half a chance during the night.”

   “I doubt we can wait till nightfall. We need to make our move on a dime.”

   Halverson grimaced as he felt a twinge of pain in his broken fingers. He eyed his mangled hand in annoyance. The broken fingers looked worse than before. They were now swollen to twice their size and had turned black and blue. In fact, his whole hand was turning black and blue.

   “We can’t enter through the Mirage’s lobby,” said McLellan. “A soldier’s bound to see us there.”

   “Then how do we get in?” said Halverson. “You know this area better than we do.”

   “There’s a side entrance near Siegfried and Roy’s arboretum near the pool.”

   “I’m all for doing something,” said Victoria, shifting on her feet restlessly. “Anything’s better than just standing around here waiting.”

   “It would be better if you had a gun,” McLellan told her. “Do you know how to shoot one?”

   “Yeah. But where are we gonna find a gun?”

   “I know where they keep a small armory at the Mirage.”

   Halverson made a beeline for the exit to the bridge that led from the lobby to Las Vegas Boulevard. 

   Halverson, Victoria, and McLellan strode out the plate-glass doors of the lobby and onto the bridge to the boulevard. Once in sight of the Mirage’s lobby, they skulked along the sidewalk to the base of a pedestrian bridge that spanned the boulevard well above the motor vehicle traffic.

   From behind the cement staircase that led to the top of the pedestrian bridge, Halverson stuck out his head and peeked at the Mirage to see if there was any movement in front of its lobby.

   For his part Halverson was glad they were doing something, even if it smacked of a suicide mission. It kept his mind off the pain in his injured hand. 

   To his surprise he picked up on a yellow school bus pulling into the turnaround in front of the Mirage’s main entrance. Residents standing in knots in front of the lobby were clapping and cheering as the bus parked in front of them.

   “What’s with the school bus?” he said.

   McLellan peered around the staircase to see what Halverson was looking at. “That’s the school bus they use to transport the winners of the lottery to their vacation.”

   “I didn’t know they had picked the winners yet.”

   “Me either.”

   McLellan noticed Halverson’s injured hand jutting near his face as Halverson was propping his elbow against the plaster and cement staircase. 

   “Your hand looks like shit,” said McLellan.

   “Thanks for reminding me,” said Halverson.

   “Doesn’t that thing hurt? It looks like a purple baseball glove.”

   Halverson sighed in annoyance. “I’m trying to forget it.”

   “Quantrill must have picked the lottery winners.”

   “What’s that mean?”

   “Say again,” said McLellan, looking confused.

   “Does she always do it this quickly?”

   McLellan shrugged. “More or less.”

   “Is it a good thing or a bad thing to win?” asked Victoria. 

   “I really don’t know. All I know is that the people who win never come back to Vegas. Quantrill says that’s because their destination is so much better than Vegas.”

   “It gives me the creeps,” said Halverson. “Meers was scared stiff of winning.”

   McLellan scoffed. “Meers is scared of his own shadow. He’s a nervous Nellie.”

   “I’m not so sure,” said Victoria. “What he says makes a lot of sense to me. Don’t you find it strange that nobody ever comes back from their vacation?”

   Halverson watched the winners of the lottery pile onto the bus amidst cheering onlookers. He did a double take. 

   “Isn’t that Chogan getting onto the bus?” he said.

   McLellan could barely discern a guy hobbling on a crutch in the queue of winners at the bus’s open door. “We’re kind of far away for me to make out his face.”

   “Who else would be walking around on a crutch?”

   “Yeah, you’re right. It must be him.”

   “Doesn’t that strike you as strange?”

   “And that looks like Arnold right behind him,” said Victoria. “But I don’t see anyone that looks like Emma.”

   “I guess Emma didn’t win,” said McLellan.

   “But doesn’t it seem strange that both Chogan and Meers won?” said Halverson.

   McLellan grunted. “You may have a point. But what it means I don’t know.”

   Victoria made to head across the boulevard to the school bus. “Let’s go find out what’s going on.”

   Halverson held her back. “We can’t go over there. Quantrill wants my head.”

   “I don’t know what happened between you two, but why should she be mad at me?”

   Victoria struggled to break free of Halverson’s grasp on her wrist.

   “Because you’re connected with me,” said Halverson. “She might hold you as some kind of hostage to flush me and McLellan out.”

   “I wouldn’t risk going over there,” McLellan told Victoria.

   “I’ll scream if you don’t let me go,” said Victoria, trying to wrench her arm free of Halverson.

   “Don’t go off half-cocked,” said Halverson. “What are you gonna do after you go over there?”

   Victoria stopped struggling. “I don’t know. We have to do something, though. Hiding here isn’t doing anybody any good.”

   Halverson released her arm. “Maybe we should follow that bus once it’s loaded.”

   “What about Emma? I like Emma and I don’t want to leave her behind. We can’t just abandon her.”

   “I have a feeling Chogan’s in more danger than Emma. Let’s follow him first. Then we can come back for Emma.”

   Across the street, residents on the sidewalk of the turnaround in front of the Mirage were waving cheerful good-byes to the winners of the lottery who were filing onto the bus.

   Suddenly a shot rang out.

   A chip of plaster tore off the staircase near Halverson’s head. Halverson coughed on the puff of dust raised by the round’s impact with the plaster. He ducked out of sight, hauling Victoria with him.

   “They made us,” he said.

   McLellan peeked around the staircase at the bus. 

   “Somebody’s shooting an M4 carbine at us from behind the bus,” he said, withdrawing behind the staircase.

   Even as he spoke, a barrage of bullets hammered the staircase.

   Grimacing, Halverson pressed his back against the staircase to avoid ricochets and exploding plaster.

   McLellan peeped around the staircase and returned fire with a single blast at the rifleman that stood next to the rear of the bus.

   The rifleman squeezed off a three-round burst at McLellan in return.

   McLellan pulled back behind the staircase.

   “We can’t stay here,” said Halverson.

   “No kidding,” said McLellan.

   Halverson, Victoria, and McLellan pegged back across the bridge over the lagoon to the Venetian. They raced to the casino’s heavy plate-glass doors and yanked them open.

   “Let’s go through here and out the other exit,” said Halverson between breaths as he sprinted full tilt into the Venetian’s lobby.

   






   

   CHAPTER 55

   

   “What’s all the shooting about?” asked Meers, sitting beside Chogan on a torn green vinyl seat in the hot school bus.

   “I don’t know,” answered Chogan, craning his neck trying to see through the bus’s rear window behind him. “I hope the walking dead didn’t crash the strip.”

   “I doubt that. They never come here.”

   “There’s always a first time.”

   Meers shook his head no. “They never come here.”

   “Then who were they shooting at?” said Chogan, pulling a face.

   “I couldn’t see.”

   “You don’t think it was Halverson, do you?”

   “It might have been.”

   “Why would the soldiers shoot at him?”

   “Why did the General stab you in the leg?”

   “Yeah,” said Chogan under his breath. “She doesn’t seem to like us much, does she?”

   “Speak for yourself.”

   “What makes you think she likes you?”

   “At least she didn’t stab me in the thigh.”

   “That still doesn’t answer why she would try to kill Halverson.”

   “Something’s up. I don’t know what.” 

   Chogan and Meers looked away from the rear window.

   Chogan watched more passengers pile into the bus and grab seats. “If that was him they were shooting at, I hope he got away.”

   “I wonder what happened to Victoria.”

   “I don’t know, but I don’t like leaving the two of them behind. I wish they were coming with us.”

   “I wish we were staying behind with them.”

   Chogan eyeballed Meers. “You don’t sound like a winner.”

   “This isn’t my idea of winning.” Meers looked around the bus in dismay.

   “I guess we’re gonna find out pretty soon,” said Chogan, shifting his crutch beside him with a grimace. “I wish these seats were bigger.”

   “I wish Emma was with us. I liked Emma.”

   “She was a fox, wasn’t she? Crazy as a loon, but hot.”

   “She went through a lot of pain when she lost her baby.”

   “We’ve all been through a lot of pain!” rapped Chogan. “I lost my wife Maria to those things.” He held his forehead in his hand. “Goddamn this plague to hell.”

   Fifteen-odd armed soldiers barged into the bus and snapped up seats in the front.

   “Why do we need so many soldiers with us?” asked Meers.

   “Maybe we have to pass through dangerous territory on our way to our vacation,” answered Chogan, scoping out the soldiers. 

   “Maybe,” muttered Meers, not convinced.

   “Or maybe they’re winners like us.”

   “Then why do they need their guns?”

   “Good question. You’re starting to make me as hinky as a mama’s boy like you.” Chogan paused in thought. “Maybe we should get off this bus.”

   “It’s not like we have a choice.”

   Quantrill walked up the steps onto the bus. 

   When Chogan set eyes on her, he scrambled to his feet. 

   “I want to decline the prize,” he told her.

   Using his crutch he hobbled toward the front of the bus. 

   Quantrill signaled to one of the soldiers seated in front of her. 

   A stocky, muscle-bound black soldier with a bald head and thick tufts of hair sticking out of his flaring nostrils got to his feet and swaggered down the aisle to intercept Chogan. 

   The guy reminded Chogan of a warthog with black hairs instead of tusks protruding from its nose.

   Chogan glowered at the intimidating figure and kept limping toward him.

   Unceremoniously, Warthog latched onto Chogan’s arm and shoved him back toward the rear of the bus. Chogan tried to fight him off. Warthog kicked Chogan in his bandaged thigh.

   Chogan screamed in pain. He doubled over.

   Warthog straightened Chogan up. Chogan reared back and launched a haymaker with his right fist into Warthog’s face. Warthog’s head rocked back from the blow. A thin stream of blood leaked from one of his hairy nostrils.

   Fit to be tied, Warthog snatched a pistol out of the holster on his belt and trained the muzzle on Chogan’s face. “Sit your sorry ass down.”

   “This ain’t over,” blurted Chogan.

   Warthog brushed blood off his upper lip with the back of his hand. “It is if you don’t go back to your seat right now, homey.”

   Warthog jerked his pistol’s slide and racked a cartridge into the chamber.

   Wary of the gun, Chogan halted back toward his seat next to Meers. On Chogan’s way back to his seat, Warthog kicked Chogan viciously in the back of his wounded thigh.

   Chogan let out a grunt of pain and staggered forward. He clutched one of the seat-backs to break his fall.

   “What kind of a scummy vacation is this?” said Chogan, finding his seat and sitting down, wincing at the pain in his irritated wound.

   He shot a glare in Warthog’s direction.

   Warthog leered back at him.

   “Thank you, Byron,” Quantrill told Warthog as he turned toward the front of the bus and made for his seat.

   “Thank you, Byron,” mimicked Chogan in a falsetto voice.

   One minute Quantrill was glowering at Chogan, the next she was gloating at him. “How did you ever win the lottery?”

   “I wish I knew,” said Chogan in disgust.

   Out of the corner of his eye, he caught sight of a dozen soldiers with M4 carbines in their hands trooping away from the bus. He turned his head to watch them jog across the street toward the Venetian.

   






   

   CHAPTER 56

   Mount Weather Emergency Operations Center

   

   The wall-mounted flat-panel HDTV screen’s image of the map of the United States in the Situation Room was virtually all red now, save for the state of Wyoming, which was flashing orange and red.

   President Cole sat at the table with the keyboard of the nuclear football in front of him on the tabletop. What was left of his administration sat around the table.

   “We have to devise our strategy of attack,” he said, eyes on the map on TV.

   “We nuke the two coasts then bomb inward, crushing and annihilating the infected cannibals between two fronts,” said General Byrd.

   “Then what?”

   “What do you mean?” said Byrd, puzzled.

   “It’s not gonna be enough to purge our own country of the plague. What’s to stop it from spreading across our borders from Mexico and Canada?”

    “Too true. We’ll have to nuke Mexico and Canada.”

   “And Central America and South America. Our entire continent.”

   “And then fan out to the rest of the world,” said Byrd, eyes widening. 

   “Let’s concentrate on our continent. The infected can’t swim. We know that. The Atlantic and Pacific oceans should act as natural barriers against the plague.”

   Byrd nodded. “If we nuke our entire continent, we should be safe from infection.”

   “The question is, can these cannibals survive in the Arctic and the Antarctic? Are we gonna have to worry about being attacked from the North Pole?”

   “This is insane,” said Dr. Laslo, face twisted in anguish. “The more you talk about this, the more insane it gets. Think about what you’re saying, for heaven’s sake. You’re talking about a nuclear holocaust the likes of which the world has never seen.”

   “It’s the only way to deal with a plague the likes of which the world has never seen,” said Byrd.

   “We have no idea what the end result will be if you drop hundreds of A-bombs on the world.”

   “More than hundreds, probably.”

   “Even worse,” said Dr. Laslo in exasperation. “You may raise so much atomic dust with these blasts it will blot out the sun for centuries to come, killing off all life.”

   Byrd smirked. “Surely you exaggerate, Doctor.”

   “I wish.”

   “The fact of the matter is nuclear wars are winnable,” said Byrd, folding his hands on the tabletop. “You’re playing into the hands of that hysterical claptrap back in the fifties that preached nuclear wars meant the end of the world.”

   “Claptrap?”

   “We know now that that’s just not true. Nuclear explosions will not end the world.”

   “Who’s feeding you this hokum, General?”

   “I’m not downplaying the effects of nuclear blasts. Of course, they will be catastrophic. That’s why we need them to eradicate the plague. Nothing short of nuclear blasts will wipe out the disease. But the bottom line is, nuclear blasts are survivable.” 

   “What if you’re wrong, General?” said Director Paris. “It’s not like we’re gonna get any second chances at this.”

   Byrd pulled on his nose with his thumb and forefinger. “I’m not wrong.”

   DCI Slocum fiddled with a stick of gum in his hands, trying to open its wrapper. “Do you know what happened to the dinosaurs, General?”

   “Dinosaurs? Who care about dinosaurs?”

   “There’s a scientific theory currently in vogue that says the dinosaurs became extinct after a giant comet crashed into the earth and kicked up so much dust and smoke that their combination in the atmosphere blotted out the sun for years, chilling the weather and killing off the dinosaurs.”

   Byrd pooh-poohed the idea. “Politically correct poppycock. That’s another riff on the nuclear winter sham.”

   “It sounds plausible to me.”

   Byrd waved Slocum off. “Theories come and go. You know that. They’re flavors of the month with scientists. Here today, gone tomorrow. No theory can be proved. That’s why they’re just theories.”

   “Ladies and gentlemen,” said President Cole. “Are we all agreed that we must blow up our entire continent with nuclear blasts to cleanse it of the plague?”

   “No way!” said Dr. Laslo, slapping his hands against the tabletop and jumping to his feet out of his chair.

   “I think I can speak for everyone in this room when I say I have friends and relatives who could still be alive outside of this bunker,” said DHS Director Sheila Klauss. “They have no chance, if you give that order, Mr. President. If they don’t die from the plague, they’ll die from the nuclear blasts.”

   A sobering thought, decided Mellors. He had a sister and two parents out there somewhere. There wasn’t any room for them in Mount Weather. He wanted to believe they were still alive, though he hadn’t heard from them since the plague broke out. If A-bombs started raining down from the heavens, he could kiss his family good-bye.

   Cole said nothing.

   “Maybe they’re in bomb shelters,” said Byrd with an almost apologetic shrug after an awkward silence.

   Klauss gave him a look. “Do you really believe that, General?”

   “What happens after you give the order, Mr. President?” asked FBI Director Paris.

   “After the president gives the order and I confirm it, drones carrying WMD will be launched,” answered Byrd.

   “Approximately when will bombs start hitting the ground after the order is given?”

   “It could be as soon as a half hour later. Depends on how far the drones are from their targets.”

   Either they were all mad or he was, decided Mellors. Contrary to what the poet said, the world wasn’t going to end with a whimper but with a bang, if the president and the secretary of defense had their way.

   Nobody said anything for a while as they revolved the inconceivable, their faces grim.

   At last the president said through a dry, tight throat, “Would somebody please talk me out of this?”

   






   

   CHAPTER 57

   Las Vegas

   

   Halverson, Victoria, and McLellan were running for their lives through the Venetian’s palatial gaming room on the ground floor.

   Guns at the ready, Quantrill’s team of soldiers burst through the lobby doors, into the room, and unleashed M4 carbine volleys at Halverson and his companions, who tacked between slot machines and gaming tables in their desperation to escape the hail of bullets.

   Bathed in sweat, Halverson felt a slug sing by his ear as he jinked through the hodgepodge of slot machines.

   Halverson and Victoria followed McLellan as he barreled into the crash bar of a metal fire door and exploded into an alley in the rear of the casino.

   McLellan signaled toward a green metal Dumpster with graffiti scrawled on it ten feet from the fire door. 

   Nodding, Halverson followed McLellan to the Dumpster and they rolled it in front of the door. At the same time, bullets tore through the fire door’s metal surface and into the Dumpster.

   “That’s not gonna hold ’em very long,” said Halverson, pressing the Dumpster against the door.

   “I know,” said McLellan. “We’re buying time is all.”

   “We need to circle around and get back onto the strip so we can see where the school bus goes.”

   “We don’t want to lose Chogan and Arnold,” said Victoria, helping Halverson press the Dumpster against the fire door.

   “We don’t want to get ourselves killed either,” said McLellan.

   As if on cue more bullets slammed through the fire door into the Dumpster.

   Halverson could feel somebody trying to shove the door open against the Dumpster. When the door didn’t budge, another barrage of lead perforated it, leaving ragged holes in the metal. 

   Several of the rounds penetrated the side of the Dumpster. They clattered around inside the bin. Others bounced off its exterior wall. The projectiles didn’t have the impetus to pass through the metal door and both sides of the Dumpster.

   McLellan raised his arm over the protective barrier of the Dumpster, trained his FN 5.7 on the door, and fired a round through the fire door at shoulder height. That was one of the things McLellan liked about the FN 5.7, besides its low recoil. Even though it was only a pistol, the FN 5.7 fired high-velocity 5.7 x 28 mm SS190 cartridges that could pierce body armor, as well as metal.

   The gunfire behind the door halted at McLellan’s return fire.

   “Follow me,” said McLellan.

   He piked off down the alley, legs pumping for all they were worth.

   Halverson and Victoria belted after him.

   Halverson’s left hand was throbbing but he was scarcely aware of the pain as he sprinted down the alley, his heart pumping furiously, his lungs bursting.

   Legs firing like pistons, Halverson made up ground fast and caught up to McLellan.

   Blue plastic garbage cans lined the alley behind the mom-and-pop businesses that occupied the side of the alley opposite the back of the Venetian. In advanced states of disrepair, the shops didn’t look inviting. A teenage girl with tattoos on her arms and legs was standing in the alley pawing through a portable rack of T-shirts that hung in front of a gift shop.

   Halverson wondered how the shop could possibly prosper sequestered in an alley. And yet there the girl was selecting a Vegas T.

   Halverson heard the Dumpster scraping against the alley’s asphalt behind him as the soldiers horsed the fire door open. He cringed as he heard slugs whizzing around him. 

   McLellan cut down a side street on his right, Halverson two steps behind him. 

   Halverson realized with a start that Victoria wasn’t with them. Fearing lest the soldiers had shot her he darted back to the alley in search of her. 

   Gasping for breath as she scurried down the alley, Victoria hadn’t arrived at the side street yet. 

   Halverson sighed with relief, seeing she was unharmed—so far. He picked up on a team of soldiers scrambling down the alley, firing their M4 carbines on the run, which was throwing off their aims, fortunately for Victoria.

   Halverson waved for her to follow him. He ducked into the side street to avoid being hit by the soldiers’ bullets, which flew through the alley like angry wasps that carried stings of death.

   Even as Halverson drew up and peeked around the corner of the Venetian high-rise and down the alley, Victoria came careening onto the side street, almost colliding with him, her mouth gaping as she sucked in air, her hair mussed up from her running.

   She stumbled and would have fallen if he hadn’t been standing there to catch her. 

   A couple of bullets tore into a Dumpster in the alley beyond the entrance to the side street, reminding Halverson he had to get a move on it.

   Halverson and Victoria stormed down the side street after McLellan, who was slowing his gait waiting for them to catch up to him. 

   “I can’t keep up this pace much longer,” gasped Victoria, running full-bore.

   “We need to find a hiding place where we can watch the school bus,” said Halverson.

   He knew the soldiers chasing them would round the corner any minute now and sweep down the side street in pursuit.

   Halverson, McLellan, and Victoria emerged onto the strip sooner than Halverson had expected. They juked onto the strip to avoid the firing of the soldiers who were now barging onto the side street that Halverson had just exited.

   Halverson gazed down the wide thoroughfare at the Mirage, where the school bus was just pulling out of the turnaround and heading out of Vegas.

   “We need a car,” said McLellan, eyes on the bus.

   Halverson cast around the boulevard for a vehicle.

   An odd car here and there drove fitfully down the street.

   “We’ll have to carjack one,” said Halverson as the school bus increased the distance between it and him.

   “We got to do it fast,” said McLellan, “or we’ll never catch up to that bus.”

   So saying, he bounded out into the thoroughfare in front of an approaching coupe, gun at the ready. It was a fiery red 2010 Mustang GT. 

   The driver screeched his car to a halt in order to avoid hitting McLellan. White-faced, the rawboned twentysomething driver stuck his head out his window and cursed McLellan. The curses died in the driver’s mouth when he picked up on McLellan’s gun, which McLellan was now leveling at him.

   Halverson smelled burnt rubber that the car’s high-performance tires had splayed on the asphalt.

   “We need your car,” McLellan told the driver. 

   McLellan pointed his pistol in the driver’s face. 

   Eyes wide, the driver opened his car door and clambered out onto the street. Without being told, he raised his arms above his head and backed away from McLellan and the Mustang. McLellan kept his pistol trained on the guy.

   “This is a police emergency,” said McLellan. “Back away from the car.”

   “I know what it is,” said the driver, stepping backward. “You’re carjacking me.”

   “Can you drive with your hand busted like that?” McLellan asked Halverson.

   “Not very well,” answered Halverson, glancing at his swollen, misshapen left hand. “But I can still shoot.” He held up his healthy right hand.

   “You ride shotgun then.”

   Halverson scooted around to the passenger side of the car. 

   Victoria folded the front seat-back forward and ducked into the cramped backseat before Halverson arrived at the door. Halverson flipped the seat-back upright and climbed into the leather-upholstered front bucket seat, slamming the door shut behind him.

   McLellan backed into the driver’s seat, keeping his gun trained on the car’s owner.

   “Gangsters all over the place,” grumbled the owner. “And wearing suits these days. The world’s going to hell.”

   “You think?” said McLellan.

   Halverson withdrew his Sig Sauer, aimed it at the owner, and kept McLellan covered as McLellan slipped into his seat and shut his door.

   McLellan stowed away his automatic in its holster and eyed the transmission. “A five-speed stick. I haven’t driven one of these in a while.” He buckled his seat belt. “Should be fun. Buckle up everybody.”

   Halverson and Victoria followed his lead.

   McLellan fired the engine, put the Mustang in first gear, and applied the gas.

   The car jerked forward. Halverson, McLellan, and Victoria felt their heads snap backward. 

   “I can’t see the school bus,” said Victoria, massaging her neck as she craned it between the two front bucket seats and peered out the windshield from the backseat.

   “They drove out of sight a while back,” said Halverson.

   “We’ll catch ’em in no time,” said McLellan.

   He shifted into second gear. The car stalled.

   “Are you sure about that?” said Victoria.

   “You need to give it some gas,” said Halverson.

   “I hate backseat drivers, especially when they’re in the front seat,” said McLellan.

   He fired the engine again, put the car into first gear, and drove off. After he shifted into second, he crushed the gas pedal, and the Mustang rocketed forward down the boulevard, tires shrieking.

   “You can’t be gentle with this brute,” he said.

   Halverson suddenly became aware of the pain in his mangled hand. 

   “I need some Tylenol,” he said through clenched teeth, holding up his swollen hand.

   “What you need is a doctor,” said McLellan.

   Victoria peered at Halverson’s hand from the backseat. “Tylenol won’t help that swelling.” 

   She rooted through her purse and fished out a plastic bottle of aspirin. She handed the bottle to Halverson.

   “Thanks,” he said.

   “Aspirin reduces inflammation,” she said. “Tylenol doesn’t.”

   Halverson struggled with the bottle, trying to open it, but was unable to twist off the childproof cap with only one hand.

   “Could you open it?” he said, embarrassed, handing the bottle back to her.

   






   

   CHAPTER 58

   

   Consumed with mounting dread, Meers was sitting in the school bus fidgeting. He had no idea where they were going. All he knew was it couldn’t be good. 

   “Why is Quantrill going with us?” asked Chogan, seated beside Meers. “Did she win too?”

   “She always rides out with the winners,” answered Meers, his teeth chattering.

   “Are you cold?” said Chogan, a puzzled expression on his face.

   “No.”

   “It’s at least eighty degrees in here. You look like you’re shivering.”

   Meers didn’t like their chances. Nothing good was going to come of this journey, he decided.

   “I think they’re going to kill us,” he said.

   “Pull yourself together. It can’t be that bad.”

   “I hope I’m wrong.” 

   Chogan gazed toward the front of the bus. “I don’t understand why Quantrill’s going with us if she didn’t win.”

   “She supervises the trip.”

   “Kwang-Sun is here too,” said Chogan, spotting Kwang-Sun sitting beside Quantrill.

   “He’s probably taking the place of McLellan as her bodyguard.”

   “What’s the deal with McLellan?”

   “He never leaves her side. Something must have happened to him.”

   Chogan screwed up his face in thought. “I wonder if it had anything to do with Halverson. They’re both missing. Could there be a connection?”

   Meers had no answer.

   The bus hung a right, turned off the main road with a jolt over the camber, and headed into the desert. Meers and Chogan felt the rough ground through the cheap padding in their seats as the bus jounced over the uneven terrain.

   “This crate wasn’t built for driving on dirt,” said Chogan, rocking in his seat, his spine taking a pounding.

   With consternation Meers watched the bus leave the road. 

   They drove past a Joshua tree and cruised toward a saguaro cactus. Other than these last two vestiges of vegetation, miles of barren brown desert swept before them toward saddlebacks and brown mountains in the distance.

   Meers felt his sense of dread intensifying. He grabbed the seat-back in front of him as the bus jostled him to and fro.

   “Where are we going?” said Chogan.

   Meers shook his head. “There’s nothing in this direction I know of.”

   “All I see is desert,” said Chogan, perplexed.

   “I don’t like the looks of this.”

   “Where are we going?” Chogan shouted toward Quantrill.

   Quantrill whipped her head around to scowl at him. “Don’t worry about it. The road’s clogged with cars up ahead. We’re taking a detour. Chill out. Meers, are you causing trouble back there?”

   “Yeah, blame everything on me,” said Meers under his breath, his visage sour. 

   “At least you could have gotten an all-terrain vehicle for this kind of travel,” said Chogan. “A school bus isn’t my idea of an ATV.”

   Kwang-Sun turned around to face Chogan and told him to shut up.

   “You’re not sitting here in the back where we are,” said Chogan. “The springs are lousy back here.”

   “Boo-hoo,” said Kwang-Sun. “Get out the violins.”

   “Fuck you,” said Chogan.

   “You want me to come back there?” said Kwang-Sun like it was a threat.

   “Yeah. Do it.”

   Kwang-Sun sneered at Chogan and faced forward. 

   Chogan winced with pain as the juddering of the bus opened his leg wound.

   “We gotta get off this bus,” Meers told Chogan.

   Meers noticed other passengers becoming restless and gazing out the windows with concern.

   “And go where?” said Chogan. “Look around. We’re in the middle of nowhere.”

   “If we stay here, we’re dead.”

   “That’s ridiculous. Once we get back on the road or get where we’re going, we’ll be OK. You worry too much.”

   “Think about it. Where could we be going in the middle of the desert for a vacation?”

   Chogan shrugged. “I’m not gonna sit around and worry about it. They got all the guns up front and we got nothing.”

   “One thing keeps nagging at me. Why do we need all these soldiers with us?”

   “For protection, maybe.”

   “Protection from what?”

   “Maybe we have to pass through dangerous territory to reach our destination. The walking dead are all around here. Wasn’t it you who said that?”

   “They’re all around the strip, is what I said.”

   “Exactly.” Face sweaty, Chogan wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “I could use a drink of water.”

   Meers noticed that several of the soldiers up front had coils of rope looped around their shoulders. “What’s with the rope those soldiers are carrying?”

   Chogan followed the direction of Meers’s gaze then pulled at his nose. “Beats me. Looks like mountain-climbing gear maybe. I don’t get it.”

   “That’s our prize? We go mountain climbing?”

   “I’m just saying.”

   Meers cut his eyes back and forth repeatedly like he was caught in a cage and looking for a way out. “I’m getting bad vibes about this.”

   “Your hinky act is getting old.”

   “I’m telling you . . .”

   Meers’s words trailed off in the rumbling of the bus as it negotiated the wasteland.

   






   

   CHAPTER 59

   Mount Weather Emergency Operations Center

   

   Puffing on a cigarette President Cole was sitting at the table in the Situation Room with the leftovers of his administration.

   “I hate to bring this up, Mr. President,” said Dr. Laslo, “but since you obviously don’t care about your own health, did you ever hear of secondhand smoke?” 

   “I have more pressing concerns than the dangers of tobacco on my mind,” said Cole.

   Dr. Laslo waved his hand in front of his face to dissipate the tobacco smoke swirling in front of him. “We’re in an airtight environment. We’re breathing recirculated air.”

   “The fate of humanity rests in my hands, Doctor,” said Cole, taking another hit of nicotine. “I need to make life-or-death decisions.”

   Dr. Laslo coughed on the cigarette smoke.

   Cole’s satphone hummed in his trouser pocket. Cole withdrew the red satphone and inserted its earbud in his ear.

   “Hello,” he said.

   He listened to the phone without saying anything.

   At last he said into the transmitter, “Do you have any idea what’s going on in the world? I’m trying to save the planet.”

   Cole listened.

   “You have no authority,” he said.

   He shook his head, ended his transmission, and put away his earbud and satphone.

   “Let me guess,” said Byrd. “That knucklehead Ho of the UN.”

   “He says he’s gonna try me for war crimes at The Hague because I ordered the bombing of my own people in New York,” said Cole.

   “Why didn’t the moron buy the farm in the thermite bombing?”

   “He must’ve managed to slip out of town before the bombs hit.”

   “He won’t get out when you give the order to drop a Fat Man on him, Mr. President.”

   “I’m not gonna nuke New York just to kill Ho. This isn’t about Ho or about me or about any of us, for that matter,” said Cole, gesturing at them with his arms spread out. 
“It’s about the world. We’re trying to save humanity, people.”

   “Doesn’t Ho understand what’s going on?” chimed in Slocum. 

   “He’s trying to turn this into a petty turf war between me and him,” said Cole.

   “He has no turf,” said Byrd. “He doesn’t even have a country. The UN isn’t a country. It’s just a leech bleeding the US white.”

   “The man’s a fool,” said Slocum.

   “How does he expect to apprehend you and haul you over to The Hague, Mr. President?” sniggered Byrd. “No way is he getting inside this bunker.”

   “He probably doesn’t even know where we are.”

   “He’s becoming a pest,” said Cole.

   “All the more reason to nuke New York first, if you ask me. I don’t see Ho escaping a nuclear blast in his backyard.”

   Slocum cleared his throat. “The problem is, Ho has a point.”

   Byrd shot Slocum a look. “You can’t be serious.”

   “To the outside world, it looks like we’re bombing our own citizens.”

   “That’s because we are,” said Dr. Laslo.

   “Ho can use that perception against us in the court of public opinion. He can turn the world against us by accusing the president of war crimes.”

   “Why should we care what the rest of the world thinks about us?” said Byrd, puffing out his barrel chest. “The more scared of us they are, the better, I say.”

   Mellors found himself downwind of Byrd’s bad breath again and winced at the odor. Mellors dug his peppermint Life Savers out of his trouser pocket, opened the cylindrical package, and offered a mint to Byrd.

   Glancing down at the Life Savers, Byrd shook his head no.

   “Please,” said Mellors.

   Byrd waved Mellors off.

   Mellors popped one of the Life Savers into his own mouth, hoping the candy’s tang would cut the morbid reek of Byrd’s halitosis that was penetrating Mellors’s nostrils.

   “Ho is a joke, Mr. President,” said Byrd. “You know what we call him at the Pentagon?” Byrd paused for effect. “Ho-ho-ho.” Byrd scoped out everybody’s face expectantly.

   Nobody laughed. 

   Grim expressions ringed the table.

   Byrd fetched a noisy sigh. “Get it? Ho-ho-ho.”

   Stony silence greeted his remark. 

   Sheila Klauss went so far as to shake her head in disgust at him. 

   “Granted Ho is a joke, General, like you say,” said Cole, “but he can cause this administration irreparable harm with these scurrilous charges he’s leveling at me.”

   “Do you really think anyone with half a brain would buy into Ho’s propaganda?” said Byrd. 

   “All they got to do is look at all that smoke over New York and all those collapsed buildings lying in the streets,” said Dr. Laslo. “If you start nuking the country, the mushroom clouds will be a dead giveaway.”

   “The thing is,” said Byrd, “just because Ho can see the smoke from the bombs doesn’t mean that anyone else in the world can. How can anyone see us from across the ocean?”

   “What’s to stop him from snapping pictures of the explosions and sending them via his satphone all over the world?”

   “If he has a satphone.”

   “He must have one,” put in Slocum. “How else could he be putting calls through to the president? We’re jamming cell phones and the Internet. That means he’s using a satellite phone.”

   “And?” said Byrd.

   “And he can transmit pictures of a bombed-out New York City to everybody that’s left in the world.”

   “Do you really think people will believe that we’re bombing our own country?”

   “I sure can’t believe it,” said Dr. Laslo.

   Byrd shot Dr. Laslo a look.

   Cole rapped his knuckles on the tabletop softly but firmly.

   The room became quiet.

   “It’s not important what the rest of the world thinks of us,” he said. “What’s important is that we save America from the plague. Let the citizens of other countries think what they will of us. That’s immaterial. What we need to do is scotch the plague. Burn it to ashes. If WMD are the only things that will do this, then we need to use WMD. World public opinion be damned!”

   Byrd whooped and set to clapping. He leaped to his feet, kicking his chair back and knocking it over as he clapped.

   Director Paris also stood up, applauding. Followed by DNI Hilda Molson and DHS Director Sheila Klauss.

   Slocum clapped listlessly while he remained seated, assimilating the full consequences of Cole’s words.

   Dr. Laslo groaned.

   Dumfounded, hands at his sides, Mellors wondered why everybody was applauding. Unless Mellors had misunderstood him, Cole had just announced the nuclear annihilation of America.

   “The last laugh is gonna be on Ho,” chuckled Byrd. “’Cause I’ll bet my bottom dollar he’s still at ground zero somewhere near New York City.”

   There were no easy answers, decided Cole, his face haggard. People were going to have to die so others could go on living. He wasn’t a warmonger. He didn’t want to rain death down from the skies on his people. But he had no other options. The infected must be destroyed or the plague would continue to spread until it consumed the entire world population and ended the human race.

   “We must continue to debate the nuclear option before we make any rash decisions,” Dr. Laslo all but pleaded.

   “The time for debate is over,” said Byrd. “We can’t wait for every American to become infected.”

   “Why can’t we wait? Maybe the cure and the vaccine are just around the corner.”

   “We’re just going around in circles with these discussions, saying the same things over and over again. It’s time for action,” said Byrd, his jaw set.

   “Remember your Latin, General? Festina lente. Make haste slowly. That’s what the ancient Romans used to say.”

   Byrd sneered. “He who hesitates is lost, is what I say.” Byrd hung fire. “There’s one good thing about this.”

   “How can you see anything good about this?” said Cole.

   “At least we don’t have to deal with the media dissecting our every decision and second-guessing us every inch of the way. The fourth estate is dead and buried with a stake through its sleazy heart.”

   “Maybe not,” said Dr. Laslo.

   “The printing presses are silent,” said Byrd. “Nobody’s left to man them. And we’re jamming the Internet.”

   Dr. Laslo pricked up his ears. “Why are we jamming the Internet anyway?”

   “To prevent the spread of bad news that will demoralize and panic the public.”

   “Are you sure it’s not because you’re afraid the public wouldn’t like the decisions we’re making in this room if they got wind of them?”

   “The media aren’t a problem,” said Cole. “They’re not gonna affect my decisions.”

   Satisfied, Byrd crossed his arms over his barrel chest. “That’s the way it should be. I hate Monday-morning quarterbacks. Never listen to ’em.” 

   






   

   CHAPTER 60

   Nevada

   

   “I need to contact the Bureau director and let him know what’s happening with Quantrill’s militia here,” said McLellan at the wheel of the Mustang.

   “First things first,” said Halverson, riding shotgun. “We have to find Chogan and Meers.”

   “And Emma,” said Victoria from the backseat. 

   “I don’t think she’s with them.”

   “Maybe you missed seeing her.”

   The Mustang sped down the asphalt at 90 mph, kicking up dust, with no school bus in sight. 

   Halverson smelled the cloying odor of strawberry deodorant that hung from the rearview mirror in the shape of a three-inch-high cardboard strawberry that oscillated as the car moved.

   “I need to report back to the director about Quantrill’s militia,” repeated McLellan, looking away from the windshield to confront Halverson. “That’s my assignment. It takes pride of place over everything else.”

   Halverson was cool to McLellan’s plan. Halverson figured if McLellan contacted the FBI, it could have disastrous effects for Halverson. Director Paris might be in the loop about the CIA contract on Halverson and might tell McLellan about it. Then McLellan might try to whack Halverson or, at the very least, bust him. 

   Without arousing McLellan’s suspicions Halverson had to do everything in his power to prevent McLellan from contacting the Bureau. Halverson’s neck depended on it.

   “The point is, you don’t have any equipment to contact him,” said Halverson.

   “True,” said McLellan, hating to admit it.

   “Where are you gonna find a phone out here in the desert?”

   “Point taken.”

   “And Chogan’s life may hang in the balance. We have no idea where that bus is going. If we don’t reach him in time—”

   “You’re making a mountain out of a molehill,” cut in McLellan. “He won the lottery. He’s going on a vacation. That’s all.” 

   “What happened to the bus, anyway?” said Victoria. “We should have caught up to it by now.”

   “Maybe you should slow down,” Halverson told McLellan. “The bus might have turned off somewhere.”

   “Where’s it gonna go?” said McLellan. “There aren’t any side streets around here. All there is is desert.”

   “Maybe they turned off onto the desert.”

   “But there’s nothing around here,” said McLellan, his hands on the steering wheel, panning his head, taking in the barren dirt surroundings studded here and there with isolated Joshua trees and cacti.

   “If you slow down, maybe we can spot tracks left by the bus turning off onto the dirt.”

   McLellan eased up on the accelerator. “I can’t imagine why they would drive onto the desert.”

   “Where do you think they went?” said Halverson, peering at the ground trying to pick up on tire tracks.

   “I don’t know.”

   “You must have some idea,” said Victoria from the backseat. “Quantrill’s had these vacations before.”

   “Many times. But Quantrill never told me where they went.”

   “Don’t you think that strange?”

   “Not really.”

   Victoria shook her head in disbelief. “Well, I do.”

   “No idea?” Halverson asked McLellan.

   McLellan heaved a sigh. “These vacations are a total mystery to me. Nobody ever returns from them, so how would I get any intel about them?”

   Victoria nodded. “That bears out what Arnold said.”

   “I wish I could help,” said McLellan, squinting through the windshield into the garish sunlight.

   “I don’t understand how both Chogan and Meers won,” said Halverson. “What are the chances that they would both win? Slim and none, if you ask me.”

   “Dumb luck.”

   “Anybody can get lucky,” said Victoria.

   Halverson started in his seat. He thought he saw tire marks in the dirt off to the right. “Slow down.”

   “What’s up?” said McLellan.

   Halverson powered down his window, letting the AC-cooled air seep out of the car into the heat, and pointed. “Over there. They look like tire tracks.”

   McLellan’s eyes followed the direction of Halverson’s finger. “Tire tracks all right.”

   “How do we know they were made by the bus?” said Victoria, feeling the warm wind rush into her face from Halverson’s open window.

   “Let’s take a closer look,” said Halverson.

   McLellan hung a right off the asphalt, bounced the Mustang over the camber, drove onto the dirt, and parked next to the tire tracks. He killed the engine, set the parking brake, shifted into first gear, and got out of the car.

   Halverson and Victoria piled out after him. The three of them hustled over to the tracks and inspected them. 

   “How can we tell if the school bus made these?” asked Victoria.

   “This vehicle had long axles,” answered Halverson. He glanced back at the Mustang. “Longer than a car’s.”

   “Maybe it was an SUV.”

   McLellan shook his head no, walking along one of the tracks, scoping it out. “The distance between the tracks looks wider than what an SUV would make. I’d say a truck or bus left them.”

   “And look how wide the wheel treads are,” said Halverson. “Like they were left by double tires.”

   “It’s gotta be a truck or a bus.”

   “The tracks look fresh too,” said Victoria. “The ground hasn’t been disturbed in the tread marks.”

   Halverson nodded, scrutinizing the tracks. “No debris has been blown into them by the wind. The ground in the tracks hasn’t been disturbed. These tracks have to be new.”

   “Let’s go,” said McLellan.

   The three of them clambered into the Mustang.

   McLellan depressed the clutch, released the hand brake, fired the engine, put the car in gear, and followed alongside the tire tracks.

   “This car wasn’t built for driving on dirt,” he said, as the car bobbed and shuddered forward, spitting out a rooster tail of dust in its wake.

   “It’s built low to the ground,” said Halverson. “You might break an axle in one of these ruts.”

   McLellan slowed the Mustang down. “Yeah. We lose the advantage of speed driving in this dirt. Keep your eyes peeled for that bus.”

   




 

   

   CHAPTER 61

   Mount Weather Emergency Operations Center

   

   Sitting at the conference table, Cole read the special code on the “biscuit,” which was lying on the tabletop beside the football in the Situation Room.

   Silence filled the room. Only the whooshing sound of the recycled air from the ventilation ducts in the walls could be heard as the air flowed into the room.

   Mellors found it unnerving to watch Cole using his forefinger to punch the alphanumeric code into the football’s keyboard. Once the code was punched in, Secretary of Defense Byrd would have to punch in his secret code to confirm the president’s order. After Byrd’s confirmation, the order to launch nuclear weapons would be irrevocable.

   Mellors saw Dr. Laslo writhing in his seat. 

   Eyes glued on Cole’s pecking index finger, Dr. Laslo was breaking into a cold sweat. 

   Cole finished punching his code into the football. It was up to Byrd now.

   Byrd fished a top-secret plastic card, his version of the “biscuit,” from his jacket pocket and approached the football that lay in front of the president. 

   Byrd stood beside Cole and began to punch his confirmation code into the football.

   Dr. Laslo found the suspense excruciating. He couldn’t stand it anymore. He couldn’t just sit here, doing nothing, and let the president annihilate the country with nuclear bombs.

   Invigorated by an adrenaline rush, Dr. Laslo bolted out of his seat, his face working, lunged for his Glock 19, which was lying on the polished tabletop in front of Mellors, and snapped up the pistol before Mellors had a chance to forestall him.

   Dr. Laslo trained the gun’s muzzle on Byrd. “Don’t do it, General.”

   Taken aback, Byrd stopped punching in his code and sized up Dr. Laslo. “Are you mad?”

   “I’m not the one who’s mad, General,” said Dr. Laslo, his hand shaking with the pistol in it.

   “Put that away before you hurt somebody.”

   “You’re the one who’s about to blow up the country. Who’s the real madman here?”

   “Put that away, I’m telling you.”

   “Step away from the football. I can’t allow you to go through with this insanity.”

   “Or what? You’ll shoot me?”

   “If it’s the only way to stop you, I will.”

   “You can’t even hold that gun straight. Your hand’s shaking like you got the d.t.’s.”

   “I don’t want to pull this trigger, but I will if you force me to.”

   Byrd didn’t step away from the football. “You can’t pull that trigger. You’re a doctor. You don’t take lives. You save lives.”

   “If I shoot you, I’ll be saving the lives of countless millions of Americans.”

   “The decision to use WMD has already been made by me, Doctor,” said Cole. “It’s out of your hands. I’m the president of the United States. I’m the commander in chief. I take full responsibility for what must be done.”

   “I can’t let you do it, Mr. President,” said Laslo.

   “You need to dial it back a notch, Doctor,” said Harold Paris.

   “Put that gun away and let General Byrd proceed with his confirmation of my order,” Cole told Dr. Laslo. “That’s a direct order from your commander in chief.”

   Byrd reached toward the football to type in the next numeral in his code.

   “Don’t do that, General,” said Dr. Laslo.

   “You can’t pull that trigger.”

   Byrd punched in the numeral then checked the “biscuit” to find out the next character in the code.

   Gritting his teeth, sweating freely, Dr. Laslo jabbed his pistol forward. “Don’t do that, General, or I’ll shoot.”

   “You’re committing treason if you pull that trigger,” said Cole, his voice steady. “Treason is punishable by execution.”

   “You’re the traitors. I’m saving the country from you.”

   Byrd reached toward the football to punch in the rest of his code.

   A shot rang out.

   Everybody in the room froze, except Dr. Laslo.

   Dr. Laslo grimaced and slumped to the floor.

   FBI Director Paris was sitting across the table from Dr. Laslo with a Sig Sauer P226 in his hand leveled at the crumpling figure of Laslo. Stricken with grief, his face wan, Paris dropped his automatic to the tabletop.

   “You had to do it, Harry,” said Cole. “It was the right thing to do.”

   “Laslo was a traitor,” said Byrd. “The only good traitor is a dead traitor.” He eyed Dr. Laslo’s bloody body sprawled beside the table leg. “It was the right call.”

   Byrd snagged Dr. Laslo’s automatic from the hardwood floor. 

   Mellors darted out of his chair to check Dr. Laslo’s pulse. 

   Laslo’s chest was bleeding, Mellors could see. Laslo started to cough up blood as his punctured lung made ragged sucking sounds that sent goose bumps down Mellors’s spine. A field operative in the black ops arm of the CIA, Mellors knew enough about wounds to know what that sound meant. Death by drowning. Drowning in your own blood, no less. Not a good way to go—if there was such a thing. Drowning was one of the nastier means of dying.

   “He’s still alive,” Mellors told the others, his eyes wide.

   Cole punched in 9-1-1 on the phone on the table.

   “We have a medical emergency in the Situation Room,” he said into the handset. “We need paramedics.”

   Byrd reached toward the football.

   “Wait till the paramedics take the doctor away,” said Cole. “I don’t want anyone else in the room other than my administration when you confirm the order.”

   Byrd nodded.

   Cole scanned the concerned faces around the table. “What we’re about to do here doesn’t leave this room. Is that understood?”

   “Clear as crystal,” said Byrd. “It’s all about national security.”

   “When public safety and the security of this country are at stake, all bets are off. Nothing of what we do here today goes beyond these walls.”

   There was a commotion at the door.

   Mellors flung the door open. 

   Two paramedics bustled into the room, wheeling a gurney. 

   Cole motioned toward the fallen Dr. Laslo.

   The second they spotted Dr. Laslo, the paramedics trundled the gurney toward him. 

   The first paramedic stanched Laslo’s chest wound. “He’ll drown in his own blood if we don’t get him to surgery on the double.”

   “Do whatever you have to,” said Cole.

   The paramedics lifted Dr. Laslo onto the gurney swiftly yet gently and barreled out of the room, the gurney between them.

   “Are you sure that was a good idea, Mr. President?” said Byrd after they left.

   Mellors closed the door after the paramedics and took his seat.

   “What do you mean?” said Cole.

   “If he lives, he’s gonna blab all over the place about everything that just happened here,” said Byrd. “I hate to say this, but he’s our enemy.”

   Cole did a double take.

   Face grave, he mulled Byrd’s words. He massaged the back of his neck, trying to figure out his next move.

   “Who’s he gonna talk to?” said Slocum.

   “Everybody, the way I see it,” said Byrd. “You saw how he cracked up. He hates us. He’ll do everything he can to torpedo us if he lives.”

   “I doubt it. I think he was just trying to clear his conscience by trying to stop you. I don’t think it goes beyond that.”

   “Can we take that chance? We’re playing for all the marbles here. He has the knowledge to bring us down, and he has the motive to do it.”

   “If you’re saying he’s gonna lead a coup against us, I don’t buy it.”

   “We know he hates what we’re about to do. We can’t risk his talking. He’ll tell everyone he tried to stop us from blowing up the country. He’ll paint himself as a messiah.”

   Mellors had been listening in silence. Now he felt compelled to speak.

   “What difference does it make what he does?” he said. “When we get through nuking the country, everybody will be dead. There’ll be nobody left alive for Laslo to talk to.”

   “What about the people in this bunker?” said Byrd. “They’re the ones we have to worry about, and they’re the ones Laslo will talk to.”

   Byrd splayed his large hands out on the tabletop and leaned toward Mellors. 

   “And?” said Mellors.

   “And they might stage a putsch. Don’t act naïve, man.”

   Mellors shook his head. “You sound paranoid.”

   “As my late daddy used to tell me, paranoia is the best defense.” Byrd turned to the president. “I can take care of this, Mr. President.”

   Cole nodded. “Go check on Dr. Laslo.”

   Mellors didn’t like the sound of it. He figured Cole’s words carried a subtext that indicated the end for Laslo. It reminded Mellors of when Slocum had told him to “take care of” Halverson. It was a matter of reading between the lines to figure out what your orders actually meant, decided Mellors. In his experience in politics, nothing was ever spelled out. Leaders always needed jockeying room for plausible deniability in case of blowback.

   “Yes, sir,” said Byrd and strode out of the room.

   






   

   CHAPTER 62

   Nevada

   

   A bluebottle was flying around Chogan’s head in the hot bus. He swatted at the fly to keep it away from his sweaty face.

   “Wherever we’re going, I hope we get there pretty soon,” he said, screwing up his face as the bus juddered through another rut in the desert ground.

   “When we get there, it’ll all be over for us,” said Meers, who was feeling carsick from all the jolts and shudders of the bouncing bus.

   Chogan peered out one of the grime-streaked windows on his right through the quivering thermals at the silhouettes of buildings in the distance. “That looks like a city over there. What’s that city?”

   Meers knew what it was the moment he clapped eyes on the tallest building. He groaned.

   “What’s wrong?” said Chogan.

   “That’s Las Vegas.”

   “Are you sure?”

   “That’s the Stratosphere Restaurant. It’s the tallest building around these parts. You can’t miss it.”

   “What are you saying?” said Chogan, flummoxed. “Are you saying we’re driving around in a circle?”

   “Looks that way.”

   “What the hell’s going on?”

   The other passengers were also making out the Vegas skyline. They began stirring in their seats and muttering in confusion.

   The bus hung a right and now made a beeline toward Vegas. 

   “Why are we going back?” shouted Chogan.

   Quantrill stood up in the front of the bus and faced the passengers. “Nothing to be concerned about, folks. We’re experiencing mechanical difficulties. We need to take the bus to a garage.”

   “Unreal,” said Chogan. “Why didn’t you have the bus serviced before we left?”

   “Don’t worry about it. What’s the rush?”

   The passengers settled down. 

   “Why don’t we return to the road?” said Chogan. “We could make better time driving on asphalt.”

   “It would take too long to get back there.”

   “You just said there wasn’t any rush.”

   Quantrill eyed Chogan with annoyance. “The bus might not make it that far before it breaks down. We’re taking the shortest route.”

   “What airhead planned this trip?”

   “The last thing we want to do is to break down in the middle of the desert,” said Quantrill, fed up with Chogan’s gripes. “The walking dead forage around here.”

   “I wish I never left Vegas.”

   “Get ahold of yourself. You’re a winner and you’ll get your vacation. You just have to be patient.” 

   Quantrill sat down. 

   Through the window Meers spotted increasing numbers of the walking dead wandering around the desert. They seemed to be attracted to the noisy bus. 

   “We got company,” he said.

   “I want a refund,” muttered Chogan, taking stock of the ghouls.

   “Pipe down,” said a neighboring passenger, turning around to berate Chogan. “You worry too much.”

   “What’s wrong with this bus anyway?” Chogan yelled at Quantrill. “It seems to be running OK to me, except for its lousy shocks.”

   It was Kwang-Sun who turned around toward Chogan and said, “How are we supposed to know what’s wrong till we have it inspected?”

   The bus drew to a halt.

   “OK, party’s over,” said Quantrill.

   Dumfounded, Chogan and Meers stared at her.

   






   

   CHAPTER 63

   

   Chogan had no idea what was going on. He gawked at several soldiers that were clambering out of the bus.

   Out the window he saw frayed lengths of rope scattered on the ground. He didn’t know what to make of them. Half-buried under the sand, they looked like they had been there awhile. 

   Quantrill stood up in the front of the bus. Kwang-Sun and half a dozen soldiers stood beside her, their M4 carbines leveled at the passengers.

   “You’re gonna come up here one at a time,” Quantrill told the consternated passengers.

   “What’s this all about?” a middle-aged passenger with a grizzled goatee and a receding hairline said apprehensively.

   Quantrill motioned to the thirtysomething blonde who was sitting nearest her. “You first.”

   “I don’t understand,” said the blonde, her voice quavering.

   “Stand up and come over here. What’s so hard to understand about that?”

   “But why?”

   “Get up and get over here or I’ll drag you over here.”

   The blonde stood up tentatively. 

   Quantrill strode over to her, snatched the blonde’s wrist, and dragged her up front to Kwang-Sun.

   Kwang-Sun was holding a roll of grey duct tape. He cut off a length of tape with scissors and stuck it over the blonde’s mouth.

   The blonde struggled to break away from Quantrill.

   Kwang-Sun cut off another length of duct tape and wound it around the blonde’s wrists, fastening them together behind her back. Then he shoved her roughly down the steps out of the bus. She stumbled and all but fell on her face in the desert. A soldier was waiting there to grab her.

   One of the soldiers waiting outside held a coil of rope in his hands. He threaded one end of the rope between the blonde’s bound wrists.

   Another soldier approached the blonde with a length of rope and tied it around her knees.

   Several of the women in the bus commenced screaming when they saw what the soldiers were doing to the blonde. 

   Kwang-Sun strutted down the bus’s aisle with strips of duct tape adhered to his forearm and dangling from it. Every time he reached a screaming woman he tore one of the strips from his arm and taped the woman’s mouth shut.

   “Everybody shut up!” he said, his voice approaching a skirl. 

   He finished taping the screaming women’s mouths.

   Meanwhile, another soldier was taping the mouths and wrists of passengers as they filed reluctantly toward the head of the bus.

   “I have to pee,” said a teenage brunette with a pageboy cut.

   “Shut up,” said Kwang-Sun and taped her mouth shut. “You can go in the dirt.”

   “I told you we’re screwed,” Meers told Chogan, gripping the seat-back in front of him, his clenched hands turning white.

   “I can’t get my heard around this,” said Chogan. “Are they holding us hostage? Who are they gonna collect the ransom from?” He shook his head. “It makes no sense.”

   “They don’t want a ransom. They want to kill us, I bet.”

   “Why? If they’re gonna kill us, why go to the trouble of tying us up first?”

   “They don’t want us to run away.”

   “Where are we gonna run? There’s nowhere to hide in the desert.”

   “We have to get out of here.”

   Chogan craned his neck around and scoped out the rear of the bus. As he had expected, there was an emergency exit in the rear.

   “Come on,” he said.

   Flinging away his crutch he bolted for the emergency exit despite the pain in his wounded leg. Meers got up, shoved off from the seat-back, and frantically followed suit. 

   Chogan crashed every ounce of his 250 pounds into the rear door, bursting it open, lunging outside, and tumbling into the desert. He scrambled to his feet.

   “Stop!” hollered Kwang-Sun.

   Meers leapt after Chogan.

   Kwang-Sun bucketed down the aisle to the open rear door. In the doorway he fired a shot to the right of Chogan. A cloud of dust puffed up from the dirt near Chogan’s foot as the bullet burrowed into the ground.

   “Are you gonna kill me?” said Chogan.

   “If I have to,” said Kwang-Sun.

   Chogan cut his eyes toward the passengers standing roped together near the front of the bus. “I think you need us alive for some reason.”

   “I’m warning you I’ll kill you if I have to,” said Kwang-Sun, his M4 trained on Chogan.

   “I don’t think you will,” said Chogan and shot into the desert.

   Kwang-Sun cursed. He slung his carbine over his shoulder, bounded out of the rear of the bus, and tore off after him. 

   Chogan was in no shape to run. His wounded leg was killing him. Pain shot up his leg every time he took another stride, cutting down his pace. However, fear was a great motivator. Fueled by adrenaline, Chogan tried to shrug off the pain and run faster. 

   It worked for a while. He managed to stay ahead of Kwang-Sun. But only for so long. 

   Chogan’s wounded leg started to bleed again. 

   He had to slow down.

   Kwang-Sun tackled him from behind, hurling him to the dirt, and jumped onto Chogan’s back, pinning him to the ground. Sitting on Chogan’s back, gasping for breath, Kwang-Sun unspooled his roll of duct tape, cut off a strip, and wound it around Chogan’s wrists, binding them together.

   Kwang-Sun got to his feet.

   Chogan rolled onto his back, grimacing in pain, chest heaving, lungs sucking for air. He inhaled dust and coughed. 

   At the rear of the bus a soldier rounded up Meers, who had tried to flee but had halted in his tracks when the soldier had fired a warning shot over Meers’s head.

   “Get up,” Kwang-Sun told Chogan.

   Chogan kept replenishing his lungs, eyes popping. 

   Kwang-Sun kicked Chogan in the slats. 

   Chogan winced and groaned.

   “I don’t have all day,” said Kwang-Sun, looming over Chogan, eclipsing the sun.

   Chogan sneered at Kwang-Sun. “Why don’t you kill me?”

   “You’re no good to me dead.”

   “Then why should I get up?”

   Kwang-Sun reared back his foot and kicked Chogan in the ribs again. “I can make your life a living hell.”

   Chogan winced in pain. He decided to stand up. Now that he had regained his breath, he felt he could manage to get to his feet. It wasn’t easy with his hands bound and a wounded leg that was throbbing in pain. First he got to his knees. Then he tried to straighten one of his legs. He all but fell on his face. He contrived to hop to his feet before falling over.

   The strain he exerted on his injured leg while springing to his feet increased the pain in his wound. He tripped on a clump of weed on the ground and pitched forward but regained his balance before taking a header.

   “Dumb klutz,” said Kwang-Sun. He prodded Chogan in the small of the back with the M4’s muzzle. “Let’s go.”

   Chogan headed back to the bus.

   The soldier who had fired over Meers’s head was ushering Meers toward the bus. The soldier had taped Meers’s hands behind Meers’s back in the same manner that the other soldiers had used on most of the other passengers.

   “Don’t worry,” Chogan told Meers as Chogan neared him. “They won’t kill you.”

   “Why not?” said Meers.

   “I don’t know yet, but they want us alive for some reason.”

   “For the time being anyway.”

   Chogan nodded as he and Meers returned to the other passengers who were being tied together near the bus. “Yeah. For the time being.”

   “Our chances for survival aren’t good.”

   “You sound like an actuary.”

   “I’m a CPA. It’s a lot like being an actuary. We deal in numbers. Life’s all about numbers and probability.”

   “What do the numbers say?”

   “They say our chances for coming out of this alive are about as good as a snowball’s chance in hell.”

   Chogan looked around, weighing their situation. “We can’t give up. We have to keep trying.”

   The soldiers were marching the last of the passengers off the bus. 

   “The laws of probability don’t lie,” said Meers.

   “It might help if we could figure out why they brought us here and what they intend to do to us.”

   “Maybe they’re gonna abandon us here in the desert to die of thirst.”

   Chogan screwed up his face. “Why? What’s the point?”

   Meers shrugged. “Maybe they’re trying to cut down on the population in Vegas. Maybe they don’t have enough food to feed all of us. Did you ever read Malthus?”

   “No,” said Chogan, puzzled.

   “Malthus says populations grow faster than their food supply with starvation as the end result.”

   “Then why not just shoot us and be done with it?”

   “Maybe they can’t psych themselves up to shoot us in cold blood.”

   Chogan guffawed. “That’s a good one. You should have seen what they did to those medics distributing the vaccine at the shelter. You never saw such a bloodbath.”

   Quantrill strutted up to Chogan and Meers. “I’ve heard enough out of you two.” 

   She told Kwang-Sun to tape their mouths shut.

   Kwang-Sun followed her orders and shepherded Chogan and Meers to the other passengers that were huddled together and bound together by a rope. Kwang-Sun ran the rope between Chogan’s and Meers’s tied wrists then tied the two ends of the rope together so that all the passengers were secured together by the rope.

   Kwang-Sun bound Chogan’s legs together with a length of rope while a soldier did the same to Meers’s legs. Instead of walking, all Chogan and Meers could do was hop.

   Quantrill addressed the passengers. “I hate doing this to you, but some must be sacrificed so that others may live. Everyone in town has an equal chance of being selected. You were selected at random. I don’t play favorites. It was just the luck of the draw.”

   She ordered her soldiers to board the bus. 

   She followed them. 

   Once inside the bus, she leaned on the horn for the better part of a minute and then hammered it again and again.

   Hearing the ruckus, the walking dead that had been plodding aimlessly around the desert zeroed in on the bus. Hordes of the creatures coming from all directions massed together and halted toward the passengers.

   Eyes bugging out of their heads in fear, the passengers started bounding around, trying desperately to escape.

   With a frisson Chogan realized why Quantrill hadn’t killed them. She was sacrificing them to the walking dead, who ate only living flesh.

   






   

   CHAPTER 64

   Mount Weather Emergency Operations Center

   

   President Cole was standing up beside his chair in the Situation Room when it happened.

   The entire building began trembling violently and creaking.

   Cole grabbed the back of his chair to steady himself so he wouldn’t fall over.

   Mellors eyeballed the cement ceiling, expecting it to crack and cave in. He scurried under the table.

   Slocum, Harold Paris, Sheila Klauss, and Hilda Molson followed Mellors’s lead and scrambled under the table. On their hands and knees on the floor they waited out the shaking of the bunker. It wasn’t long before Cole crawled under the table and joined them.

   “What was that? An earthquake?” said Molson, eyes wide.

   “I didn’t know they had earthquakes around here,” said Klauss.

   “They’re not supposed to,” said Slocum. “We wouldn’t have built this bunker here if it was on a fault.”

   The vibrating of the building diminished. 

   Mellors heard the door to the Situation Room fly open. From under the table he made out a pair of legs charging into the room.

   “Mr. President! Mr. President!”

   It was Secretary of Defense Byrd scuttering around the room seeking Cole.

   Cole and his administration crawled out from under the aegis of the table.

   “Are you injured, Mr. President?” said Byrd, sweeping over to Cole and helping him to his feet.

   “I’m fine,” said Cole, standing up with the aid of Byrd’s hand around his arm. “What happened?” Cole brushed the dust off his trouser knees.

   Byrd was holding a satphone in one hand. “I just got a call from one of my men. Apparently, a missile hit us.”

   “Missile?”

   “Nothing to worry about, Mr. President. This bunker was built to take anything they can throw at us. A-bombs, H-bombs, bunker busters, EMPs, you name it. Nothing can hurt us here.”

   Mellors got to his feet and brushed off his knees. Straightening up he noticed the white streamers tied to the vent in the wall were still fluttering as recirculated air continued to pour into the room. The ventilation system hadn’t been damaged in the blast, he decided with relief. 

   “Everybody OK?” asked Cole, searching the faces around him.

   “I bruised my knee, but I think I’ll survive,” said Molson, massaging her kneecap below her dress’s hem. 

   Cole turned to Byrd. “You were saying somebody fired a missile at us?”

   “No fooling. The chowderhead, whoever it was, thought they could harm us here. Au contraire, Mr. President. This is the Taj Mahal of bomb shelters. We’re invulnerable here.”

   “The Taj Mahal is a mausoleum, General.”

   “OK, already, you know what I mean. You’re taking my words too literally.”

   “I hope we don’t end up buried here,” said Molson.

   “Nobody’s getting buried anywhere.”

   “Let’s change the subject,” said Cole, annoyed at the direction the conversation was taking. 

   “How did they know we were here in the first place?” said Molson.

   “Mount Weather isn’t much of a secret,” said Slocum. “It’s common knowledge it’s a government hideout in times of crisis. Anyone with access to the Internet could have found out about it. It’s hard to keep a secret anymore what with the Internet and hackers.”

   “But the Internet’s down,” said Molson.

   “They could have gotten the information before we began jamming the Internet,” said Slocum.

   “Terrorists?” suggested Paris. “They know our country’s weakened by the plague, so they launch an attack?”

   “We need more intel before we can figure out who did this,” said Slocum.

   “The sons of bitches are gonna pay, whoever they are,” said Byrd. “If they think we can’t defend ourselves because we’re down here, they got another think coming.”

   “Are you sure we’re safe here?” said Molson.

   “Positive. Nobody can touch us here. We’ve got over ten feet of reinforced concrete surrounding us, plus an entire mountain on top of us.”

   Cole waited for silence. “How did it go with Dr. Laslo, General?”

   “Laslo’s not gonna be a problem.”

   “Why not?” said Paris anxiously, dreading Byrd’s answer.

   “He suffocated. He had a perforated lung.”

   Face wan, Paris bowed his head. He had hoped Laslo would pull through. Paris had not wanted to kill Laslo. Paris pulled the trigger only because he had no choice. He couldn’t allow Laslo to shoot Byrd.

   “Are you sure, General?” Mellors asked.

   Byrd fixed a steady gaze on Mellors. “No question about it.”

   “How can you be so sure?”

   “I was standing right next to him when he flatlined.”

   Mellors could read Byrd’s unblinking gaze. He figured Byrd had played a hand in Dr. Laslo’s death by suffocation. Byrd would do anything he could to protect Cole and what was left of his administration. The wagons were being circled.

   Cole heard his satphone hum in his jacket. He dredged out the red phone and answered it, his expression intense.

   Everybody in the room fell silent as Cole listened to his phone.

   Cole grimaced.

   “Nuts!” he said at last and ended the call.

   He shot the satphone a dirty look before he thrust it unceremoniously into his jacket pocket.

   “Who was that?” asked Byrd.

   “Guess,” answered Cole.

   “Not Ho?”

   Cole nodded.

   “What did that clown want?” said Byrd.

   “He claims he was the one who fired the missile at us. He demands that I surrender.”

   Byrd guffawed. “And you used General McAuliffe’s line from the Battle of the Bulge on him. Good one, Mr. President.”

   “Thank you, General.”

   “Where did Ho get a missile?” said Klauss. “The UN doesn’t have missiles in New York City.”

   “Probably on the black market,” said Byrd. “The Russians have nukes coming out their ears. He could have gotten one from them.”

   “Do you think Ho’s capable of building an arsenal to take over the world?” said Cole.

   “I wouldn’t put anything past the guy. He sees the world’s falling apart because of the plague. He’s obviously trying to exploit the situation and gain power.”

   “But he doesn’t even have a country,” said Klauss.

   “He figures he’s the secretary-general of the UN, so the whole world’s his oyster.” Byrd shook his head, his mouth downturned. “He’s gone around the bend. A certifiable nutbag.”

   “What are we going to do with him?”

   “When we nuke New York, he’ll be dead meat. He’s not gonna get an evacuation warning this time around.”

   “What about everybody else who’s still alive out there?”

   “She’s right,” put in Cole. “We need to warn the public to seek bomb shelters before we punch in the rest of the code in the football.”

   “The football’s gonna reset if I don’t punch in the rest of the code right now,” said Byrd, noticing that the equipment had a red light flashing on its keyboard.

   The speed of the flashes was increasing.

   “Let it reset. I’m going to the TV studio to issue the warning to evacuate.” Cole turned to Klauss. “I’m glad you reminded me, Sheila.”

   Cole headed for the door.

   Byrd sighed, watching the football with resignation, his hands tied. “Yes, sir.” 

   




 

   

   CHAPTER 65

   Nevada

   

   Tied to the other bus passengers by means of the rope between their bound wrists, Chogan watched the bus drive away. The bus ran over several of the walking dead that got in its way and squashed them like flies on the dirt, where they writhed on their backs then got up and lurched away, except for the ones whose skulls the bus had crushed. 

   The urge to kill Quantrill consumed Chogan. Glaring after the bus he saw her jut her hand out one of the windows and wave good-bye to him. 

   Graveled by her gesture, he fought to break his bonds so he could hunt her down and take her out. His obsession with killing Quantrill blinded Chogan to the fact that the vanguard of the legions of the walking dead was now less than ten feet away from him and his fellow prisoners.

   The sudden realization of his plight brought him to his senses. He had to escape. 

   But how? he wondered.

   Terrified, the other prisoners were pulling against each other as they frantically hopped around trying to go in different directions—with the result that none of them was getting anywhere. Without a common direction they fought each other to a standstill, as the ghouls continued to hem them in.

   Gagged, they couldn’t even talk to each other in order to agree on what to do.

   They hopped and bumped into each other like terrified rabbits, waiting to be torn to pieces by predators.

   Pulled every which way by the other prisoners, Chogan was having trouble maintaining his balance, especially with one of his legs out of commission. The prisoners elbowed and jostled him in their panic to flee.

   The flesh eaters descended on the prisoners nearest them and commenced to tear them apart. 

   Chogan tried to back up toward the ghouls, hoping they would rip apart the duct tape binding his wrists in their eagerness to get at his flesh. Then he might be able to break free and escape. It wasn’t much of a chance, he decided, but it was better than nothing. 

   The better part of two feet away from Chogan, a ghoul in a priest’s dirty black soutane was tearing off the head of a fortysomething woman as he bit into a large chunk of her throat. Arterial blood geysered out of the woman’s ragged neck and drenched Chogan as the ghoul tore the slab of flesh out of her throat.

   The blood on Chogan’s face blinded him momentarily. His arms tied, he couldn’t wipe the fluid out of his eyes. He had to wait for it to drip away. Eyes stinging, he could see at last.

   But maybe it would have been better if he couldn’t see. 

   He saw a ghoul grab Meers’s arm and bite a hunk of bloody flesh out of it. Meers’s eyes bugged out of his head as his face drained of color. Blood jetted out of his shredded arm.

   Chogan wondered absently if the vaccine would prevent Meers from turning into a zombie, if there was anything left of him after the creatures got through tearing him to ribbons. What good was the vaccine if you bled out? And what good was it if the ghouls picked your bones clean?

   What looked like thousands of the ghouls to Chogan laid into the prisoners. Blood and gobbets of flesh were spraying everywhere. A runty sixtysomething ghoul wearing a tan fedora, a scarlet button-down shirt, and beige slacks shuffled toward Chogan. Chogan wondered why the hat was sitting so low on the ghoul’s head, all the way down its brow, in fact.

   Then he saw the reason. The ghoul had no ears to support the fedora. What the ghoul had was a partially decomposed face. Chogan gagged on the stench of the putrid flesh.

   Chogan felt the tether go limp between his fettered wrists behind his back. One of the ghouls must have torn through it during their assault on the prisoners. Now at least Chogan could try to hop away from the massacre. 

   But shoals of ghouls surrounded him. Where could he go? he wondered frantically.

   The eerie silence of the carnage unnerved him. Gagged, the prisoners died mute, even as the zombies ate them alive and splashed through their spurting blood.

   Clouds of dust rose from the outdoor abattoir as ghouls and prisoners scrabbled in the dirt in the onslaught. Dust blew into Chogan’s eyes, irritating them. His eyes teared.

   Chogan didn’t like Meers’s chances. Through the veil of swirling dust Chogan could make out three of the walking dead pinning Meers’s blood-soaked squirming body to the ground as they got down on their haunches and hunched over it.

   Chogan couldn’t help Meers. Chogan couldn’t even help himself.

   He started hopping backward toward a thirtyish female redheaded ghoul that was wearing a black police uniform with its pant legs torn off, hoping she might slash the bonds around his wrists with her claws. Blood dripping from her mouth, she waded through the mob of creatures toward him. Chogan kept hopping backward toward her, offering his bound wrists to her. 

   Once his hands were free, he would be able to wield a weapon and make some kind of an effort to defend himself. In his current state, trussed like a turkey, he had no chance against the ghouls.

   Of course, there was nothing to prevent the cop ghoul from ripping Chogan’s arms off or sinking her jagged teeth into his neck as he backed into her, Chogan knew. 

   

   




 

   

   CHAPTER 66

   Mount Weather Emergency Operations Center

   

   His face somber, President Cole sat behind his desk in the TV studio and eyed the camera whose red light glowed at him.

   “I sit here before you today with a heavy heart,” he said. “I am saddened by the plague that has brought so much grief to this country, to your families and your loved ones. The battle is joined between us and the pandemic—and I’m sorry to say we are losing. 

   “We must do something decisive to break the back of the disease and save our country. 

   “It is with this in mind that I have decided to initiate the launching of nuclear missiles to eradicate the disease from our hallowed land. WMD are the only weapons at our disposal that can wipe out the disease.

   “We thought the vaccine would effectively put an end to the plague.” Cole’s eyes welled with tears. “Sadly, we were wrong. We have discovered that the vaccine is only 60 percent effective.”

   “The liar,” Mellors told Slocum, who was standing beside him behind the camera watching Cole. “Zero percent effective is more like it.”

   “He’s covering his ass,” said Slocum, holding his voice down so Cole couldn’t hear it and the studio mikes couldn’t pick it up.

   “I’m surprised he even admitted it was 60 percent effective—even if it is a lie.”

   “He had to in order to justify his launching of nuclear weapons,” said Slocum. “If the vaccine really worked, we wouldn’t need to drop nuclear bombs on the populace.”

   Mellors nodded. “Everything he does is to protect his image.”

   “He’s gonna have a hard time selling the nuclear annihilation of the country to the public, though. How do you make yourself look good to the public, when you’re bombarding them with A-bombs?”

   “I am urging every American to evacuate your homes or wherever you’re hiding and find a bomb shelter,” said Cole. “You must do this immediately to escape the nuclear blasts of the WMD that I am ordering dropped all across the nation.

   “My fellow Americans, this is our last best hope for survival. If we don’t take decisive action immediately, our beloved country will be totaled by the plague. The only means we have of purging the nation of the plague is to annihilate every last one of the infected.”

   “And anyone else who’s above ground,” Mellors said under his breath to Slocum.

   “This is a sad day for all of us Americans,” said Cole. He paused for effect, eying the camera lens with morose eyes. “And yet as sad as it is today, it will be joyful in the future for us after we have eradicated the disease. We are on the verge of overcoming the worst plague in the history of our planet and returning America to Americans. Our future really is bright!” said Cole, his voice rising. “We shall rise in triumph like the phoenix from the ashes and once again become the strongest nation in the world!”

   The director cued the music. “The Star-spangled Banner” started playing in the background. 

   When Cole glimpsed the red light on the camera wink out, he rose from his seat behind the studio desk, stepped off the stage, and angled for the exit.

   “Now let’s go vaporize everybody,” said Mellors between his teeth out of Cole’s earshot. 

   




 

   

   CHAPTER 67

   Nevada

   

   Chogan was watching the flock of blackbirds filling the polished blue sky like a corolla of living petals. It was just like his mother had told him the way it had been when he was born. He had never seen so many blackbirds in all his life.

   It was a sign, his mother had told him, that he would accomplish great things. It was his destiny that he would amount to something. 

   It was like all of the blackbirds in the state of California had congregated over Chogan to celebrate his birth, according to what his mother had told him.

   It was the same thing now. Their wings beating overhead raising a racket, the myriad of blackbirds zigzagged through the sky, wheeling this way and that, but always returning over Chogan as he lay supine on the ground, his face turned toward the sky.

   So many blackbirds . . . 

   He heard them calling to him, trying to rouse him out of his reverie. They wanted him to join them and fly with them in the sky and soar toward the sun and over the land. And he wanted to be with them. One of them. Soaring free over the mountains, lakes, rivers, and oceans. Over the hills and the dales. 

   That was his destiny. He was sure of it. That was why he had always wanted to pilot planes for a living.

   It was so real he could feel himself flying over the desert, the land blurring underneath him as he kited across it with his friends the blackbirds at his sides gliding and banking through the sky.

   






   

   CHAPTER 68

   

   The Mustang’s steering wheel in hand, McLellan was squinting with monomaniacal purpose into the desert sunlight at the tire tracks left by the bus, his focus so intense he didn’t even realize why Halverson, who was seated beside him, let out a gasp of dismay.

   “Jesus,” said Halverson, gazing through the windshield.

   “What?” said Victoria from the backseat. She leaned forward in her seat. Then she saw it too. “Oh my God!”

   McLellan jerked his head up from focusing on the tire tracks. His eyes widened at the sight.

   In the distance, thousands of ghouls were massing in a tight formation and kicking up clouds of dust as they crammed together.

   Halverson could have sworn some of the moiling dust looked pink.

   “What the hell are they doing?” said McLellan.

   “It looks like a feeding frenzy,” said Halverson. “You never see them that agitated unless they’re around food.”

   “I can’t see any food.”

   “Whatever it is, they’ve got it surrounded.”

   “Do you think it’s the bus?” said Victoria.

   “If it was the bus, we could see it in the middle of them.” Halverson scanned the area. “I don’t see the bus anywhere.”

   “Maybe the dust is obscuring our view.”

   Other than the walking dead, all Halverson could see was a swarm of crows swooping and gyring above the skittering creatures.

   McLellan slowed the Mustang, which was making a beeline for the center of the commotion.

   “What do we do?” said Victoria.

   “I wish I knew what those things had surrounded,” said McLellan.

   “Nobody knows anything!” screamed Victoria. “The world’s going insane! Nothing makes any sense!”

   “Take it easy,” said McLellan, craning his head around to check up on her.

   “How can you take it easy when nothing makes any sense?”

   Halverson wondered if Victoria was losing it. She was a tough cookie, he knew from having spent a long time with her during the outbreak, but she had been through a lot, as had they all. Maybe too much. Maybe she had reached her breaking point. Was the insanity finally getting to her? He shifted in his seat and looked back at her.

   Her face appeared pallid, her blonde hair matted. At the moment she seemed composed, though. 

   She had just flipped out for a few moments, he figured.

   She eyed him. “What does it all mean?” she said, her voice subdued now.

   “Nothing,” he said.

   “That’s the problem.”

   “It’s just the way it is. We have to take it as it comes, even if we can’t explain it.”

   “How do you know?”

   “I don’t know anything.”

   His answer seemed to mollify her, though he had no idea why. It wasn’t much of an answer, he realized. He turned back to the front of the car. 

   “Do you see what I see?” said McLellan. 

   “The bus tracks head straight into them,” said Halverson, watching the frenzied mob of creatures. 

   “Not a good sign,” said Victoria.

   “Then where’s the bus?” said McLellan. “I don’t get it.”

   “The only way we’re gonna find out what they’re eating is by going down there,” said Halverson.

   McLellan glanced at his FN 5.7 in his shoulder rig. “With only two pistols? That’s like committing hara-kiri.”

   “What if Chogan and Arnold are down there?” said Victoria. “We have to save them.”

   “We wouldn’t even be able to save ourselves with just two guns against a couple thousand of those things.”

   “We could use the car to run them over.”

   “But we’d get stuck in the middle of them if dead bodies got wedged under our wheels. We’re better off waiting till they leave.”

   “If we wait too long, Chogan and Arnold will be already dead by the time we get there.”

   McLellan turned back toward Victoria. “I hate to tell you this, but if they’re stuck in the middle of that riot, they’re beyond help.”

   “You can’t be sure of that.”

   Halverson thought about it. “What about a diversion?”

   “Like what?” said McLellan.

   “The ghouls are attracted to noise. We could fire one of our guns.”

   “What good’ll that do? Then they’ll come after us.”

   “Exactly. And then we can drive around behind them and find out what they were eating. We’ve got the advantage of speed. They can’t catch us if we keep moving.”

   MeLellan sighed. “I don’t know. It might work. It’s gonna be dangerous, though. Some of those things are sure to stay in their feeding ground when we drive over there.”

   “Let’s do it,” said Victoria. “We have to find Chogan and Arnold.”

   Victoria hadn’t cracked, not by a long shot, decided Halverson. She was still the same Victoria he had grown to know during the plague—a headstrong woman full of determination. She was back on track. And he felt better for it, he realized. He was good to go.

   He powered open his window, extended his hand outside, and fired a shot toward the creatures with his Sig. 

   A slew of the walking dead in the throng turned around to check out the source of the gunshot’s crack. A host of dead milky eyes glared in the Mustang’s direction, giving Halverson the creeps with their thousand-yard stares.

   Halverson fired another shot at the ghouls.

   A mob of twitching jerking dead flesh, the creatures started lumbering toward the Mustang.

   “I don’t want to use up all my ammo,” said Halverson, putting away his gun.

   “Let’s get out and scream at them,” said Victoria.

   “Good idea.”

   Halverson, McLellan, and Victoria clambered out of the car. 

   Waving their arms, jumping up and down, they screamed at the approaching ghouls. 

   Most of the creatures had abandoned the feeding ground, Halverson could see, while a couple dozen lingered on the bloodstained ground, polishing off the arms and legs and sundry internal organs of their victims.

   Halverson could only speculate as to how many persons the creatures had ripped apart and devoured.

   He cut his eyes toward his wristwatch. “Let’s give ’em ten minutes to clear away from there. Then we can drive there and take a look.”

   “What’s the point?” said McLellan. “I can’t see any survivors from here. Can you?”

   “Maybe there are some bodies on the ground that we can’t see from here,” said Victoria. “They could still be alive.”

   “I don’t see anybody over there trying to flag us down. They must’ve heard our gunshots. Why aren’t they signaling us?”

   “Maybe they’re too hurt to move. We need to take a closer look to make sure.”

   The zombies crept toward them like an army of death marching under the torrid sun, devouring the earth with their steady but jerky tread.

   “Let’s go check it out now,” said Halverson.

   “This is as close as I ever want to get to one of those things,” said McLellan, his eyes locked on the creatures like he was in a trance.

   Halverson nudged McLellan in the arm. “Let’s go.”

   It was enough to break the spell.

   Halverson, McLellan, and Victoria careered to the Mustang.

   






   

   CHAPTER 69

   

   McLellan claimed the Mustang’s driver’s seat. Victoria hunched through the front door into the backseat. Halverson climbed in last and rode shotgun.

   McLellan fired the engine, put the car into first gear, and did a doughnut, kicking up billowing clouds of dust as the car spun around.

   “Showing off?” said Halverson.

   “I wanted to see if I could do a doughnut,” said McLellan. “I never had a car with this much horse.”

   “The dust’s acting like a smokescreen too,” said Halverson, nodding. 

   McLellan snickered. “Yeah. The deadheads can’t see us now.”

   He drove wide of the approaching hordes of ghouls.

   The pluming dust concealed the car’s whereabouts from the flesh eaters. 

   He accelerated, knowing he wouldn’t have much time to inspect the site of the slaughter. The sooner he got there the better. For sure, the ghouls would follow the Mustang and make short work of him, Halverson, and Victoria if the trio dawdled in their search for survivors.

   Once the dust cleared, the ghouls would catch sight of the fiery red Mustang in no time. It stuck out like a sore thumb in the desert’s barrenness. 

   It took the better part of five minutes for the Mustang to reach the scene of the massacre.

   McLellan brought the car to a halt and remained seated.

   Halverson and Victoria got out of the car to scope out the area. A clutch of the creatures that had dallied at the feeding ground to continue eating caught sight of them and shambled toward them.

   Bodies sprawled on the ground minus their limbs, their stomachs ripped open with bloody intestines spilling out of them. Its fur matted with blood, a rat clawed its way out of one belly.

   Victoria eyed the rat with equal parts disgust and fear as the creature scampered away.

   “Any sign of Chogan or Meers?” said Halverson.

   “Not yet,” said Victoria. 

   McLellan kept the Mustang’s motor running. 

   “Hurry it up, you guys!” he called through the open window.

   “I don’t understand what happened here,” Victoria told Halverson as they examined the mutilated bodies strewn among half-eaten body parts that included decapitated heads.

   Zombies milled around the blood-soaked scene, grunting, munching on flesh, and spitting out bone fragments.

   Halverson grimaced at the mangled bodies that lay in the dirt. “We’ll never be able to ID these bodies. All of their faces are eaten off. Any of these could be Chogan or Meers.”

   “Let’s look a little longer,” said Victoria, loath to give up her quest. “Emma might be here, too.”

   The walking dead were scrabbling uncomfortably close to Halverson. He whipped out his Sig and blasted a male one in its fifties that was baring its rotting teeth in a grimace and reaching its decrepit, clawing fingers toward him. The round slammed into the ghoul’s forehead. The ghoul jerked its head back and crumpled to the ground.

   A second ghoul was closing in on Halverson. 

   Halverson trained his weapon on the creature’s head.

   Halverson gasped. 

   “What is it?” said Victoria, who had been inspecting a female body that lay supine near her feet with its partially consumed brain surrounded by circling flies.

   She looked up at Halverson.

   Halverson was staring with unblinking eyes at the male creature that was sidling toward him with its mouth gaping.

   Though putrescent, what was left of the face looked familiar to Victoria. 

   She screamed. 

   Chogan was staring back at her with milky eyes.

   Halverson had recognized Chogan, too. In fact, Halverson was having trouble pulling the trigger as he aimed his automatic at Chogan’s face. Halverson was hoping beyond hope that Chogan hadn’t turned yet, that Chogan was simply injured, that the vaccine had saved Chogan’s life—

   Yes, the vaccine. The vaccine would save Chogan, decided Halverson.

   Even though it didn’t look that way, Halverson had to admit. Blood was streaming from Chogan’s mouth, and Halverson doubted it was Chogan’s blood. Chogan had been feasting on flesh, it looked like. And Chogan was all but a foot away from Halverson and was opening his mouth and preparing to take a bite out of Halverson’s face.

   Halverson reared back his foot and kicked Chogan in the chest. Halverson couldn’t believe Chogan had become infected. Why hadn’t the vaccine protected Chogan? It made no sense. 

   Propelled by Halverson’s kick, Chogan stumbled backward, arms flailing. Then he plodded forward toward Halverson again.

   Halverson realized Chogan was missing one of his arms. Blood-drenched duct tape hung from Chogan’s remaining arm’s wrist.

   “What happened here?” Halverson asked Chogan.

   Chogan answered by opening his blood-streaked mouth in preparation to bite Halverson’s face. Halverson saw for the first time that what he had taken at first blush to be a strip of bloody flesh hanging from Chogan’s mouth was in fact bloody duct tape.

   “Why don’t you shoot him?” said Victoria.

   Watching Halverson she bit her lower lip, which turned white from the compression.

   “Maybe the vaccine prevented him from becoming infected,” said Halverson.

   “That’s not Chogan anymore,” said Victoria in exasperation.

   Halverson had to remind himself Victoria was right. That wasn’t Chogan standing in front of him. That was a walking corpse. It looked human, but it wasn’t.

   Halverson was sick of all the killing. He had killed so many flesh eaters, he couldn’t remember the number. He could easily kill the ones he didn’t know, but it was a different matter altogether when he knew the creature that had once been human. 

   In Santa Monica he had been confronted with blowing away his own brother. Making the decision to do it had torn him apart inside. Now he had to kill Chogan, a man he had befriended. When was all the killing going to stop? It was wreaking havoc on his nerves.

   Distraught, he brought his Sig to bear on Chogan’s face. It’s not Chogan, it’s not Chogan, he kept repeating to himself.

   His remaining arm thrashing, Chogan trudged toward Halverson.

   “What are you waiting for?” said Victoria, concerned for Halverson’s safety under Chogan’s onslaught. 

   Halverson gritted his teeth and fired. The hollow-point round bored through one of Chogan’s eyes and out the back of his skull along with a saucer-sized fragment of parietal bone with blobs of brains adhered to it that sailed ten feet away and skittered into the dirt. 

   Chogan reeled and dropped in a heap at Halverson’s feet.

   Halverson dropped his gun. He ran his hand down his face, overcome with feelings of regret mingled with anger and frustration.

   Gazing down at the corpse, out of the corner of his eye, Halverson picked up on frayed lengths of rope scattered around the area. 

   “You had to do it,” said Victoria. Shaking her head she screwed up her face. “I don’t understand why the vaccine didn’t protect him.”

   “Why are these lengths of rope here?” asked Halverson, coming out of his funk and fixating on the ropes.

   Victoria scoped out the ropes that littered the ground. “I don’t know.”

   Halverson recalled the intersection beyond the Las Vegas Strip where he had seen an assemblage of zombies milling among human bones and lengths of rope. And then there was that duct tape hanging from Chogan’s wrist and mouth.

   “They were left here bound and gagged,” said Halverson, making the connection. “This is a feeding ground. Quantrill dumped all the passengers here to feed them to the zombies.”

   “This is what the winners of the lottery get?” said Victoria, her voice suffused with outrage. 

   Halverson nodded. “They won the right to be food.”

   “But why?”

   Halverson was putting it all together in his mind now, remembering what Quantrill had told him about positive reinforcement.

   “To keep the creatures away from the strip,” he said. “Quantrill has them trained like Pavlov’s dogs. Certain areas are feeding grounds. The creatures hang around these areas waiting for their next meal and stay away from the strip as long as they continue to get fed.”

   Victoria cringed at the thought. “It’s revolting.”

   “I can’t believe she’d stoop to something as low as this.”

   “Where are Meers and Emma?”

   “Meers is probably one of the corpses here. Emma, too.”

   “I had no idea,” said Victoria, unable to grasp the scope of Quantrill’s monstrosity.

   “I’m gonna hunt Quantrill down and make her pay for this if it’s the last thing I do.”

   Jaw set with determination, Halverson snagged his pistol from the dirt.

   Another one of the walking dead was shuffling toward him. It was a male with long grey hair and a desiccated complexion that was peeling off its skull.

   Halverson shot the creature between the eyes.

   He noticed that the mobs of creatures that had trudged away from the feeding ground to pursue the Mustang were now returning to their dining scene and its lure of fresh living meat. The creatures were shuffling less than twenty feet from Halverson and Victoria.

   “Let’s go,” he said.

   He and Victoria bounded for the Mustang. 

   MeLellan put the car in gear and met them halfway as the legions of ghouls pressed closer to them. 

   Victoria jumped into the car, Halverson right behind her. He slammed the door shut after him, even as another ghoul groped for him.

   Seeing the car’s path blocked by mobs of ghouls, McLellan threw the Mustang into reverse. He spun the car around in the dirt and drove in the opposite direction through clouds of dust his tires had stirred up, fleeing the pack of zombies that was undulating and jerking after the car.

   

   






   

   CHAPTER 70

   Mount Weather Emergency Operations Center

   

   His administration seated around him, President Cole was sitting in front of the football in the Situation Room punching his secret code into the device.

   “No more interruptions this time,” he said.

   Punching in the last numeral of his alphanumeric code on the keyboard, he signaled to Secretary of Defense Byrd.

   Byrd rose from his seat and strode to the football.

   The plastic “biscuit” in his hand with his confirmation code on it, he commenced hunting and pecking on the football’s keyboard.

   Mellors noticed that every single state on the image of the map of the United States on the high-definition flat-panel TV screen mounted on the wall had by now turned red.

   “What are the initial targets?” asked Sheila Klauss, eyes glued to the football.

   “New York’s number one,” answered Byrd.

   “But you already bombed New York with thermite.”

   “That prick Ho escaped somehow. We can’t let him live or he’ll throw another missile at us.”

   “Miami, San Francisco, Chicago,” said Cole. “All areas of high-density populations.”

   “What about Las Vegas?” said FBI Director Paris. “I have a man undercover in Vegas.”

   “Vegas is one of our targets,” said Byrd.

   “What about my agent?”

   “What makes you think he’s still alive? The only living things roaming the country now are these infected cannibals.”

   “You can’t be sure of that.”

   Cole cleared his throat and leaned forward. “The point is, we can’t wait any longer. The cannibals and the plague must be purged from our country before it’s too late.”

   “After we cleanse our country, we’ll launch ICBMs with MIRVs from underground silos at Canada and Mexico and nuke our whole continent, exterminating the plague,” said Byrd. “Then we won’t have to repel cannibals invading our country over our borders.”

   “MIRVs?” said Sheila Klauss.

   “It means the ICBMs can support multiple nuclear warheads.” Byrd gestured with his hands in front of his barrel chest. “We can hit multiple targets using just one ICBM.”

   “And then you intend to use the MIRVs to purge the rest of the world?”

   “Exactly. If the explosions don’t kill the infected, the radioactive fallout will. No living creature can survive the amount of radiation they’re gonna be hit with.”

   “But they’re not living,” said Mellors. “They’re walking corpses.”

   Byrd shrugged it off. “Semantics.”

   “Enough radioactive dust for a nuclear winter?” said Slocum.

   Byrd raised his shaving-brush eyebrows. “Anything’s possible.” He paused. “Personally, I don’t subscribe to the nuclear winter theory. It’s a bunch of PC hogwash. The climate’s not gonna change just because we drop a bunch of nukes.”

   “I guess we’ll find out pretty soon.” 

   Byrd completed punching in the code. “Game on. Your order to initiate nuclear bombing is confirmed, Mr. President.”

   Byrd stepped back from the football, whose green light on the top of its keyboard set to flashing.

   “How much time do we have left?” said Cole.

   “At least half an hour before the first A-bomb is dropped.” Byrd consulted his wristwatch. “A little after three o’clock our time it’ll be bombs away.”

   “God help us,” said Cole.

   “He hasn’t so far,” muttered Slocum.

   

   




 

   

   CHAPTER 71

   Nevada

   

   McLellan drove the Mustang through the desert away from the raft of walking dead that skittered after him.

   “Where to now?” asked Victoria from the backseat.

   “We go after the bus,” answered Halverson.

   “Do you think Arnold and Emma are still on it?”

   “No. Quantrill left them to die in the desert with the others.”

   “How can you be so sure?”

   “She has no reason to keep them alive. If they won the lottery, their bodies are back in the desert getting their bones picked clean.”

   “Poor bastards,” said McLellan, at the wheel.

   “If Arnold and Emma are dead, why are we following the bus?” asked Victoria.

   Halverson didn’t hesitate before answering. “To kill Quantrill.”

   Victoria yawned. “Why don’t we just go back to Vegas, find Emma, and make tracks out of here?”

   “I doubt Emma’s alive. I’m betting Quantrill wanted all of us to be on that bus, not just Chogan and Meers. She wanted to feed all of us to the living dead.”

   “But she didn’t know where we were,” put in McLellan.

   “So she left without us to take care of Chogan and Meers first.”

   McLellan pointed up ahead. “Isn’t that the bus up there?”

   In the distance, under the sallow sunlight that dripped like poison from the white disc of sun above, a bus was parked with the walking dead teeming around it. The sporadic sounds of gunfire cackled from the bus’s interior as soldiers shot through the open windows at the hordes of walking dead that surged and pressed against the sides of the bus in their eagerness to gorge on living flesh.

   Several of the creatures jerked and dropped dead in their tracks, their heads split open by bullets.

   “I wonder why the bus stopped,” said Halverson.

   “Let’s check it out,” said McLellan.

   He drove toward the bus and the walking dead that swarmed around it.

   As the Mustang neared the bus, Halverson noticed that the bus was canting toward the front. “They got a flat tire.”

   “That’s what they get for driving on this dirt,” said McLellan.

   He slowed the Mustang.

   “What are you doing?” said Halverson.

   “You don’t want to go into that mess, do you?” said McLellan.

   Halverson shifted restlessly in his seat. “I’m gonna kill Quantrill.”

   “She may already be dead for all we know.”

   “Let’s just get out of here and look for Emma back at the strip,” said Victoria.

   “Emma’s gone,” said Halverson. 

   “If Quantrill’s not already dead, she will be soon,” said McLellan. “Look at all those zombies attacking the bus.”

   “We have to make sure she’s dead,” said Halverson.

   “We may end up dead if we get mixed up in that fracas. All we have are two handguns and a few rounds of ammunition. There’s gotta be at least five hundred of those things over there, if not more.”

   “It sounds like they got a lot of firepower in the bus,” said Halverson, listening to the drumbeat of gunfire and watching ghouls fall dead. 

   “What makes you think the passengers on the bus are gonna put out the welcome mat for us? They’ll probably start shooting at us when they see who we are.”

   McLellan had a point, Halverson decided. 

   Halverson could see ghouls climbing onto the top of the bus and shambling on the roof, their bony hands clawing the air. Other ghouls were trying to haul themselves through the open windows as shots rang out from inside the bus. Two ghouls fell out of the windows with bullets in their heads. Two other ghouls immediately took their comrades’ places trying to scale the side of the bus and enter through the windows.

   The ghouls on the bus’s roof got down on their knees, crawled to the sides of the bus, and tried to lower themselves through the open windows, feet first. Gunshots pelted their feet but cut no ice. The shots didn’t even slow the creatures down. Their feet and legs torn to shreds by bullets, the ghouls kept lowering themselves through the windows and into the bus’s interior.

   Running low on ammunition, the soldiers commenced clubbing the invading creatures with the stocks of their M4 carbines at close quarters.

   With the soldiers preoccupied battling the zombies inside the bus, more creatures climbed onto the bus’s roof and lowered themselves through the windows. Crammed inside the bus with the soldiers, the creatures chewed living flesh and tore out throats, spraying the interior with fountains of hot blood from their screaming victims as the bus rocked and shuddered with the tumult inside it.

   






   

   CHAPTER 72

   

   “We need to make a run for it,” said Quantrill at the front of the bus, watching the chaotic hand-to-hand combat her soldiers were waging with the ghouls surrounding her.

   M4 in hand, Kwang-Sun stood at her side in the din with blood streaming from the side of his head where his ear used to be before a ghoul had chewed it off. He fired a burst into the mob of creatures. It was difficult to get off a clear shot at them because of their proximity to the remaining soldiers, who were punching, kicking, and clubbing the ghouls that converged on them. Another geyser of arterial blood sprayed the bus’s ceiling as a soldier succumbed to a ghoul.

   “We can’t stay in here,” said Kwang-Sun.

   “Did I ever tell you why I always wanted to be boss, Kwang-Sun?”

   Quantrill shot one of the ghouls in its eye. The thirtyish male ghoul jerked its head back and collapsed in the aisle and prevented the other ghouls from advancing on her for a brief time.

   The hiatus wouldn’t last long. The other ghouls were already trampling the dead ghoul underfoot. 

   “No,” said Kwang-Sun.

   “My father-in-law raped me when I was eight years old,” said Quantrill. “After that I swore I’d never let anyone boss me around when I grew up. He looked sort of like that ghoul I just shot.”

   “Damn.”

   Quantrill whipped her head around, seeking out a means of escape.

   “The front door’s jammed with ghouls trying to get in,” she said, backing up to the head of the metal steps that led to the door and watching through the door’s window as the ghouls flailed away at the glass.

   “We’ll have to force it open,” said Kwang-Sun.

   Quantrill stepped aside and let Kwang-Sun descend the steps to the door that was chattering in its frame as the ghouls pressed their bodies and faces against its window’s safety glass.

   He slung his M4 over his shoulder. Against the weight of their bodies, he strained to wrench the door open.

   As the door cracked open, a ghoul stuck its hand through the gap between the door and the frame and scratched Kwang-Sun’s bald head.

   Starting, Kwang-Sun yelped and cursed.

   He released his grip on the door and it sprang shut, crushing the ghoul’s arm. Kwang-Sun retreated up the stairs.

   “We’ll never get out that way,” he said, blood trickling from the gash in his head down his face.

   Quantrill wondered if she should shoot Kwang-Sun. Ghouls had scratched him and chewed off his ear. Was he infected? Or was the vaccine protecting him? If he hadn’t gotten the vaccine, she would have shot him by now. But the vaccine would prevent him from becoming infected. 

   She had her pistol trained on Kwang-Sun’s stomach at the moment. 

   Kwang-Sun wasn’t aware of it. He was too busy trying to figure a way out of the bus that was fast becoming a death trap. 

   Quantrill decided not to shoot him. She trusted the vaccine would work. After all, why would the government lie about its effectiveness? In any case, she needed Kwang-Sun’s help to get out of the bus. She lowered her Glock 17 and concentrated on finding a way out.

   She turned to the front windshield. For the moment the bus’s hood was clear of zombies. 

   “What if we kick out the front windshield?” she said.

   Kwang-Sun studied the windshield. “The hell with kicking it.”

   He leveled his M4 at the window and fired a burst into it, perforating the glass with ragged holes. He flipped the M4 around and battered the punctured, weakened glass with the M4’s stock, crashing through the glass and splaying shards on the hood until there was a hole in the windshield wide enough for him to crawl through. 

   Arms thrashing, ghouls stumbled toward them down the aisle from the back of the bus.

   Quantrill fired a round from her Glock into the forehead of the nearest one, a twentysomething male wearing a pair of metallic earphones that hung askew on its head. 

   The creature’s head jerked back. Occipital bone spalls and brains slid down its spine, as the creature collapsed to its knees then was shoved forward onto its face and trampled by a ghoul behind it.

   Muzzle in hand, with his M4’s stock Kwang-Sun bashed out the jagged pieces of glass that remained in the windshield’s frame. 

   He wheeled around, spun the M4’s stock so it rested against his shoulder, and scythed down two approaching ghouls with two three-round bursts to their heads, providing cover fire for Quantrill to escape.

   Careful not to cut herself on the toothed glass that protruded from the frame, Quantrill pulled herself through the broken windshield and wormed her way onto the bus’s hood. As Quantrill stood up, a middle-aged female ghoul with shoulder-length dyed blonde hair crawled onto the hood, half pushed by the ghouls mobbed behind her.

   The fortyish blonde creature had large bloodshot milky blue eyes that betrayed her fondness for booze. She looked like she had downed about ten drinks too many. Her splotchy complexion and carbuncled nose confirmed the impression.

   The blonde must have turned while she was soused, decided Quantrill. Strapped to the bottle blonde’s back was a papoose with a baby squirming in it.

   Sickened by the sight, Quantrill didn’t want to think about it. She was sure the baby had turned, as well.

   Quantrill kicked the bottle blonde in the face with her combat boots. To Quantrill’s relief, under the impetus of the blow, the creature did a backflip off the hood and tumbled into the phalanx of zombies that engulfed the bus.

   Surveying the perimeter around the bus, Quantrill didn’t like her chances. Rows of ghouls at least ten deep surrounded the bus. The rows extended too far for her to bound over them.

   “Not looking good!” she shouted back to Kwang-Sun, who was still in the bus.

   All arms and legs, Kwang-Sun clambered out of the broken windshield and stood beside her on the hood.

   Then he took a bite out of her throat. Blood from her carotid artery jetted from her mutilated throat.

   She screamed in pain. She whipped her hand toward her wound to stanch the flow of blood. Blood poured through the interstices between her fingers.

   His milky eyes staring blankly out of his head, Kwang-Sun munched on the slab of Quantrill’s neck in his mouth.

   Losing blood rapidly, Quantrill thought she would pass out any second. 

   Kwang-Sun snatched Quantrill’s hand away from her throat so he could lap the stream of blood that gushed from her wound.

   Quantrill fired her pistol two times into Kwang-Sun’s chest, too weak to aim the muzzle high enough to shoot his head.

   The bullets penetrated Kwang-Sun’s heart and one of his lungs with no effect.

   Kwang-Sun kept coming at her, eager to consume more of her flesh.

   Quantrill tried to push him away from her, stumbled over her own feet on the hood, and plummeted into the horde of frenzied ghouls that ringed the bus. The creatures crushed against each other in their lust to consume her living flesh. 

   The ghouls started tearing her limb from limb, drenching themselves with her gushing blood.

   Her screams rang out, piercing the silence of the empty desert. 

   It seemed to take forever for her to die. She kept screaming and screaming. 

   Then abruptly she stopped.

   All that could be heard was a smattering of gunshots that popped inside the bus. Then they, too, fell silent.

   

   






   

   CHAPTER 73

   

   “I guess we don’t have to worry about her anymore,” said McLellan, watching Quantrill’s demise from the driver’s seat of the Mustang.

   He stopped the car.

   “She couldn’t survive that,” said Victoria, turning her head away from the scene of the massacre at the bus, visibly shaken by the bloodshed.

   “She got what she deserved, if you ask me,” said Halverson.

   “Nobody deserves to get killed like that.”

   “She got a dose of her own medicine. How many hundreds of people did she have sent to be slaughtered and eaten at the feeding grounds?”

   “More like thousands,” said McLellan. “But she was doing it to keep the survivors on the strip safe.”

   “And what about all those medics at the shelter that she ordered shot? Do you think she was right to do that?”

   “Paranoia is the only reason I can think of for her doing that. I didn’t take part in it.”

   Halverson nodded. “I noticed you didn’t do any shooting there.”

   “I have no problem blowing away criminals, but I can’t mow down innocent civilians in cold blood.”

   He gave Halverson a look that Halverson could not interpret.

   Halverson heard a rumble overhead. He leaned forward in his seat and looked up through the windshield. A black aircraft built in the singular triangle shape of a Stealth bomber was flying toward Las Vegas.

   “What’s that noise?” said Victoria, unable to see the aircraft from the backseat.

   McLellan craned his neck through his open window and shielded his eyes from the sun with his hand as he gazed skyward. “Looks like a Stealth bomber.”

   “Could be a drone,” said Halverson. 

   A deafening blast resonated through the air.

   Eyes bulging, Halverson, McLellan, and Victoria started in their seats.

   “What was that?” said Victoria. 

   She didn’t know if anyone could hear her. She couldn’t even hear herself because of the ringing in her ears.

   Halverson watched a massive fulmination erupting over Las Vegas. He had never seen such a humongous explosion in his life.

   He turned his face away from the blinding light emitted by the blast. “Don’t look at it.”

   “Shit!” said McLellan. “They’ve gone and done it!”

   “What?” said Victoria, shutting her eyes. 

   “They nuked Vegas.”

   “We gotta get out of here,” said Halverson. “We’re too close to ground zero.”

   An orange and black mushroom cloud blossomed over Las Vegas and towered into the sky, belching radioactive smoke and debris into the atmosphere, emitting a roar that shook and vibrated the Mustang.

   McLellan spun the Mustang around and headed at speed in the opposite direction, stomping the gas pedal. 

   The hot arid blast wind bearing thermal radiation would arrive in no time, Halverson knew, scouring the desert and burning everything in its wake.

   “You think we can outrace that thing?” said Victoria.

   “Quantrill had her own militia,” said McLellan. “They have scores of blast shelters around here. She always suspected Vegas would be one of the first targets to be nuked.”

   “I guess she wasn’t paranoid after all.”

   “Nevada is the home of the A-bomb. This is where they conducted test explosions back in the fifties. Blast shelters are pretty common around here.”

   “Do you know where the shelters are?” said Halverson, his face contorted, barely able to hear himself through the racket of the blast.

   Warily, McLellan watched the image of the nuclear explosion unfurling its orange and black blossom in the rearview mirror. 

   “Yeah,” he said. “There’s one around here.” He paused, looking uncertain as he surveyed the terrain. “I think. Look for a large boulder painted white in the desert.”

   “How can you tell?” said Victoria, taking in the desert. “Everything looks the same around here.”

   “Quantrill drove out here because she knows this area. I’m telling you, there has to be a blast shelter nearby. She knew the government would bomb Vegas sooner or later so she had shelters built all over.”

   Halverson scanned the scrub-dotted desert flatland. He picked up on what appeared to be a splash of white in the otherwise brown desert. It was difficult to tell for sure because of the distortion to his vision caused by the shimmering thermals rising from the ground. 

   “Over there!” he said, pointing to his right.

   “I got it,” said McLellan.

   The Mustang screamed toward the blaze of white that was the length of a football field from the car.

   McLellan slammed on the brakes about ten feet away from what turned out to be a white-painted boulder. He spilled out of the car.

   Halverson and Victoria filed out after him.

   Halverson could feel the hot blast wave approaching them, screaming across the desert, casting up dust, sand, and pebbles around them.

   McLellan wheeled around and pulled his gun on Halverson. “Except you’re not coming with us.”

   Halverson froze in his tracks, the blast wind picking up around them. He had to squint in the gusts that blew sand at him.

   Victoria kept running and stopped at McLellan’s side, looking confused.

   “I don’t get it,” said Halverson.

   “Open the door,” McLellan told Victoria.

   “What door?” she said.

   “In the ground at your feet there’s a ringbolt. Pull it up. It’s attached to the shelter’s trapdoor.”

   Victoria stepped backward and all but tripped on the iron ringbolt that protruded from the dirt.

   Through the veil of dust, Halverson could barely make out the mushroom cloud looming over them. He could feel the fringes of the intense heat emanating from ground zero as the burning radioactive wind swept toward them.

   “I heard about you from the Bureau before I lost contact with them,” said McLellan. “I know who you are, Chad Halverson, if that’s your real name.”

   “Does it matter?” said Halverson. He had several names he used in his line of work. One was as good as the other, the way he saw it.

   “The Bureau told me you’re a rogue CIA agent and an enemy of the state. I’m supposed to take you out.”

   Halverson was inching closer to McLellan and hoping McLellan wasn’t picking up on it. The roiling dust was helping screen Halverson’s movements. Halverson ruled out reaching behind his waist for his Sig. By the time he snagged the pistol, McLellan would have pulled the trigger on his FN 5.7 and blown him away.

   Meanwhile, the scorching wind was picking up speed and gusting violently across the desert toward Halverson, McLellan, and Victoria. They were having trouble remaining on their feet in the onrush of howling gale-force wind. 

   “You’re a traitor,” said McLellan, narrowing his eyes to see through the furnacelike blast of air that expelled radioactive dust into his face as he prepared to squeeze his pistol’s trigger.

   “Why didn’t you let Quantrill kill me when you were grilling me?”

   “I wanted to see where you’d go when I helped you escape.”

   “Why?”

   “I wanted to find out what you know that makes you so dangerous, so I gave you enough rope and followed you.”

   “And?”

   “You want to get back to DC for some reason, probably to destroy it somehow.”

   Aided by a gust of wind at his back, Halverson hurled himself at McLellan.

   McLellan squeezed his FN 5.7’s trigger as Halverson collided with him. The errant shot flew wide of Halverson.

   Halverson grappled with McLellan as they fought for McLellan’s gun. Halverson grimaced in pain as he tried to use his injured left hand in his attempt to disarm McLellan.

   They scuffled in the dirt, rolling around as the sand-laden wind shrieked over them abrading their flesh. McLellan maintained his grasp on his pistol, despite Halverson’s best efforts to dislodge it.

   Halverson couldn’t allow this brawl to go on much longer. They had to seek the safety of the bomb shelter before they burned to death in the blast wind. 

   McLellan banged Halverson’s broken fingers against the ground as the combatants clutched each other’s hands. McLellan straddled Halverson’s chest. Halverson groaned in pain, pinned under McLellan.

   Halverson couldn’t maintain his grip on McLellan’s gun hand much longer with his healthy hand. McLellan had the force of gravity aiding him as he pressed his body down on Halverson, driving his gun hand down closer to Halverson’s face and trying to aim the muzzle at it, overcoming the resistance being exerted by Halverson’s right hand. 

   Halverson contrived to buck McLellan off him, snagged his Sig from his rear waistband, and shot McLellan in the head before McLellan had a chance to right himself and fire his FN 5.7 at him. 

   Halverson scampered to his feet as the heat in the wind became even hotter. He thought his flesh would start melting any second, as the sand borne by the gusting wind striated his body. It felt like somebody was sandpapering his skin off, flaying him alive. 

   He staggered to the ringbolt, snatched it, and wrenched on it, pulling the heavy metal and wooden door open. The wind fought his efforts, thrusting the door downward.

   Halverson mustered all his strength and held the door open.

   Hunched over in the blustery wind, Victoria crawled down the wooden ladder that descended into the shelter.

   Holding the door suspended above him in the wind with his right hand, Halverson lowered himself down the ladder. He screwed up his face in pain as he used his injured left hand to assist him in climbing down the ladder. 

   The tendons in his neck stiffened as he struggled to pull the door shut above him while the hurricane-like gusts fought his every move. He shut the door with a final heave and descended into the stillness of the shelter.

   At the foot of the ladder he took stock of his surroundings. He saw a steel door opposite the ladder. 

   “That must be the blast shelter,” he said and approached the door. He tried to twist the doorknob. “It’s locked.”

   “Maybe McLellan has the key,” said Victoria, advancing to his side.

   “Why would Quantrill give him one?”

   “Why not? He used to be her bodyguard, and he knew where the shelters were.”

   “It’s not like we have any other choices—unless there’s a spare key hidden inside this anteroom somewhere.”

   “I doubt it.”

   “Me too. Quantrill wouldn’t want vagrants holing up in the shelter and eating her supplies.”

   Victoria cast around the cramped anteroom. “What if we stay here in this room?”

   “The air’s no good here. It’ll become contaminated with radiation.” He nodded toward the steel door. “That blast shelter’s airtight. We need to get in there.”

   Halverson scaled the ladder to the trapdoor above them.

   “You can’t go out there,” said Victoria.

   “How else can I frisk McLellan for the key?”

   Halverson shoved the heavy door open and peeked out of the shelter toward McLellan’s motionless body. Halverson narrowed his eyes to prevent dust and sand from whipping into them.

   In the distance he could make out a pack of the walking dead lurching across the desert toward him, flailing their arms in the wind. Beyond them, Halverson could spy mountainous blazes devouring Las Vegas. The flaming Stratosphere Restaurant was leaning and falling in the conflagration. 

   Halverson had to reach McLellan’s body before the ghouls did. He didn’t want to contend with them while he was frisking McLellan.

   Halverson removed one of his shoes and propped it under the heavy door so the door would remain ajar and be easier to lift when he returned. Prying open the shut door in the furious wind was all but impossible now.

   Braving the wind, he inched out of the doorway and crawled on his belly toward McLellan. His skin burning, Halverson used his hand to probe inside McLellan’s trouser pockets. Halverson fished out a key ring. He had no idea if any of the keys fit the blast shelter. He would just have to try them and find out.

   The ghouls surged forward, stumbling and groping, abetted by the wind at their backs in their trek toward him.

   Halverson turned around and scrambled back toward the trapdoor.

   A thirtysomething male ghoul with grimy towy honey blond hair tripped behind him, sprawled on the ground, and reached for Halverson’s unshod foot. Halverson felt the ghoul’s bony claw on his foot as the hand swiped at Halverson’s sock. Halverson spun his body around to prevent the ghoul from clasping his foot.

   The ghoul crawled after him, worming its way across the ground, its arms outstretched. 

   The keychain dangling from a finger on his injured left hand, Halverson hunkered down in front of the trapdoor, yanked it open with his right hand, and descended halfway down the ladder into the shelter’s anteroom, as wind blew sand into his face and the ghoul inched relentlessly toward him.

   Coughing on the gusts of sand, Halverson shut the trapdoor above him in the ghoul’s face that was bearing down on him. Halverson threw the trapdoor’s bolt before the ghoul could reach the door. It was a small bolt and wouldn’t hold up under a concentrated assault, Halverson figured, but the ghouls lacked the coordination and the musculature necessary to lift the trapdoor’s ringbolt.

   






   

   CHAPTER 74

   

   Halverson descended the rest of the rungs to the floor of the blast shelter’s anteroom.

   “Did you get it?” asked Victoria.

   “I hope so,” answered Halverson, fingering the keys. He dropped the keys down before the blast shelter’s steel door.

   “What are you doing?”

   “We have to take off our clothes.”

   Victoria shook her head in disbelief. “What are you talking about?”

   Halverson commenced tugging off his shirt. “Our clothes are impregnated with radioactive dust particles. We have to get rid of everything we’re wearing.”

   Victoria started unbuttoning her blouse. “Why don’t we do this inside the shelter?”

   “We don’t want to take our clothes in there. They’ll pollute it with radioactivity.” He ran his hands through his hair, trying to shake out the dust particles in it. “And brush your hair to get the dust out.”

   Victoria leaned forward, flipped her blonde hair over her head, shook her head, and ran her hands through her hair trying to clean it.

   Halverson removed his briefs.

   “Even our underwear?” said Victoria.

   Halverson nodded. “The radioactive dust is in our clothes and on our skin. We need to take a shower if there’s one inside.”

   Victoria removed her bra. “And what if we can’t get inside?”

   He caught himself running his eyes down her breasts. “Then we’ll have to stay here. We don’t have any other choice.”

   He crouched down, snagged the keys from the floor, and tried them one at a time in the steel door’s lock. 

   The ghouls fell to thumping on the trapdoor above Halverson and Victoria. 

   “What’s that?” said Victoria.

   “Ghouls are out there.”

   “Why didn’t the blast kill them?”

   “For the same reason it didn’t kill us. They were too far away from its epicenter.”

   “Then what good does it do to drop a nuclear bomb on them?”

   “The fires caused by the intense heat will cremate them.”

   “This is a desert. There’s nothing that catches fire here.”

   “That wind from the blast is superheated. The ghouls should start bursting into flames soon.”

   Victoria listened to the knocking on the trapdoor. “And what if they don’t?”

   “The ghouls can’t stand up to the heat from a nuclear blast.” Halverson tried to insert another key’s teeth into the steel door’s lock. The bit didn’t fit. “Their brains will boil, and they’ll die.”

   “Then why are they still pounding on the trapdoor?” said Victoria, glancing anxiously up at the thumping on the door that was dislodging dust and spewing it down on her.

   Halverson fumbled for another key. “If the heat doesn’t kill them, the radiation will.”

   “How can you be sure?”

   “Radiation kills every living thing.” He inserted the next key’s bit into the lock.

   “But the ghouls are already dead.”

   And they were still hammering on the trapdoor.

   With relief, Halverson heard the lock click as the key sprung it in the steel door. He shoved open the heavy door, which creaked on its hinges from lack of use. Dust showered down from the lintel as the door swung open.

   Buck naked, Halverson and Victoria dashed into the blast shelter.

   Halverson shut the door behind them and flicked on the light switch.

   Victoria spotted a metallic transistor radio that stood on a nearby particleboard table bathed in the flickering light. 

   Halverson figured the EMP from the nuclear explosion might be affecting the electricity as he took stock of the dim incandescent light bulb that hung suspended in a wire cage from the ceiling.

   Victoria snapped up the radio, switched it on, and turned up the volume, hoping to hear a news bulletin explaining the atomic blast.

   All she heard was Willie Nelson singing “Blue Skies.”
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   Chapter 1

   

   Halverson felt like he was covered with hot leeches that were sucking the blood out of his flesh. To make matters worse, he felt like ticks were crawling under his skin across the entire length of his body. He scratched his left forearm trying to soothe the itching that was burning his skin. It did no good.

   The ticks were embedded under his skin as they crawled all over his body. His scratching accomplished nothing, save to exacerbate the itching and smarting of his skin.

   His eyes snapped open.

   He realized he was lying naked on his back in the dingy bomb shelter. He surveyed his body. There were no leeches on it, and he could discern no traces of ticks burrowing underneath his skin, no ridges formed in his flesh by their burrowing. Nevertheless, his flesh was burning up.

   The result of the nuclear blast. The scorching blast wind had striated his body as he had run for cover to the bomb shelter underneath the desert. 

   A single dim incandescent light bulb hung above him in a wire cage on the ceiling, as he lay in a daze on a bunk.

   The explosion of the atomic blast and its accompanying overpressure had all but burst his eardrums.

   His skin continued to itch like crazy. He had to get the radioactive dust off it. He needed to take another shower. But how many showers did he have to take and how often? He knew he had taken many since the atomic blast had flattened Las Vegas, a few miles away from where he now lay doggo underground.

   He could not take that many more showers, though, he knew. There wasn’t an inexhaustible supply of fresh water in the shelter. What water remained needed to be conserved for drinking. 

   Iodine, he thought. He needed more iodine tablets to treat his radiation-contaminated body. Where was Victoria? he wondered. She and he were the lone survivors of the atomic bomb explosion, as far as he knew. He did not see her now. 

   He felt his forehead with the back of his hand. As he had thought, he was burning up with fever. Maybe he was delirious as well.

   His mind raced, seeking answers. 

   Maybe the atomic blast had never really happened. Maybe the blast was a chimera of his overheated imagination brought on by the fever. Somehow he doubted it. In fact, it was all coming back to him.

   The president had dropped nuclear bombs all across the country and all over the world in a last-ditch, desperate attempt to rid the nation of the plague-infected flesh eaters that were running amok around the world, wreaking havoc and spreading the pestilence wherever they roamed.

   If only this was a nightmare! decided Halverson. Then he could wake up from it. The fact was, it was worse than a nightmare, because it was really happening. He would never wake up from it.

   Above his face he saw a black spider rappelling down on a strand of silk from the ceiling. Then he wasn’t the only survivor, decided Halverson. This spider, too, had survived nuclear annihilation. 

   He did not like spiders. He did not like this ugly thing jerking its eight legs around like knitting needles darning an article of clothing as it descended ineluctably toward his face on its thread of silk that glittered like dew in the dim artificial light of the incandescent bulb.

   His initial reflex was to kill the creature. He wanted to swat it off its silk strand and then stomp it on the cement floor. 

   But if he killed the spider, he would be alone in the blast shelter—unless Victoria was in another part of the structure. He had no desire to be the last man on earth, or even the last living creature on earth, for that matter.

   Overcoming his reflexive urge to smash the spider, he decided to do nothing and let it continue its descent from the ceiling, to let the ugly arachnid live and keep him company in the cramped bomb shelter. To have any kind of life with the creature present was better than being left alone, he decided, even if it was a detestable spider. 

   He rolled out of the way of the spider as it descended onto the bunk.

   Hopefully, the thing would not bite him later as a way of thanking him for his moment of kindheartedness, or, was it more accurately a moment of weakness on his part for sparing the spider? Was it weak to desire a companion in his solitude?

   The creature crabbed away from Halverson across the bunk’s sheet. Just watching the way the spider scuttled off creeped him out. The last thing he wanted was a hunchbacked spider crawling across his smarting flesh. The suffocating sensation of leeches and ticks swarming on and inside his body was enough for him to deal with at the moment. Too much for him to deal with, in fact.

   He sprang off the bunk to his feet.

   He must find Victoria. Was she in any better shape than he was? he wondered.

   A hunger pang attacked him. If worse came to worst, maybe he could eat the spider. Or maybe it would be best to let it reproduce, so it would bear more spiders and then he could consume them. Christ! What a sickening thought! He wanted to wretch.

   His logy mind was straying off in directions he preferred not to travel in.

   He massaged his forehead. He needed to pull himself together. To face his predicament like a man. The last man on earth, maybe. His mind kept revolving back to that nagging whim, he realized, like water circling a drain before disappearing down the sink. The last man on earth.

   Was it really that bad? he wondered.

   The president of the United States had ordered the nuclear bombing of the entire country in order to wipe out the plague-infected flesh eaters that were taking over the world. Yeah, it was that bad, Halverson decided.

   Unbidden disturbing memories flashed back into his mind. He remembered confronting his brother Dan on the end of the Santa Monica Pier. Dan, who had contracted the so-called zombie virus and become one of the walking dead . . . 

   Mannering the cop wielding a smoking jackhammer and fending off the creatures as they converged on him on a Wilshire Boulevard sidewalk. Mannering jamming the clattering jackhammer into the chests and brains of the walking dead, pulverizing the necrotic tissue of the creatures with machine-gun piston thrusts of the tool, allowing Halverson and Victoria to escape as he covered their retreat. Then the gruesome sight of Mannering disappearing into the horde of flesh eaters, and his amputated, bloody arms flying out of the mob of creatures as they tore him apart and tossed away his bones that they had picked clean of marrow . . .

   Reno the journalist staving off the flesh eaters with Molotov cocktails as they laid into Halverson and him at Alcatraz prison. Reno being ripped apart by the ghouls as Molotov cocktails exploded around him, taking out scores of the creatures jacked up into a feeding frenzy of bloodletting . . .

   The memories were overpowering. Halverson could not deal with replaying them over and over again in his mind’s eye to the point of debilitation. He banished the images from his mind. The worst thing about it was that these memories were but the tip of the iceberg. He had plenty of other lurid recollections of flesh-eater attacks that were just as horrifying rattling around in the dark corners of his mind, waiting for their chance to surface to his consciousness and torment him with their graphic atrocities.

   And then President Cole ordered the A-bomb dropped on Las Vegas, forcing Halverson and Victoria to take refuge in this blast shelter underneath the radiation-contaminated Nevada desert.

   It was all too much to come to grips with, decided Halverson. He needed to forget about it and carry on, taking it one day at a time. The scope of the debacle was just too much for him, or for anyone else for that matter, to comprehend all at once. Trying to get his head around the enormity of it would trigger a mental breakdown, he was convinced. 

   He could not remember how long he and Victoria had been holed up in this dusky rat’s nest of a blast shelter. His mind was playing him false. It did not want to face the horrifying reality of his situation. Memories faded in and out. But were they memories or false impressions left from nightmares rummaging around through his calamity-besieged mind?

   He was burning up. He needed water. 

   He strode to the water cooler, ran water out of the cooler’s tap into a plastic cup, and took a long pull of the tepid water. Cooler? he thought ironically, eying the container, grimacing with distaste at the water’s warmth as it enveloped his tongue. What he’d do for an ice-cold glass of water! Or better yet an ice-cold beer.

   He realized he was dying of thirst. He drew another cup of water. The water remaining in the cooler bubbled and glub-glubbed as the water level lowered. The cooler was fast approaching empty, he realized with a sigh. He downed the cup of water, ignoring its lukewarm insipidity this time.

   How much water did they have left? he wondered. You could go without food for days, even weeks. But you could not go without water for days, especially in the stuffy closeness of this poky shelter. They had to have water.

   His gaze lit on the orange plastic prescription bottle of pills on the sink. He also needed to take iodide pills.

   He managed to snap open the white childproof cap on the pill bottle and downed two of the iodide pills. He needed them to protect him from radiation poisoning by iodine-131, which had been released into the air during the atomic blast. Radioactive iodine-131 was absorbed by the thyroid gland. 

   By taking the iodide tablets he kept his thyroid saturated with iodine, so it could not absorb the poisonous iodine-131. The thyroid could absorb only a finite amount of iodine. The trick was to keep the thyroid saturated with iodine for as long as the air might contain radioactive iodine-131. 

   He did not know if any of the nuclear blast’s iodine-131 had seeped into the bomb shelter when he and Victoria had first entered the shelter during the explosion. But he wasn’t taking any chances. 

   Also, he did not know how long the iodine-131 would linger in the air after the nuclear explosion. He would keep taking the iodide pills for the time being.

   As of right now, the outside air could not seep into the airtight blast shelter.

   At least he didn’t think it could. He had no way of knowing for sure.

   Of course, the iodide pills were useless against the radioactive cesium-137 and strontium-90 that might still be in the air outside.

   Halverson heard footfalls. He turned toward the source of the sounds.

   Yawning, wearing a white terrycloth bathrobe, Victoria was entering the living quarters from a bedroom. Noticing that he was naked she averted her face from him. Her blonde hair hung down on her shoulders in glossy coils. 

   A twenty-eight-year-old dress designer in the prime of her life wearing a threadbare bathrobe in a fuggy, claustrophobic cement room under the desert. No doubt she neither dug her wardrobe nor her dwelling, Halverson decided. Then again there wasn’t much to dig during their ordeal.

   “Why don’t you put on some clothes?” she said.

   “I fell asleep after I took a shower, I think,” said Halverson.

   “You think?”

   “My mind’s playing tricks on me. It’s filled with nightmares and bad memories. I’m having trouble distinguishing reality from fantasy.”

   She turned to look at him. She jerked her head away again at seeing him still undressed.

   “Are you gonna get dressed or what?” she said, facing away from him, arms folded across her chest.

   He strode over to a closet, opened its door, and removed from the cylindrical wooden hanger a wire coat hanger with a terrycloth robe draped on it. The robe looked like the one Victoria was wearing, right down to its shabbiness. He slipped it on.

   She heard him close the closet door. She turned around and faced him.

   “We got a problem,” he said.

   






   

   Chapter 2

   

   He was scoping out a large translucent plastic cistern full of water that stood next to the water cooler when he spoke.

   “We’re running out of water.”

   Victoria eyed the cistern and looked grim. “Then we’ll have to leave the shelter to find some.”

   “You know what that means?”

   “It means we’ll get contaminated with radiation if there’s any left in the air.”

   Halverson nodded. “This shelter wasn’t built for long-term habitation.”

   “Why wasn’t it? If it was built as a bomb shelter, they should have stocked it with more food and water.”

   “It doesn’t do any good complaining about it. We just have to deal with it.”

   Victoria filled her cheeks with air and blew it out. “It seems like it’s getting hotter in here, too.”

   Halverson had noticed the same thing. “I wonder if the A/C is conking out on us.”

   “Maybe we’re losing our air supply.”

   She eyed the vent in the wall opposite them. White cloth streamers tied to the vent’s grill were shivering in the outpouring air.

   Halverson followed her gaze. The streamers didn’t seem to be blowing into the shelter horizontally as they had been the last time he looked at them. They seemed limper now and dangled down farther than they had earlier, signifying a decrease in airflow. 

   He sniffed the air. He fancied he could smell a trace of stagnation, which may have been generated by the increase in temperature. But he doubted it. Combined with the flaccid streamers at the mouth of the air duct, the stagnant odor more than likely indicated declining and inadequate airflow.

   Not good, he decided. This must have been a jury-rigged bomb shelter cobbled together by the local Nevada militia. Probably one of those do-it-yourself prefab deals you could buy online. 

   Halverson decided he and Victoria would be lucky if they could last a week here without venturing outside.

   “For all we know, this air recirculating in here may be unfit for breathing,” he said.

   “What if it’s poisoning us?” said Victoria, growing alarmed at the idea.

   “It’s probably not doing us a whole lot of good, in any case. But we’re still alive.”

   “It’s looking more and more like we’re gonna have to leave here soon.”

   “Yep.” Halverson eyed the bottle of iodide pills near the sink. “Have you been taking your iodide pills?”

   “I think so.” Victoria screwed up her face in thought. “It’s hard to keep track of what day it is in this hole.”

   Halverson nodded. “I can’t even tell if it’s day or night.”

   “Now I know how a mole feels.” She surveyed their dim-lit quarters with disgust.

   “If it wasn’t for this hole in the ground, we’d be dead by now of radiation poisoning.”

   “There’s that.” She paused. “Do you think anyone else survived the explosion?”

   “I don’t know. Did the government just nuke Vegas or did it nuke other cities and states as well?”

   “We know they blew up California and New York while we were in Vegas.”

   Halverson nodded at the memory. “He said on TV he was gonna nuke the entire country to cleanse it of the plague.”

   “And then nuke the world. The question is, did he carry out his promise?”

   “I’m not very eager to find out what’s left up there,” he said, looking upward.

   Perspiring, he felt thirsty and drew another glass of water from the cooler. He gulped down the beverage.

   “If we go topside and we’re still alive, where do we go from there?” asked Victoria.

   “We have to find out what’s left of the government.”

   “But they’re the ones who dropped the A-bomb on us.”

   “I know. But they’re the only ones who know what’s going on.”

   “If they know what’s going on, why did they nuke us?”

   Halverson caught himself gazing upward again. “It must be worse than we thought up there. Dropping nukes is a last resort.”

   “I wonder if it did any good.”

   “There’s only one way to find out.”

   Victoria thought about it. “I don’t want to go outside.”

   “We have to. We can’t stay locked up in here much longer.”

   Victoria turned away from him. “I don’t care. I don’t want to go out there. At least those things can’t attack us here.”

   “Maybe the A-bomb wiped all of them out.”

   “I still don’t want to go up there.”

   “I don’t think we have much of a choice.”

   He took stock of the shelter. Floor-to-ceiling rows of shelves that bore serried canned goods lined one wall. They had plenty of food to last them for a while, he noted.

   Then he looked at the water cooler. Beside it was the full, large plastic cistern that he had noticed earlier. Beside the cistern was a fifty-five gallon drum, which contained the remainder of their water supply.

   “I’d rather take my chances here,” said Victoria.

   “We’re gonna run out of water soon. No more showers. That’s for sure.”

   “It already smells in here.” Victoria sniffed the air and grimaced. “It’s just gonna get worse if we don’t bathe.”

   “We can live without bathing but not without drinking water.”

   “What makes you think there’ll be any water we can drink up above?”

   “You mean it’ll be contaminated with radiation?”

   “Exactly. How will we know the water we find up there isn’t poisonous?”

   “We can always find bottled water or drinks in supermarkets. We’ll be able to find something to drink once we’re out of here.”

   “But that doesn’t rule out our being poisoned by the radioactive air,” she said irritably.

   “I know that. The problem is, we’re not gonna be able to stay here much longer without anything to drink. And it’s gonna get worse.”

   Victoria pricked up her ears. “What do you mean?”

   “We’ll have to start going through the rest of the water at a faster rate than before.”

   “Why?”

   “The hotter it gets in here, the more we’re gonna have to drink to keep hydrated.” 

    An unnerving silence hung in the air. 

   






   

   Chapter 3

   

   Halverson wondered if there was anything left of his employer, the CIA. If any organization was left, it figured it would be the CIA, as they could go to ground for years in the Mount Weather Emergency Operations Center.

   Halverson figured it probably didn’t matter one way or the other whether the Agency still existed or not. His job there was effectively over. His only job now was to try to stay alive after surviving a nuclear explosion.

   Then again it might matter if the CIA was still operating. It might matter quite a bit, actually. After all, someone there had tried to drone him before the A-bomb attack. If that person was still alive, what was to prevent him from trying to drone Halverson again?

   Halverson knew too much for the government to let him survive. He knew the government was responsible for creating the mutated H5N1 zombie virus at the Erasmus Medical Center in Rotterdam. It was the virus that had decimated the world’s population. It may have completely wiped out the population, for all Halverson knew.

   Victoria scoffed up the plastic transistor radio that lay on the tabletop. She flicked the serrated on dial. 

   “Everything is under control,” said the president’s voice over the radio waves via a transmission that was crackling with static. “Keep calm and carry on. Find shelter and do not drink tap water. I repeat, do not drink tap water. Drink only bottled or canned fluids until we can determine whether the water in reservoirs is safe to drink. Remain in your shelters as long as possible and do not go outside. The air and water supplies are contaminated with high levels of radiation. We are safe now from the plague. This is the president of the United States speaking.”

   “You heard what the president said,” Victoria told Halverson. “We’re not supposed to go outside.”

   “He also said everything is under control. If the reservoirs are polluted, how can everything be under control?”

   “Everything is under control,” said the president. “Stay calm. We have vanquished the infected cannibals with our nuclear explosions, which have cleansed our great nation of the plague. Now all we have to do is to wait for the radiation in the atmosphere to disperse, so that we can leave our shelters. We have succeeded in taking back the country from both the plague and the flesh eaters it spawned.”

   “I wonder how many uninfected were killed in the explosions,” said Halverson.

   “Victory is ours,” said the president. “We must be patient before we start rebuilding our glorious nation. When it’s safe outside, we’ll commence our task and once again make ours the greatest country in the world. It is a difficult challenge that faces us, I’ll be honest with you, and it will take many years to complete our goal of rebuilding our civilization from the ashes of our almost complete destruction, but we can do it. We will do it. All of us together will do it.”

   “Not unless we can find more water,” said Halverson under his breath.

   He startled at a clattering he heard in the shelter.

   “What’s that noise?” asked Victoria.

   “It sounds like the generator’s acting up,” answered Halverson.

   She sighed. “Great. That’s all we need.”

   Halverson checked out the streamers in front of the air duct. They seemed to be drooping even lower. But at least they were still moving, which signified that air was continuing to flow into the shelter.

   “The EMP emitted by the bomb blast might have had something to do with damaging the generator,” said Halverson.

   “EMP?”

   “Electromagnetic pulse. It’s electromagnetic radiation generated by a nuclear blast that can disrupt electrical devices.”

   Victoria shook her head in frustration. “We can’t stay here without air. That’s for sure.” 

   






   

   Chapter 4

   Mount Weather Emergency Operations Center

   

   Scot Mellors, the deputy director of the National Clandestine Service, was sitting in his office hunched over a computer in the bunker complex in the Mount Weather Emergency Operations Center that he and the remainder of President Cole’s administration had taken refuge in when the plague broke out on American soil. The complex had sheltered its residents from the pestilence and the atomic radiation that had wreaked havoc on the country.

   Situated in the Blue Ridge Mountains in Blumont, Virginia, Mount Weather originally opened as a weather station at the end of the nineteenth century, hence the name of the installation. In 1959 the emergency haven of the federal government, the sprawling underground bunker complex known as Area B, was added. It took up six hundred thousand square feet. 

   It was in this selfsame Area B that the forty-six-year-old Mellors was rapt in his perusing of a document that was being displayed on the screen of his silver laptop. Actually it wasn’t his laptop. It belonged to Greg Coogan, an NCS field agent Mellors had had to eliminate when Coogan had tumbled to the top secret fact that the US government had funded the creation of the mutant H5N1 virus, aka the zombie virus, that had rubbed out most of the world’s population in a matter of days.

   Mellors had managed to hack into Coogan’s encrypted laptop because as deputy director of the NCS, to which Coogan belonged, Mellors had access to a master password, essentially a backdoor built into the computer system used by NCS agents that allowed him entrance into any NCS computer. He was never supposed to use the back door without approval from the director of the CIA, but he did not want to involve Slocum—not yet, anyway. Frankly, Mellors did not know whom he could trust with the top secret intel on Coogan’s laptop at this point. 

   There were indications from what Mellors had been reading that Coogan knew even more than Mellors about the creation of the plague virus. Mellors found that hard to believe. After all, Coogan was a mere field agent, whereas Mellors was a deputy director. Still, Coogan could have stumbled onto something in the field that Mellors, for whatever reason, had no access to.

   From what Mellors could piece together from his reading, it looked like a supersecret organization by the name of Orchid had had something to do with the H5N1 experiments at the Erasmus Medical Center in Rotterdam. Mellors had never heard of such an organization. 

   Mellors pored over the text on Coogan’s laptop screen. From what he had just read, he had gleaned that this Orchid Organization was working behind the scenes in some fashion at Rotterdam. It wasn’t clear in the document, which was a cryptic e-mail correspondence, what the connection between Orchid and Rotterdam was. Everything in the letter was vague and open to multiple interpretations.

   The letter indicated that somebody at Orchid was telling an employee at the Erasmus Medical Center to go ahead as planned with regard to the H5N1 experiments, as though Orchid had the authority to give such orders to an Erasmus employee. 

   What the hell was going on? wondered Mellors. 

   Leaning back in his chair he wondered how Coogan had gotten his hands on this document. What in fact had Coogan discovered about this Orchid Organization? Mellors wondered. What was their connection with the zombie virus? What kind of authority did they wield over the Erasmus Medical Center? Did Orchid somehow wield more authority than the US government when it came to Erasmus? The idea was inconceivable to Mellors.

   And yet . . .

   Mellors had plenty of questions, but no answers. To get to the bottom of the mystery, he had to find out the identities of the members of Orchid. Then maybe he could figure out what they were up to and if, indeed, they possessed any kind of power that could pose a threat to the US government.

   The question was, had Coogan imparted his knowledge of Orchid to Halverson on the phone before Mellors had silenced Coogan with a bullet to the head? Mellors knew that Coogan had told Halverson about US government involvement in the funding of the H5N1 mutation experiments at the Erasmus Medical Center because Mellors had overheard snatches of that conversation. But Mellors had not heard anything about Orchid being mentioned by Coogan during the phone call, which did not necessarily mean Mellors had not mentioned it.

   If Halverson did indeed know about Orchid, it would establish him as a threat to the group’s very existence, which depended on shadows and secrecy. If Orchid suspected Halverson knew about them, they would be out to eliminate him—if he wasn’t dead already.

   In point of fact, Mellors figured Halverson was already dead. The Predator drones Mellors had deployed to track Halverson had not reported seeing him in California or in any of its neighboring states before or after the nukes had devastated those areas. It was a good bet Halverson was dead.

   But that didn’t alter the fact that President Cole still wanted Mellors to bring back Halverson dead or alive to Mount Weather. If Halverson was still alive, Cole wanted him debriefed. If Halverson was dead, Cole wanted proof of it. 

   And so Mellors was persisting in his search for Halverson, using the drones at his disposal to track Halverson down—and then kill him. It would be easier to kill Halverson with a Predator’s Hellfire missile than it would be to bring him back to Virginia alive. It was a matter of logistics. And besides, the understaffed NCS didn’t have the manpower to send out field agents or special-ops forces to hunt down Halverson and capture him.

   The NCS was down to a skeleton crew, like every other arm of government. The plague had seen to that.

   






   

   Chapter 5

   Nevada

   

   Halverson threw on some jeans and a T that he had scrounged in the shelter. The clothes were a little small for him, but they would have to do.

   He opened the steel door of a closet in the alcove of the blast shelter. The closet had been locked when he and Victoria had entered the blast shelter, but he had found the key. The best thing about occupying a shelter built by a militia was the fact that the place was a veritable treasure trove of ordnance. Halverson was scoping out that ordnance right now. 

   Rows of Heckler & Koch MP7s, as well as M4s, standing upright in racks confronted him, with a plethora of fresh magazines in cardboard boxes piled on the closet’s floor.

   “What are you looking for?” asked Victoria, padding up behind him.

   “We’re gonna need guns when we leave here,” he answered. 

   “Why? I thought you said the A-bombs wiped out the infected ghouls.”

   “I hope so, anyway. But it’s best to be prepared. And . . .”

   “And what?”

   “And we don’t know who’s roaming around out there.”

   “You mean, gangs of marauders?”

   He nodded. “It’s best that we walk out of here armed and dangerous.”

   “That’s just another reason for us not to leave here, if you ask me.” She noticed a wooden crate on her right, leaned over, and opened it. “Look. Gas masks. Maybe we can use these if we run out of air.”

   Halverson picked up one of the gas masks and inspected it. “They just filter the air. They don’t have oxygen tanks. If there’s no air recirculated in this bunker, these masks won’t do us any good inside here.”

   “Too bad they don’t have hazmat uniforms in here somewhere,” said Victoria, eyes casting around the closet’s interior. “They have independent oxygen systems.”

   Halverson was still examining the gas mask. “We can wear these when we leave the shelter. They’ll filter out any radioactive dust in the air.”

   She looked at him. “You think the air’s still radioactive out there?”

   “I don’t know. I don’t know how long we’ve been holed up in here.”

   “It’s easy to lose track of time in this place,” she said, staring off into the distance.

   “I’ve heard one theory that says the air doesn’t stay radioactive very long after an A-bomb explosion because the biggest radioactive particles fall to the ground, while the smaller ones that linger in the air are too small to cause any harm.”

   “So we won’t need gas masks up above?” She cocked her head up to look at the ceiling.

   “According to that theory.”

   “You sound like you don’t believe it,” she said, cutting her eyes toward him.

   “I’d rather be safe than sorry. It’s best we wear the masks.”

   “We can always take them off later.”

   Halverson heard the generator chug and wheeze. “It sounds like we’re gonna run out of air before we run out of water.”

   He dropped the gas mask he was holding into its crate and began rummaging through the cardboard boxes of ammunition on the floor, searching for MP7 magazine clips containing 4.6 X 30 mm rounds.

   The generator chuffed and whistled then became quiet. 

   Halverson looked up with alarm. He scoped out the streamers that were tied to the air duct’s metal vent. As he had feared, they were hanging motionless down the front of the vent.

   The air had stopped circulating.

   






   

   Chapter 6

   

   “What was that?” asked Victoria, looking in the direction of the chugging.

   “The generator’s shot,” Halverson answered.

   “Why’s the light still on?” she asked, squinting up at the light bulb that depended from the ceiling.

   “Probably runs on a battery.”

   “Now what?”

   “Now we have to leave before we suffocate.”

   Victoria sighed. “I wish I was back in my dress shop in California, and this whole mess was just a nightmare.” She ran her hand down her brow. 

   Halverson wished he was back on a black ops mission for the CIA’s National Clandestine Service instead of being locked up here. But wishing changed nothing, he knew. Their only option was to soldier on and adapt to the world that lay in bomb-gutted ruins around them.

   He picked up on a half dozen leather bandoleers hanging from a wooden peg on the left side of the closet. He snagged one of the bandoleers and draped it over his shoulder. Stooping on his haunches over the box of ammo, he fell to digging out MP7 clips from the box and jamming them into the bandoleer.

   He straightened up, latched onto another empty bandoleer, and slung it over his other shoulder. He squatted down again and stuffed the bandoleer full of clips.

   “You got enough?” said Victoria, tongue in cheek, watching him.

   “I don’t know what we’re gonna run into out there.”

   “Looks like we’re gonna run into Godzilla, the way your packing clips.”

   “We have to be ready for anything.”

   “Don’t forget to take a missile launcher as well.”

   He eagerly canted his head up toward her. “Do you see any RPGs around here?”

   Smiling, she shook her head at him. “I was being facetious.” She paused. “What are RPGs?”

   “Rocket-propelled grenades.” 

    “I wouldn’t know one if I saw one.”

   “You need to stock up on weapons yourself,” he said and resumed slamming thirty-round clips into his bandoleer.

   “I’ll find something,” she said, eyeballing the arsenal of weapons stocked in the closet.

   His bandoleers loaded, Halverson snapped up a Belgian FN 5.7 semiautomatic pistol from a lower shelf. He noticed a cheap Velcro holster on another shelf, seized the holster, and attached it to his leather belt by means of its Velcro straps. He jammed the FN 5.7 into the snug holster.

   He searched for boxes of ammo for the FN 5.7. He knew 9 mm cartridges would not work with this pistol. It needed 5.7 X 28 mm rounds, which were hard to come by. The fact of the matter was, the majority of pistols used 9 mm bullets. But why would the militia that built this shelter store an FN 5.7 pistol here without providing ammo for it? There had to be ammo for it in here somewhere.

   Crouching, he rooted through the boxes of ammo on the bottom shelf and finally found a box of magazine clips loaded with 5.7 X 28 mm rounds. He clawed open the cardboard box, dug out a clip, and slapped it into the empty receiver of the FN 5.7.

   “Can I have one of those?” said Victoria, who was standing over him watching him.

   He handed her the loaded pistol.

   He found another FN 5.7 for himself, loaded it, and snugged it into his holster.

   He could have selected a Beretta 9 mm pistol, which would have been easier to find ammo for, but he preferred the armor-piercing capability of the FN 5.7. In any case, the FN 5.7 was just backup for his MP7, his gun of choice.

   Victoria fell to coughing. Her face turned red as she doubled over. 

   “Are you OK?” asked Halverson.

   “This air’s . . . getting . . . to me,” she answered between choking and coughing fits.

   The air was fuggier than ever, he noticed.

   “We have to get out of here,” he said. “Put on your gas mask,” he added and reached for his own.

   






   

   Chapter 7

   

   “We need to load up on food and water before we leave,” said Victoria, recovering from her coughing jag.

   Halverson nodded. 

   They gathered up canned goods, dry goods, bottles of water, and bottles of fruit juice, and stuffed them into knapsacks till the knapsacks were bursting at the seams.

   Victoria groaned under the weight of her knapsack as she lifted it onto her back. “These cans and bottles are heavy.”

   “I know,” said Halverson, hefting his knapsack onto his back and breaking into a sweat what with the musty air and heavy heat of the blast shelter.

   “I don’t know about you, but I’m not gonna be able to walk very far with this load on my back.”

   He looked at her sweat-smeared face. “Look at it this way. The farther we go, the less heavy our sacks will get.”

   “How do you figure that?”

   “Because we’ll be drinking and eating on our way, so there’ll be fewer cans and bottles for us to carry.”

   “It’s gonna be a long, slow journey with all this stuff we’re carrying.”

   “What’s the rush?”

   Victoria gave him a look. “Where are we going anyway? Have you even thought about that?”

   “Nothing’s changed. We’re still heading for DC. We have to find out who’s running the government and why they nuked Las Vegas. What is their plan?”

   “To kill the flesh eaters, you said.”

   “Yeah, but they’re killing everybody else, too. What kind of a plan is that?”

   Victoria heaved a sigh and shrugged. “Well, we can’t stay here. Not without air.” She coughed again.

   Halverson inspected his gas mask. “I hope these masks have reactor filters for both radioactive iodine and methyl iodide.”

   “What do you mean?”

   “There are different gas masks for different types of toxicity.”

   “Like what?”

   “Some gas masks protect the wearer from toxic gases. Other masks filter out bacteria and viruses that are airborne. Then there are masks that do both.”

   Victoria glanced at the mask in her hands. “Hopefully this does both.”

   “That would be the best-case scenario.”

   “Is there any way to tell which kind of gas mask this is?”

   Halverson screwed up his face, inspecting the gas mask in his hand. “Not without an instruction manual. I don’t see one of those around here.” 

   He scanned the closet, but saw nothing that looked like a manual near the gas masks that remained on their shelf.

   “How do you know so much about gas masks anyway?” she asked.

   “I told you I’m a journalist. I once wrote an article on equipment for survivalists.”

   He could not tell her the truth that he worked for the National Clandestine Service, the black ops arm of the CIA, which was where he had learned about weapons, gas masks, and anything else that had to do with surviving a war, including how to kill people. 

   Victoria continued to cough. Halverson figured she might be getting weaker on account of the dearth of breathable air in the blast shelter.

   “We better get a move on it,” he said.

   He eyed his gas mask. He didn’t look forward to putting it on. He wasn’t immune to claustrophobia. The mask swaddling his head gave him a sense of being suffocated. He had experienced the same sensation when he had worn a gas mask at the Farm at Camp Peary where his CIA instructors had trained him in the use of weapons and other military equipment.

   This particular mask had a polycarbonate full-face visor and a cylindrical, perforated metal filter attached with rubber seals below the visor. He preferred the full-face visors because they permitted better peripheral vision than did the goggle-type gas masks that had a separate window for each eye.

   “What are we waiting for?” he said.

   He strapped the gas mask on and headed toward the blast shelter’s locked door. He had forgotten how well and truly wretched these gizmos felt. It wasn’t just the increased heat generated by the tight mask swathing his face, it was the sound of his breathing through the filter resonating through his ears, as well, that complemented his discomfort.

   He turned around and saw that Victoria still had not put on her mask. 

   “What’s wrong?” he said in a mask-muffled voice.

   “What?” she said.

   “Why don’t you put on your mask?” he said louder, but his mask continued to muffle his voice. 

   She fastened her blond hair back in a ponytail with a pink scrunchie. She eyed her gas mask, looking about as happy as a cat swimming across a lake at the prospect of strapping the ominous device to her head.

   “It looks like some kind of torture device out of the Middle Ages,” she said, coughing.

   Halverson noticed she looked like she was getting weaker by the moment. Before long she would run out of enough energy to strap on the gas mask and walk out of this place, he decided.

   He strode over to her and tried to fit the gas mask over her head, but was unable to because she kept jerking her head as she coughed.

   “You need to stop coughing,” he said.

   She withdrew a plastic liter bottle of water from her knapsack, unscrewed the red plastic cap, and swilled water to help her stop coughing. It did the trick. She stopped coughing. She screwed the cap back on the water bottle and returned the bottle to her knapsack.

   Halverson finished attaching the gas mask to her head.

   She eyed him accusatorily through the polycarbonate visor as if he was to blame for her discomfort.

   “Time to go,” he said.

   They made a beeline for the blast shelter’s locked door.

   Sweat was pouring down his face and steaming up his visor. Not only could he barely talk through this contraption, now he could barely see through it as well.

   Despite his misgivings about leaving the shelter, he threw the steel bolt and shoved open the steel door. After all, they had no choice. Without clean air, the shelter was uninhabitable.

   “What are we gonna find out there?” he thought he heard Victoria say in a garbled voice through her gas mask.

   The heavy door creaked open. 

   






   

   Chapter 8

   Mount Weather Emergency Operations Center

   

   Mellors knocked on the closed door to his boss’s makeshift office in the Area B bunker complex.

   “Come in,” said DCI Ernest Slocum.

   Mellors opened the door.

   Slocum, the fiftysomething Ivy League boss of the CIA, was sitting behind his metal desk, wearing bifocals, perusing a document in his hands.

   In fact, both he and Slocum had graduated from Yale, Mellors knew, though Slocum had graduated a few years ahead of him. It wasn’t at Yale where the CIA had recruited Mellors, however. The Agency had recruited him when he had attended the John F. Kennedy School of Government at Harvard.

   “What do you want?” said Slocum looking up from his papers at Mellors.

   “I didn’t mean to interrupt you,” said Mellors.

   “I hope this is important.”

   Slocum’s way of turning the heat up under him, decided Mellors on hearing Slocum’s response. Mellors wasn’t to be put off that easily. He thought he was onto something with his uncovering of the Orchid Organization.

   “Did you ever hear of Orchid?” said Mellors. 

   “Orchid?” repeated Slocum as he peered at Mellors with unblinking blue eyes.

   “Yeah.”

   “You mean the perennial three-petaled flower?”

   “No, I don’t. It’s some kind of organization.”

   “I can’t say that I have. What kind of organization is it?” Again Slocum was studying Mellors with unblinking eyes.

   “I’m not sure.”

   “Then why did you bring up the subject?”

   Mellors demurred. He didn’t know how much he should tell Slocum. After all, Mellors did not want to involve Slocum in an investigation that might turn out to be a wild-goose chase, which would reflect badly on Mellors. 

   “When I was reading documents about the Erasmus H5N1 experiments, I encountered the name Orchid,” said Mellors.

   “In what context?”

   Mellors hedged, thinking of a response that wasn’t too specific. In point of fact he had no damning evidence, no smoking gun. Only vague suspicions.

   “I found the word mentioned in the same sentence with the Erasmus experiments,” he said.

   Slocum shrugged. “Maybe they were just talking about the flower. What makes you think they were talking about an organization?”

   “Somebody at Orchid was contacting a scientist at the Erasmus lab.”

   Slocum leaned back in his chair. “Maybe it’s a flower company trying to sell the guy an orchid. What’s the point of bringing this up?”

   Mellors suspected that Orchid might have had something to do with the funding of the Erasmus zombie virus project, but at this time, without more evidence to bear him out, he didn’t want to air his suspicions to Slocum. When Mellors had accumulated more evidence about Orchid, if there was any, he would be more forthright with Slocum. All Mellors was trying to do now was hook Slocum by arousing Slocum’s curiosity so Slocum would green-light Mellors’s further investigation of Orchid.

   “I thought this Orchid might have had some bearing on the H5N1 experiments,” said Mellors.

   “You’re barking up the wrong tree,” said Slocum, who stood up and ambled around the windowless room. He halted and faced Mellors. “Exactly what are you trying to prove?”

   “Nothing. I’ve never heard of this Orchid Company or whatever it is and I wondered what it was. I thought you might know.”

   “Well, I don’t. It seems like you’re wasting my time, after all—and yours as well.”

   “Yeah,” muttered Mellors, preparing for Slocum’s next rebuke. 

   “We need to be concerned with the present, not the past. The past is over and done with, and nothing can be done about it. We have to be concerned about repopulating the country, now that we have cleansed it of the plague.”

   “And contaminated it with radiation in the process.”

   “Like I said, we have to adapt to the current situation,” said Slocum, ignoring Mellors. “The past is dead, like the dinosaurs. We’re not in the Jurassic age anymore.”

   “What age are we in now, sir?” said Mellors, trying to ingratiate himself with his boss.

   “The age of the purge, of the great cleansing. We have vanquished the plague and we must repopulate the earth.”

   “You don’t care who caused the plague?”

   “As far as we know, it was an accident.”

   “But what if it wasn’t?”

   “What are you talking about? Of course, it was an accident. Who in his right mind would deliberately let loose on the world a plague that wipes out the human race?”

   “I don’t know.”

   “Nobody. That’s who.”

   “Maybe he wasn’t in his right mind.”

   “Who are we talking about?”

   “That’s what I want to find out.”

   Slocum threw up his hands in irritation. “This is idle speculation. We need to move past the plague. It’s over with. Don’t waste your time and the government’s time with unsubstantiated speculation. Get back to work.”

   Slocum turned his back on Mellors and retreated to his desk, where he turned around and stood watching Mellors.

   Mellors headed for the door. He wasn’t about to let the matter drop, no matter what Slocum said. Mellors wanted to know more about this Orchid Organization.

   “One more thing,” said Slocum.

   Mellors stopped in his tracks and wheeled around to face Slocum. 

   “How are you proceeding with your mission?” said Slocum.

   Mellors looked puzzled. He said nothing.

   “Halverson,” prompted Slocum. “Have you found Halverson yet?”

   “I don’t see how he could have survived the nukes that demolished the entire country. We have to assume he’s dead.”

   “Never assume anything. When you assume anything you make an ‘ass’ out of ‘u’ and ‘me.’ You know how that goes,” said Slocum with a dismissive wave of his hand.

   “You want me to bring back his dead body?” Mellors already knew the answer to his question, but he wanted to make sure his orders had not changed.

   “That’s your mission. The president wants Halverson’s body here, dead or alive.”

   His orders had not changed, decided Mellors with dismay. “I haven’t got enough field agents to send out and scour the countryside for Halverson’s corpse.”

   “That’s your problem. The president wants to be sure Halverson is taken care of.”

   “Why worry about him? Who’s he gonna tell what he knows? There’s nobody left alive to tell.”

   “We’re still alive. There have to be others out there hunkered down in bomb shelters.”

   Mellors massaged his chin in thought. “He can’t still be alive.”

   “Whatever. Forget about this Orchid nonsense and focus on finding Halverson. That’s your mission. Bring him back here.”

   Right, thought Mellors. And I have an “S” on my chest. He was about to say something to that effect when Slocum cut him off.

   “Make sure you close the door behind you,” said Slocum, head down, poring over a sheaf of papers in his hands as he seated himself behind his desk. 

   






   

   Chapter 9

   Nevada

   

   Breathing laboriously through his gas mask, Halverson entered the blast shelter’s cramped vestibule and scaled the wooden ladder to the trapdoor that led outside. He wondered if he really needed the uncomfortable mask. He felt hotter than ever. Was the air still contaminated with radioactive particles dispersed by the A-bomb that had leveled nearby Las Vegas?

   It wasn’t just the mask bothering him. It was the combination of the mask, the heavy bandoleers draped over his shoulders, and the knapsack stuffed with cans of food and bottles of liquid on his back.

   He shot the bolt in the trapdoor. He lifted the door, climbed a few more rungs on the ladder, and peered outside at the blast-scorched flat desert landscape. Apart from the charring, it didn’t look much different from what it had looked like before the nuke had slammed into Vegas—except now, of course, not a trace of Vegas’s looming skyscrapers remained on the horizon. All that remained of Vegas were congeries of rubble.

   Halverson started as he swiveled his head to scan the environs. The better part of two feet from his face a scorched flesh eater, its putrescent flesh burned off its skeleton, lay prostrate with its bony hand stretched out toward the trapdoor. The skeleton’s skull lay on the ground facing him with the toothy rictus of death. 

   Beyond the corpse, other than the shimmering thermals, Halverson could discern no movement on the desolate desert.

   Halverson flung the trapdoor all the way open and climbed out of the bunker onto the desert. Now that he was higher he could make out scores of incinerated corpses of flesh eaters that lay strewn on the dirt a stone’s throw from the trapdoor.

   The noonday soon was burning down on him, increasing his discomfort.

   “I feel like I’m smothering in this gas mask,” said Victoria with a muffled voice after she climbed out of the shelter and stood at Halverson’s side.

   Halverson know how she felt. He was dripping with sweat. They wouldn’t last long in the burning desert dressed like this. They would end up victims of heat prostration. Not only did their masks hinder their breathing and make them hotter, the masks prevented them from drinking water to keep themselves hydrated.

   Halverson consulted his National Clandestine Service wristwatch, which contained a compass, and headed due east. He trudged twenty-odd yards, stopped, and gasped for breath.

   Victoria plodded after him.

   “We’re never gonna make it like this,” he said.

   “I feel like I’m gonna pass out any second,” said Victoria.

   “We’ll have to take off the masks.”

   “What about the radioactive air?”

   “The air might be OK to breathe by now.”

   “But what if it isn’t?”

   “We’re already dead if we keep these masks on in this heat. We’ll have to take our chances.”

   Straining, face sweaty, Halverson unstrapped his mask and wrenched it off his head.

   Victoria followed suit.

   Halverson sniffed the air under the summer sun. The sky had a dirty, rusty haze to it, he noticed. Could it be radioactive dust floating in the atmosphere? The nuclear winter that was predicted would take place after a nuclear attack? Halverson didn’t know.

   Sniffing, he didn’t notice any distinct odor in the air. Maybe the air was OK to breathe. Then again, he had no idea what radioactive-contaminated air smelled like—if anything.

   “How do you feel?” he asked Victoria, who was finishing doffing her gas mask. 

   “Better than I felt with that mask on.” She flung the mask into the dirt. “How do you feel?”

   “I’m still alive,” he said, inhaling a deep breath then exhaling.

   “For how long, I wonder?”

   “It’s still hot, but not as bad as with that mask on.”

   He withdrew a plastic liter bottle of water from his knapsack, unscrewed the bottle’s cap, and chugged down water.

   “Maybe we won’t die of heat prostration now,” said Victoria, latched onto a bottle of water from her knapsack, and drank greedily.

   “What’s that?”

   “What?”

   “Am I seeing things?”

   Halverson was staring into the barren desert at what looked like a large fire engine red eighteen-wheeler that was driving erratically across the ground in their general direction. The truck had Coca-Cola written on its sides in large white cursive letters. 

   “Where?” asked Victoria.

   Squinting through the harsh sunlight of the desert, Halverson pointed at the Coke truck.

   “I could use an ice-cold Coke right about now,” she said. “Are you sure we aren’t dreaming it?”

   “If we both see it, it can’t be a hallucination.”

   “Maybe it’s a mirage conjured up by our wishful thinking.”

   “And we both see the same mirage? I don’t think so.”

   Victoria tensed. “It looks like that maniac at the wheel is driving straight at us.”

   Indeed, the Coke truck came barreling their way, chugging clamorously, swerving this way and that, spewing out dust at its flanks like a motorboat slicing through water and displacing arcing sheets of frothing water. 

   “Run!” Halverson hollered at Victoria and bolted away from the careering truck that was bearing down on them full tilt.

   Victoria didn’t need to be told twice. 

   Screaming, she pegged out of the semi’s path, the growling snout of the truck less than twenty feet from her. 

   




 

   

   Chapter 10

   

   Victoria ran for her life.

   The Coke tractor-trailer rocketed past them, kicking up a rooster tail of sand and dust in its wake.

   “Jesus Christ!” said Halverson as he stopped running and gawked at the semi speeding away. “The bastard tried to kill us.”

   He darted over to Victoria’s side.

   “I don’t know,” she said, watching the slaloming truck.

   The constant veering and lurching of the big rig put it at imminent risk of tipping over, it looked like to Halverson.

   “What do you mean, you don’t know?” he said.

   “The maniac in the driver’s seat doesn’t seem to be able to control that truck.”

   “You think it was an accident that he almost ran us over?”

   “I don’t know what to think.”

   “Did you get a good look at him?”

   “No.”

   “I caught a glimpse of him before I peeled off.”

   “What did he look like?”

   “Like a middle-aged guy wearing wraparound shades.”

   “That doesn’t tell us much.”

   Eyes on the truck, Halverson cursed.

   “What?” said Victoria.

   “He’s coming back.”

   “How can you tell with the crazy way he’s driving?”

   “I’m telling you, that truck is coming back here.”

   “Then it wasn’t an accident,” said Victoria, eyes popping out of her head. “He’s gonna finish off what he started and turn us into roadkill.”

   “If he can figure out how to steer.”

   The semi meandered in their direction in a roundabout manner. 

   “Maybe the peabrain doesn’t know how to drive a truck,” said Victoria.

   The truck was kicking up more clouds of dirt and debris as it zigzagged back toward Halverson and Victoria, charging like a runaway locomotive, its rear wheels spinning and fishtailing in the soft dirt, unable to maintain purchase. Yet the berserk driver kept barging toward them, crushing the gas pedal in his mad onslaught on them. 

   “Whatever’s wrong with him, he’s a menace,” said Halverson, eying the advancing truck warily. “The idiot can’t drive, yet he’s flooring the gas pedal.”

   “He’s definitely heading toward us if he could figure out how to steer,” said Victoria, blue eyes bright with adrenaline like a cat’s eyes gleaming in the dark.

   Thirty feet away from Halverson and Victoria, the truck veered sharply, jackknifed, and toppled onto its side, carving a rut into the dirt as it skidded over the ground, plowing up tumuli of dirt around its boxy shape.

   “The idiot’s gone and done it,” said Halverson.

   Upended, the truck slid to a halt on its side, its motor still running, topmost tires spinning in the air.

   “Thank heaven,” said Victoria with a sigh of relief. 

   Halverson struck out for the beached eighteen-wheeler. “Let’s have a look.”

   Victoria hesitated. “What if that driver’s still alive?”

   Halverson tapped the MP7 slung over his shoulder. “That’s what we have this for.”

   She slogged after him, weighed down by her jam-packed knapsack, not eager to inspect the truck.

   “If that idiot didn’t tip over the truck, we could’ve used it to drive out of here,” she said.

   Halverson nodded. “The motor’s still running. But there’s no way we’re gonna be able to tip that big rig upright. It must weigh a couple tons, anyway. Even if we could uncouple the cab, there’s no way we can flip it onto its wheels.”

   “Another reason to hate that creep who tried to run us over.”

   “Maybe if we’re lucky, there are cans of cold soda in the back of that truck.”

   “I’ll drink to that.”

   Some ten feet from the semi, Halverson thought he heard a commotion inside it. He brought up. He pricked up his ears.

   “Did you hear that?” he asked.

   “What?” said Victoria.

   “It sounded like rumbling in the back of the truck.”

   “The motor?”

   “The motor’s in the cab. It wasn’t the motor.”

   Victoria shook her head. “I didn’t hear it.”

   Halverson strained his ears to pick up on the noise, but it had stopped. Wondering what had happened to the driver, Halverson glanced at the cab. From his vantage point he could not see into the cab that lay on its side. All he could see was the scratched, dust-mantled chassis, as the engine continued to idle.

   “What are you waiting for?” said Victoria. “You were all juiced up to see what’s in the truck.”

   On the qui vive he stole toward the back of the rig, his concern about the rummaging he had heard unallayed.

   Then all hell broke loose.

   






   

   Chapter 11

   

   A mob of flesh eaters broke open the back door on the semi and spilled out onto the desert floor. Clad in a shredded turquoise wife-beater, a five-six twentysomething guy with scraggly brown hair and an equally scraggly beard was the first guy out, followed by a motley crew that shambled after Halverson and Victoria, climbing all over each other in their eagerness to reach them.

   His mouth hanging open with a drooling sneer, his head tilted to his right, Wife-beater skittered toward Halverson and groped for him with his bony claws.

   “I thought you said the A-bomb killed those things,” said Victoria, face twisted with fear.

   “That was the government’s plan.”

   “I’ve got a scoop for you . . .”

   Halverson snapped up his MP7, leveled it at Wife-beater, squeezed the trigger, and unleashed a withering burst into the creature’s decomposing, scowling face. Thrown back by the impetus of the hollow-point 4.6 X 30 mm rounds, Wife-beater’s head jerked as his brain-splattered occipital bone hurled into the clutch of flesh eaters that were tailing him.

   Rendered dead, Wife-beater reeled back onto the ground and was immediately trampled underfoot by his comrades that persisted in clawing their way toward Halverson.

   Walking backward, retreating from the creatures, Halverson emptied his magazine into the sea of necrotic faces that washed toward him. Three of the creatures dropped dead into piles of decomposing flesh.

   Halverson ejected the spent clip and rammed home a fresh one into the smoking hot MP7. He opened fire with a full burst of thirty slugs on the bloodthirsty mob that poured toward him.

   Two of the plague-infected creatures hived off from the attacking mob and took off after Victoria.

   She wrested her FN 5.7 pistol from its holster and aimed at the two. The first one was a middle-aged woman with Brillo soap pads for hair and a suppurating face that oozed maggots. Her disintegrating lips were smeared with flaking crimson lipstick. The portly creature was wearing an apron, as though she had turned while cooking supper.

   Victoria shot Apron twice in the chest. Apron jerked to a halt then took two steps backward, driven back by the impact of the bullets. Gathering herself, bullet holes in her chest, Apron resumed her assault on Victoria. 

   “Aim for the head!” cried Halverson.

   Victoria shot at Apron’s head and missed. Victoria steadied her gun arm with her free arm and fired again. The round slammed into Apron’s forehead. Apron crumpled to her knees in the dirt with a small hole in her brow and a much larger hole in the back of her skull.

   Apron’s mate, a dwarf with a grime-streaked white sweater tied jauntily around his neck, kept coming at Victoria, undeterred by the death of his comrade. Grimacing with his rotting face, the dwarf extended his emaciated puny hand toward Victoria’s thigh.

   Victoria cringed at the thought of him touching her. She fired off three rounds at the creature. In her haste she missed the flesh eater with her first two rounds that flew wide of his head. The third did the trick. It burrowed into the dwarf’s eye and slammed into his brain, dispatching him on the spot.

   Halverson ejected another empty clip, reloaded, and opened up on the remaining half dozen creatures that plodded inexorably toward him, the air reeking of the stench of death they carried with them. Halverson put down three more of the creatures, reloaded, and wiped out the next two, reloaded, then blasted the third one, who spun on his heel, keeled over dead, and sprawled on the two deceased flesh eaters that lay strewn beneath him.

   Halverson didn’t pick up on any more creatures piling out of the back of the truck. He heaved a sigh of relief. Then he froze—

   He heard a scraping sound emanating from the overturned cab.

   






   

   Chapter 12

   

   The driver.

   He was still alive.

   And was clambering out of the tractor’s door, which was giving him trouble since the force of gravity was preventing him from keeping it open above him as he tried to crawl out of his overturned seat and down the now-vertical steel chassis of the vehicle.

   “This makes no sense,” said Halverson, watching the driver struggling to emerge.

   “It’s crazy,” said Victoria, replacing her FN 5.7 in its Velcro holster.

   “Why would that driver be transporting a bunch of flesh eaters in a Coke truck?”

   “And how could he drive? I thought the creatures couldn’t drive.”

   “Maybe he’s not one of them.”

   The driver emerged from the open window, contrived to scrabble down the upended chassis, and landed with a thud on the ground.

   Unsure what to do, Halverson wheeled around and prepared to shoot him.

   “Wait a minute,” said Victoria.

   “What?” said Halverson.

   “How do you know he’s one of them? We can’t see his eyes with those shades he’s wearing.”

   The way the guy had been driving, Halverson figured he had to be one of them. But Victoria was right. He could not be sure unless he saw the guy’s eyes. Did the guy have that telltale glassy-eyed thousand-yard stare flesh eaters had?

   His wraparound black sunglasses obscuring his eyes, the driver plodded toward Halverson. 

   “He’s shambling like one of them,” Halverson told Victoria.

   “Maybe he got injured in the crash,” she said. “His clothes are torn, too. But they could’ve gotten ripped in the crash.”

   “If he’s not infected, why did he try to run us over?”

   Victoria said nothing.

   The driver lurched toward them.

   Halverson could not be sure whether the driver was infected or not. His body didn’t show the signs of advanced decomposition like most of the flesh eaters Halverson had just shot. Halverson needed to scope out the guy’s eyes.

   “Hello,” said Halverson.

   The guy did not answer.

   “Hello,” Halverson repeated, louder this time. 

   Again no answer. The driver kept trudging like a stumblebum toward Halverson.

   Halverson had to make up his mind on the spot whether to shoot. 

   “Why isn’t he answering?” Halverson asked Victoria.

   “Maybe his vocal cords were damaged in the accident,” she answered.

   That was possible, decided Halverson. His finger wrapped around his MP7’s trigger, he hesitated. He had no desire to kill a fellow human being. Was the driver infected or not?

   The driver kept slogging toward him.

   Halverson’s heartbeat accelerated. He had to make up his mind.

   Slewing around, he reared back his foot and delivered a jarring tae kwon do kick with his heel to the driver’s chest. As the driver stumbled backward, Halverson charged after him, plucked the shades off the guy’s nose, and flung them away.

   Glazed eyes stared blindly back at Halverson.

   Halverson drew a bead on the driver’s head and blew it apart with a three-round burst from his MP7. 

   “He was one of them,” said Victoria. “Then how could he operate the truck?”

   There was only one answer, Halverson knew. “He must have turned while he was in the process of driving. The flesh eaters don’t have the necessary coordination to drive a truck.”

   “I don’t understand.”

   “A flesh eater bit the driver before he started the truck,” said Halverson. “The bite infected him. Then he turned while he was driving.”

   “What about those creatures in the back of the truck?”

   Halverson chewed it over. “Maybe they were all uninfected when they first got into the truck and were trying to escape in it. He was driving them to safety.”

   “Escape from what?”

   “The flesh eaters.”

   “But you said the atom bomb killed them all.”

   “Apparently, it didn’t.”

   “How did they get infected?”

   “One of them must have been bitten by a ghoul before he boarded.”

   Victoria angled toward the dead driver and gazed at his motionless supine corpse. His white eyes seemed to be returning her stare, sending a frisson down her spine. 

   “Well, I guess we can make up any story we want,” she said, jerking her head away from the cadaver. “What difference does it make?”

   “We need to understand what’s really happening so we can deal with it.”

   She looked up at him. “So what do we do now, Sherlock?”

   “Like Churchill said, ‘When you’re going through hell, keep going.’”

   “Meaning?”

   “Meaning, we keep heading for DC. Maybe we can stop the politicians from dropping more bombs on us.”

   “Just you and me?” she said dryly. 

   He withdrew a half-full translucent plastic liter bottle of water from his knapsack, unscrewed the red plastic cap, and took a long pull of water.

   “Yeah,” he said and wiped water from his lips with the back of his wrist.

   He craned his neck up and peered at the sky, which an easterly blowing dark cloud of dust was in the process of obfuscating.

   “If we don’t die of radiation poisoning first,” she said, following his gaze.

   “There’s that.”

   “It’ll only be an agonizing death. That’s all.”

   “In the meantime, let’s get going.”

   He walked eastward.

   Even though the thick dust swirling in the atmosphere was obscuring the sun after a fashion, the desert was still baking hot, he noticed, as the combination of the heavy knapsack on his back, walking, and the blistering heat sapped him of energy.

   






   

   Chapter 13

   Mount Weather Emergency Operations Center

   

   Sitting hunched over his desk in concentration, Mellors was back in his office poring over Coogan’s laptop’s screen, finding more intel that he knew nothing about. How had Coogan scored this intel and from where? wondered Mellors. And above all, was the intel any good?

   He had to check its bona fides.

   He kept encountering the term apocalypse equation in his readings. He wasn’t sure what it meant. He had never heard or seen the term used before.

   Not only did he have to investigate the Orchid Organization, he wanted to know more about this apocalypse equation. There seemed to be a connection between said equation and Orchid.

   In the documents he had been reading, the links between Orchid and the apocalypse equation were vague at best.

   Was he on a wild-goose chase? wondered Mellors, or was he really onto something? Had Coogan uncovered some diabolical connection to the Rotterdam H5N1 experiments? Something more than the fact that the CIA had funded the experiments that had ultimately, albeit accidentally, contaminated the world’s population and wiped it out?

   Mellors decided to check with the director of the National Security Agency Burton Holmes III. If anyone knew about Orchid and the apocalypse equation, it would be Holmes.

   Mellors took himself to Holmes’s office located at the other end of the cement-walled hallway and rapped on the shut door.

   “Come in,” said a man’s voice, which Mellors found barely audible. 

   Mellors opened the door.

   Holmes was standing in front of his desk, his back to Mellors.

   Nobody had secretaries anymore, Mellors decided. They weren’t high enough on the pay scale to be worth saving from the plague, maybe. He wondered who had decided whom to save. Of course the politicians were at the top of the short list of survivors. That went without saying.

   Wielding a green plastic watering can Holmes was watering a pink begonia that sat in a plastic flowerpot on his desktop. He had some special light rigged on the table for the flower. Maybe it was ultraviolet, decided Mellors. He didn’t know much about plants. He knew they needed sunlight, which was hard to come by in a bunker buried beneath a mountain. 

   Turning around and spotting Mellors, Holmes set down his watering can on the tabletop and negotiated his mammoth girth around his table making for his seat.

   “Yes?” said Holmes.

   “I’m Scot Mellors, the deputy director of NCS.”

   “You’re with the Agency?”

   “Yes.”

   Holmes carried his three hundred-plus pounds to his black cushioned swivel chair and plunked down with a sigh on the creaking chair behind his kneehole desk.

   Mellors could have imagined it, but he thought he felt the floor vibrate underfoot.

   The five-nine forty-eight-year-old Burton Holmes III considered Mellors through his rimless spectacles. 

   Holmes was a picture of contrasts. With his pasty-faced complexion, double chin, and balding head he looked like none other than Heinrich Himmler, while thanks to his mountainous belly he resembled Hermann Goering.

   Now that they were all confined to a bunker, they would soon become as pale as Holmes, as convicts in a supermax, which was what they were in effect, if not in name, decided Mellors with a tinge of despair.

   “How can I help you?” said Holmes in a low voice that Mellors had to strain to hear.

   Holmes spoke in an undertone that suggested he feared lest his room be riddled with bugs, noted Mellors. Holmes must have figured since the NSA was bugging everybody else, somebody must be bugging him as well.

   Mellors surveyed Holmes’s office. Devoid of pictures or paintings, the cement walls yielded no hint of his personality unless it was that he wanted his personality kept sub-rosa, which in itself spoke volumes about Holmes. He was a man with a lot of secrets. To Holmes’s left a computer sat on a small table that abutted his desk.

   “Has your agency picked up on any chatter on the Internet about Orchid?” asked Mellors.

   “Your people are jamming the Internet,” said Holmes.

   Mellors found himself leaning forward, head bowed, ear tilted toward Holmes’s mouth, as he strained to hear Holmes’s voice.

   “I know,” said Mellors. “I mean, before the plague hit.”

   Holmes glanced warmly at his begonia. “An orchid is a flower. It’s a perennial epiphytic or terrestrial monocotyledonous plant—”

   “I’m talking about an organization,” Mellors cut in.

   “I never heard of it,” snapped Holmes, annoyed at the interruption.

   “Could you please check your records?”

   Holmes wheezed. “Is this important?”

   “I believe so.”

   Holmes studied Mellors with his blue grey ball bearing eyes. “Why?”

   “It may have something to do with the plague.”

   “Is it spelled like the flower?”

   “Yes.”

   Holmes spun in his swivel chair toward his computer and busily tapped keys. He shook his head. “I don’t see any inordinate traffic about orchid.”

   “Is your agency tracking the word?”

   “No. There’s no reason to.”

   “What about apocalypse equation?”

   Holmes entered the words into his computer and checked its screen. He harrumphed. 

   “What?” said Mellors.

   “It’s got a red flag on it,” said Holmes, eyes intent on the screen.

   “What’s that mean?”

   “It means I don’t have access to the word.”

   “If you don’t have access, then who does?” asked Mellors, puzzled.

   “The president.”

   “Only the president?” said Mellors incredulously.

   “And the secretary of defense.”

   “General Byrd?”

   “He’s still our secretary of defense, last I heard.”

   “Why wouldn’t you have access to it? You’re the director of the NSA, for Christ’s sake.”

   Holmes jacked up his eyebrows mildly. “I’m not in the loop of eyes-only intel.” He paused. “And if I’m not in the loop, you sure as hell aren’t,” he added, swiveling away from his computer and confronting Mellors.

   Mellors decided he must be on to something with his investigation of the apocalypse equation. Words didn’t get flagged for no reason. But what? Apocalypse equation? What on earth did it mean?

   “Don’t you find that strange?” said Mellors.

   “What? That I’m not in the loop?”

   “Yeah.”

   “No. I don’t make policy. I just eavesdrop on people. You guys are in charge of policy.”

   “Then why don’t I know what the apocalypse equation is?”

   “You’re not high enough up on the food chain, obviously.” Holmes turned away from Mellors and straightened his desktop. “I don’t have any more time for this.”

   Mellors retreated for the door. That left Byrd, he decided. He wondered if he’d get anywhere with Byrd by questioning him about the apocalypse equation. Somehow Mellors doubted it. The two of them had a history of not getting along with each other. Mellors ascribed it to envy on Byrd’s part. A West Pointer, Byrd seemed to harbor an innate grudge against Ivy Leaguers like Mellors. Mellors had never been a fan of Byrd’s either, for that matter.

   Still, Mellors would make the effort. He had to know what the hell this apocalypse equation was all about. The very fact that it rated a red flag at the NSA was enough to arouse his suspicions, if they hadn’t been aroused already. And how did this clandestine Orchid Organization, an entity that nobody had ever heard of, fit in?

   As Mellors was closing Holmes’s door behind him, he suddenly thought of the director of national intelligence Hilda Molson. Maybe she knew something of Orchid.

   






   

   Chapter 14

   

   His footfalls echoing through the hallway, Mellors trooped down the corridor to DNI Hilda Molson’s office and knocked on the door.

   “Come in,” said Molson.

   Mellors entered Molson’s office and the first thing he clapped eyes on was Molson’s pet bulldog that was sitting in front of Molson’s desk watching him. The white dog eyed him with curiosity, its jowly muzzle drooling saliva onto the floor. 

   “I’m a bit busy at the moment,” said Molson, sitting behind her desk in her poky room, finishing signing a document that lay on the green blotter on her desktop.

   An attractive blonde in her early forties, she was rumored to be having an affair with the director of the FBI Harold Paris. 

   It seemed nobody wanted to talk to him, decided Mellors, like they were trying to fob him off by telling him they were occupied. No matter. He would plow ahead.

   “How are you, Director?” he said.

   Putting down her ballpoint pen she looked up at him. 

   “As well as can be expected, considering the circumstances.” She glanced around her makeshift office. Uninspired paintings of landscapes hung on the cement walls. “How is the NCS these days?”

   “Down to a skeleton crew, I’m afraid.”

   Molson fetched a sigh. “Aren’t we all?” She paused. “Is this a social call? I really don’t have the time.”

   “No. It’s not a social call.” He cut to the chase. “Have you ever heard of the apocalypse equation?”

   She shook her head. “It doesn’t ring any bells. Why?”

   “I’m trying to find out what it is. It may have some bearing on the cause of the plague.”

   “I can’t help you. Is that all?”

   Discouraged, but not to the point of giving up, Mellors persisted. “No, it isn’t. What about the Orchid Organization?”

   Molson plucked up a pencil that was lying on her desktop and started drumming the eraser tip reflectively against her green blotter. “I’ve heard of it.”

   Maybe he was finally getting somewhere, decided Mellors. “What is it?”

   Her pet bulldog took that moment to right itself and waddle with its bandy legs around her desk to her side. The dog’s claws clattered against the hardwood floor like miniature castanets. 

   “It’s a philanthropic organization of transhumanists,” said Molson.

   “Transhumanists?” said Mellors, puzzled.

   “Haven’t you ever heard of transhumanism?”

   “Can’t say that I have.”

   Molson shrugged imperceptibly. “I’m not surprised. Not many people have.”

   Mellors massaged his chin. “What exactly is transhumanism?”

   “It’s the belief that the human race can evolve beyond its mental and physical limitations through the application of science and technology.”

   “Is it anything like the eugenics Nazi Josef Mengele put into practice during the days of the Third Reich?”

   “The ‘Angel of Death’? I should hope not. The transhumanists aren’t into selective breeding. Mengele and the Nazis were all about improving human stock through genetics and selective breeding, like breeding dogs and cattle.”

   “That’s not transhumanism?”

   “As I understand it, the transhumanists want to use science and technology to improve each human beyond their normal mental and physical capacities, or limitations, if you will. In other words, to accelerate the evolutionary process of Homo sapiens without having to wait for nature to bring it about.”

   “They want to use science and technology to speed up evolution.”

   “Isn’t that what I just said?”

   Mellors heard the bulldog’s claws click against the floor again as the animal ambled to the end of Molson’s desk. 

   “I don’t understand. What’s so awful about that?” said Mellors.

   “I didn’t say there was anything awful about it. You’re putting words in my mouth,” she said, bobbing her head in animation. 

   When Molson held her head at a certain angle, the planes of her face with its high cheekbones caught the light and Mellors could discern she wasn’t wearing any makeup. Maybe she figured there wasn’t any point, now that she didn’t have much of a staff left. Or maybe she figured she didn’t need it. She looked plenty fine without it, in fact, decided Mellors.

   “Then why are you tracking them?” he asked.

   “Who told you we’re tracking them?”

   “They’re not on your radar?”

   “No. Why should they be?”

   “Then how do you know about them?”

   “I’ve read about them in the papers or magazines or somewhere. I can’t recall. I read a lot.”

   “I’ve never heard of them,” said Mellors, baffled.

   “Not many people have. They don’t get much publicity, and they like it that way.”

   “Are you saying they’re secretive?”

   “No. What I’m saying is, they’re not publicity hounds.”

   Mellors could not get his head around it. Why was the Orchid Organization mentioned in the documents on Coogan’s encrypted laptop, and what was the organization’s connection to the Erasmus Medical Center where the plague virus had been created?

   “Does Orchid have anything to do with the Erasmus Medical Center in Rotterdam?” he asked.

   “It’s news to me. But I honestly don’t know what their connection is, if any, to anything. All I said is, I’ve heard of them. And that’s pretty much as far as it goes.”

   Mellors didn’t get it. Why would a philanthropic group of transhumanists, of all people, be involved with the Erasmus creation of the mutation of H5N1 that had wiped out the world’s population? It made no sense. 

   




 

   

   Chapter 15

   Nevada

   

   Halverson was dying of thirst as he trudged through the Nevada desert under the blazing sun. Even though a dingy cloud of dust particles drifted through the cloudless sky partially screening the sun, the temperature had to be close to a hundred degrees, if not more, decided Halverson, his face beading and dripping with sweat.

   He wished he had a hat with him. The top of his head was burning up.

   Halting in his tracks, he reached behind his back into his knapsack, snapped up a plastic liter water bottle, knocked back what remained in it, and tossed the empty bottle aside. Blindly, he groped for another water bottle behind his back. His heartbeat accelerated as he failed to feel the outline of another bottle. Was he out of water already? he wondered frantically.

   With renewed vitality and alacrity born of desperation, he groped again inside his backpack. He sighed with relief as he felt the smooth contours of another plastic bottle under his fingers. He withdrew the bottle from his sack, unscrewed the bottle’s cap, and took a long draft of warm, verging on hot, water. He wished it was cold, but he had no means to cool it in his knapsack, save for the thin Styrofoam insulation lining in the canvas satchel, which prevented the water from boiling, at least.

   He dreaded to think of it, but he must be down to his last bottle of water or near to it, anyway. At the rate they were guzzling water, he and Victoria would run out of it before they reached the outskirts of the desert. They had no choice. If they didn’t drink up the last of their water, they could not go on hauling their heavy knapsacks through the intense heat. They would pass out from heat prostration, followed not long after by shock and death.

   Shifting his thoughts to Victoria he turned around to look at her. 

   She was dragging her feet through the hot dirt some twenty yards behind him. He didn’t know how much longer she could last. As an NCS black ops agent, he was trained to endure physical hardships like this, whereas she wasn’t. He knew, in good condition as he was, he was barely hanging on, so she, without his physical training, must be in worse shape.

   Smarting, his lips felt thick. He felt them with his fingertips. His lips were chapping under the relentless assault of the sun.

   He called out to her through a raspy throat. “How are you doing?”

   She contrived to wave back at him listlessly.

   He waited for her to catch up to him.

   She stumbled and pitched forward into the dirt.

   He jogged as best he could over to her, considering the weight on his back. He helped her to her feet.

   “What happened to nuclear winter?” she muttered.

   He emitted something resembling a laugh. “Good question.”

   “I can’t last much longer like this.”

   “Me neither. I’m running out of water. I’m drinking gallons of it in this heat. What about you?”

   “I don’t know,” she said groggily. “I haven’t checked recently.”

   Halverson stepped behind her and inspected her knapsack. She had one and a half liter bottles left. 

   “You’re better off than me, but not much,” he said.

   “I feel like I’m gonna pass out,” she mumbled. “This knapsack is too heavy.”

   Halverson thought about it. “Maybe we should lighten our loads. We could go faster without these cans of food to bog us down.”

   “What’ll we do without food?”

   “What good is food if we pass out from heat prostration?”

   Crestfallen, Victoria shook her head. “Damned if we do and damned if we don’t.”

   “Right now the issue is water, not food. Let’s eighty-six some cans of food.”

   They removed their knapsacks from their aching backs.

   Free of the excess weight, Victoria sighed with relief. 

   “I feel better already,” she said and stretched her arms over her head.

   Leaning over she rooted through her sack, casting around for cans she could discard. She tossed the ones she selected out onto the dirt. Halverson followed the same procedure.

   “That’s enough,” he said.

   “I hope we don’t regret this,” she said, slipping her lightened knapsack onto her back.

   “It’s all about water. It’s our number-one concern.”

   “Are you married?” she asked suddenly.

   “No.”

   “Why not?”

   “I don’t know.”

   “You must have some idea.”

   Well, I’m a spy for the CIA and my whole life is one big lie, he thought. Living a life based on dissembling, he was able to get along with a lot of people, but, in the end, he really did not get along with anybody, including women.

   “Maybe I’m a workaholic,” he said.

   “Even workaholics have girlfriends.”

   “I didn’t say I didn’t have girlfriends, but nothing ever worked out.” 

   “I know about not working out,” she said. “That’s why I divorced my husband.” 

   “I got the impression most of them were just playing me off their boyfriends to convince their boyfriends to marry them.”

   “They already had boyfriends?”

   He noticed her fleshy lips were becoming chapped under the acrid sun. “It turned out that way most of the time, though none of them ever told me that at the beginning.”

   Victoria thought about it. “I’m pretty sure my ex was seeing someone else. All we did well together was scream at each other.”

   “Why are we talking about this? We need to get out of this desert,” said Halverson and brushed off beads of sweat on his forehead with the back of his arm.

   “Work is a good refuge from a train wreck of a personal life.” She offered a flicker of a smile.

   They struck out to the east again.

   






   

   CHAPTER 16

   

   It wasn’t such an ordeal to walk, now that they had discarded some weight, Halverson realized. He glanced around at Victoria, who was tramping behind him. She was walking straighter now, he could see. She didn’t look as fatigued as she did earlier. Still, he did not think she could walk a whole lot farther in the heat of this desert furnace. Even with a lighter load, she could not keep up with him.

   It did not surprise him. She was used to designing and making dresses, not hiking through the arid desert. Moreover, she was still depressed about having lost her only child Shawna to the plague. He knew how she felt. He had lost his brother in the same manner. Still, losing a child was probably worse than losing a sibling, he decided. 

   They had trekked about a mile farther when he fancied he could see something moving toward them in the distance. Shading his eyes from the sun’s glare with his hand to his brow, he tried to make out the object. The rising thermals distorted the view, lending it a shimmering aspect.

   It looked to be a vehicle of some sort, decided Halverson. He could not swear to it. Not only was the heat distorting his view with wavering lines, the object was kicking up dust around it as it maneuvered across the desert flatlands, obscuring its silhouette.

   Halverson came to a halt and waited for Victoria to catch up to him.

   “Do you see that out there?” he asked as she approached him, gasping for breath.

   She hunched over. “Let me catch my breath,” she said hoarsely.

   “Are you OK?”

   “It’s nothing. Just the heat and all this walking.”

   “Do you see what I see?”

   Recuperating her breath, she managed to raise her head and peer into the distance. “Looks like a vehicle of some sort. Hard to tell.”

   “It’s moving faster than us. That’s for sure.”

   “If only we had a vehicle. Let’s flag him down.” She set to waving her hands at the object.

   Halverson screwed up his face. “I don’t know if that’s a good idea.”

   “He can give us a ride.”

   “Remember what happened the last time we saw a vehicle out here?”

   Cringing, she stopped waving. “Don’t remind me.”

   The vehicle was approaching them. He could discern it now.

   It was a stake truck and it was coming fast. It must have been doing at least sixty.

   “It’s heading our way,” he said.

   “Do you think they saw us?”

   “If we can see them, they can probably see us. If they don’t now, they will soon enough.”

   “If we could get our hands on that truck, we could get out of this desert in one piece.”

   “I hear ya.”

   Like the Coke truck had earlier, the stake truck was heading for them at speed.

   Halverson shrugged his MP7 off his shoulder and limbered up the weapon.

   






   

   CHAPTER 17

   

   As the stake truck neared them, Halverson could see it was weighted down with assorted types of furniture piled on its bed, including several mattresses, a refrigerator, a stove, bureaus, bedsteads, and a sofa. Without such a heavy payload, the truck could have been cruising even faster.

   Driving past sagebrush and isolated Joshua trees the truck was heading toward him and Victoria. The driver must have seen them, Halverson decided.

   Halverson gripped his MP7 tighter but did not raise the barrel as the truck drew up to them. He did not want to scare the driver. Whoever the driver was he knew how to drive a vehicle, not like that flesh eater in the Coke truck. That was a good sign, decided Halverson.

   The stake truck halted ten feet from Halverson.

   A five-nine middle-aged guy with a shock of white hair clambered out of the driver’s seat, wearing baggy jeans and a pastel button-down shirt. He was also wearing a pair of Ray Bans.

   Not good, decided Halverson. He could not make out the driver’s eyes.

   The driver was holding a semiautomatic pistol in his hand.

   Even worse, decided Halverson.

   His gun slightly raised but not aimed at Halverson, the driver edged circumspectly toward Halverson.

   The driver stopped, uncertain whether to proceed.

   He must have made Halverson’s MP7, decided Halverson.

   Gun at the ready, Halverson scoped out the driver, trying to figure out if the guy had hostile intentions. Halverson would have preferred it if he could see the driver’s eyes. At least then he could be sure if the driver had turned or not.

   Halverson started at the sound of clanking metal.

   It was the stake truck’s passenger-side door opening.

   A one-armed man in his thirties slid out of his seat and approached Halverson. The one-armed man was pushing six four and was heavier than Halverson. The guy looked like he worked out a lot, decided Halverson. A scar carved a scimitar in the guy’s acne-pitted cheek under the pair of aviation sunglasses he was sporting. His jeans had a hole in one of the thighs. He had the slow, easy movements of a big man, confident of his size. He gripped a gun in his only hand. 

   The gun looked like a Glock to Halverson. It wasn’t pointed at him. Not yet anyway, he decided. Two against one. Not good odds. But, then again, his MP7 had thirty rounds, more than twice as many as the other two guys had in both of their pistols combined. Still, he would have to swing the MP7’s muzzle from one guy to the other, which would take time. During that instant of time, the other guy could get off a clear shot at him.

   “Are you infected?” asked the one-armed man.

   He could talk, decided Halverson with relief. Flesh eaters could not talk. He relaxed his hold on his MP7 a tad. Even though they weren’t flesh eaters, they could still be dangerous. After all, they were armed.

   “No,” he answered. “We’re heading east.”

   “I’m Jake Swiggum, and this is Travis Probst.” Swiggum motioned toward the white-haired middle-aged man beside him.

   “I’m Chad Halverson.”

   “I’m Victoria Brady.”

   Swiggum checked them out. “You two are never gonna make it through the desert on foot.”

   “Tell me about it,” said Halverson. “Are you headed east?”

   “As a matter of fact, we’re not. We’re headed west.”

   “There’s nothing there,” said Victoria.

   “What do you mean?” said Swiggum.

   “They nuked Las Vegas and California.”

   “I’m sorry to hear that,” said Probst. “We’re trying to find someplace we can put down stakes. We thought maybe the West Coast was still in one piece.”

   “It’s not,” said Halverson.

   “How do you know?”

   “We came from there.”

   “The east isn’t any better from what I hear. They nuked the whole country. Some harebrained scheme to wipe out the infected cannibals.”

   Swiggum caught sight of Victoria staring at his arm stump. “A zombie tore my arm off.”

   “Did it bite you?” she asked with concern.

   “No. It ripped my arm out of its socket. Then it ate my arm right in front of my eyes. I’m standing there bleeding all over the place, and that thing’s eating my arm like it’s daring me to stop it.”

   “At least you didn’t get infected.”

   “No. It didn’t bite me.”

   “How did you escape it?”

   “The sight of that thing standing in front of me eating my arm flipped me out. I totally lost it and blew its head to kingdom come with my Glock.” Swiggum glanced at the pistol in his hand. “Then I stomped its ugly face till it turned to mush.”

   “I stanched the blood pouring out of his shoulder socket,” added Probst.

   “The radio says they nuked the whole world,” said Halverson.

   “Who’s they?”

   “The governments, with ours leading the way.”

   “Where’s that leave us?” said Probst.

   “Up shit creek,” said Swiggum.

   “It means we should head east because that’s where the government is,” said Halverson.

   Swiggum sneered. “That’s the government for you. They kill everybody off, but the politicians all keep right on living.”

   “There may be other survivors elsewhere,” said Probst, wiping sweat off his brow with the back of his hand.

   “We don’t know that.”

   “We survived, didn’t we?”

   “That doesn’t mean anyone else did.”

   Probst shrugged. “Maybe they were in an area that didn’t get much fallout.”

   “Look at the sky up there,” said Swiggum, craning his neck upward. “All that rust-colored dust swirling up there. I bet it looks like that everywhere on the planet.”

   “We’re still alive.”

   “But for how long? We could be contaminated right now with the radioactive dust we’re breathing, even as we speak.”

   Everybody stood in silence, pondering the unthinkable.

   Halverson knew Swiggum was right. Radioactivity could be killing all four of them this very moment.

   “We can’t think like that,” said Halverson. “We need to contact the government. They’re living safely at Mount Weather in Virginia. We’ll ask them to let us in.”

   Swiggum guffawed. “Oh right, and they’ll fling open their doors for us at the sound of your voice,” he said ironically.

   “We have to tell them the nukes didn’t work. There are still zombies out there.”

   “And then they’ll let us in?” scoffed Swiggum.

   “The fact is—”

   Halverson cut himself off. He was about to tell them that the government would let him into their bunker because he worked for the CIA. He realized at the last moment that he could not tell them his real identity as a black ops agent for the National Clandestine Service arm of the CIA. He could not tell anyone that.

   The fact that he worked as a spy isolated him from everyone else. His job put up invisible walls between him and everybody else. It was an unpleasant part of his profession that he had had to get used to. It wasn’t easy, but that was the life of a spy.

   “The fact is what?” said Swiggum.

   “The fact is, we can’t stay here,” Halverson ad-libbed.

   “We don’t plan on staying here. Whatever gave you that idea?”

   “California got nuked. There’s no point in going there.”

   “Then where should we go?”

   “Go with us to Mount Weather in Virginia.”

   Probst cleared his throat. “What is this Mount Weather place you’re going on about?”

   “The Mount Weather Emergency Operations Center. If America gets attacked, that’s where the politicians go to ground.”

   “I’ve never heard of it. How do you know about it?”

   “I’m a journalist,” Halverson lied. “I once wrote an article about it.”

   “How can you be so sure they’re there?”

   “That’s where they go during a nuclear attack. They went there on 9/11, too. It’s a hideaway for them during an emergency. It’s a bombproof reinforced bunker under a mountain.”

   Halverson heard a commotion coming from the stake truck.

   A man and a woman climbed out of the front seat. They were both armed. 

   






   

   CHAPTER 18

   

   Halverson had not realized there had been four passengers in the front seat of the truck.

   Now he had four armed individuals to deal with. The odds were getting worse by the minute. Four against one. No, he decided. Four against two. He had Victoria with him, and she had a gun, but she had no experience as a professional shooter. To wit, she would not be much help in a gunfight, even though she did have experience killing flesh eaters. But flesh eaters didn’t shoot back.

   It all depended on whether the four were friendlies or not. Despite being armed, they didn’t seem hostile. The man and the woman that piled out of the truck had their automatics holstered.

   Halverson did not put away his MP7. He wanted to see how things would play out, now that the two newcomers were joining them.

   The thirtysomething man looked Scandinavian with blonde hair down to his shoulders and blue eyes. Standing five nine with a lissome build, he wore a camera slung over his shoulder. He wore khaki trousers, a bright flower-printed aloha shirt hanging out over them, and beige espadrilles. He projected a naturally upbeat personality. He latched onto his camera when he clapped eyes on Halverson and started bouncing around snapping pictures of him and Victoria.

   Halverson wasn’t pleased. He didn’t want photographers taking pictures of him. After all, he was a spy. The last thing a spy wanted was publicity. He held his hand up in front of his face to block the camera lens as Nordstrom tried to photograph his face from different angles.

   “That’s Sven Nordstrom, our resident photographer,” said Swiggum. “And that’s Simone Leclerc.” He nodded to an olive-skinned green-eyed twentyish brunette who stood beside Nordstrom in red capri pants and a loose pink sheer blouse.

   She looked tall on account of the glossy black patent leather stiletto heels she was wearing. She was probably five six without the stilettos. Not exactly the attire for an apocalypse, he decided. She would have been pretty, if she wasn’t wearing such a surly expression on her shapely face. 

   “Camera shy?” said Nordstrom, noticing Halverson’s hand in front of his face.

   “Yeah,” said Halverson.

   “Everybody likes having their picture taken.”

   “Not me.”

   “Why not? You don’t look that bad.”

   “I just don’t like having my picture taken.”

   “It’s for posterity. We might be the last people on earth.”

   Halverson continued holding his hand in front of his face.

   “You got something to hide?” said Nordstrom.

   “No.”

   “Whatever.” Nordstrom turned to Victoria and started photographing her, hopping around her, crouching and getting different angles for his shot. “She’s a lot better looking than you are, anyway.”

   “Do we have time for this?” asked Victoria.

   “There’s always time for photography. It’s what I live for. My photos are more real to me than life.”

   “What’s with her?” Victoria asked Swiggum and nodded at the petulant Simone.

   “It’s nothing personal,” answered Swiggum. “Simone just hates herself.”

   “Why?”

   “She blames herself for her sister’s death at the hands of the flesh eaters.”

   “I could have helped her, but I chickened out,” blurted Simone. “I was in her apartment when one of those things grabbed her on the street. I could have gone outside and helped her get away, but I froze . . .” Her voice trailed off.

   “You can’t go around blaming yourself all the time,” said Victoria.

   “Why not? It’s my fault she’s dead.”

   “I tell her, man, she should lighten up,” Nordstrom told Victoria. “She’s like all gloom and doom kicking herself, all cut up about her sister.” He pulled a face. “She’d be drop-dead gorgeous if she would only chill out. It’s the pits having her moping around like an undertaker.”

   “What do you know?” Simone said and shot a glare at him.

   “If I’m lying I’m dying.” Nordstrom made a show of shrugging, using his arms to emphasize it. 

   “How can I chill out? Look around you. It’s a nuclear wasteland we’re living in, or haven’t you noticed yet?”

   Nordstrom waved his hand at her dismissively. “It ain’t the end of the world.”

   “Oh yeah?”

   “You only live once.”

   “Halverson says California got nuked,” Swiggum told Nordstrom and Simone.

   “So now where do we go?” said Simone.

   “Are you all related?” Victoria asked.

   Swiggum chuckled. “Not even close. That’s Travis’s furniture from his house that we got in the back of the stake truck. He was heading west and he picked the three of us up along the way.”

   “We’re all a bunch of refugees,” said Probst. “We’ve got nowhere to go.”

   “DC or Mount Weather is our best bet,” said Halverson.

   He heard a rumble overhead. He peered skyward. As he had feared, a Predator drone was flying toward them from the east. He turned his face away from the aircraft to avoid detection by the facial recognition software its camera carried.

   Had he averted his face in time? he wondered with a pang of apprehension.

   






   

   CHAPTER 19

   

   Nothing had changed since the atomic explosions had devastated the country. The government was still trying to drone Halverson because he knew too much. He knew the government had funded the creation of the so-called zombie virus in the Erasmus Medical Center in Rotterdam. They had tried to drone him unsuccessfully earlier in Santa Monica and now they were at it again. They would never stop trying till he was dead. They considered him a threat to their very existence.

   “What’s that?” asked Probst, checking out the aircraft.

   “It’s a drone,” answered Victoria.

   “That proves we’re not the last people on earth,” said Nordstrom with a broad smile.

   “But whose side are they on?” said Swiggum, following the drone with his gaze. “Maybe they’re trying to figure out if they should drop more A-bombs on us.”

   “Why would they want to do that?”

   “Why did they do it in the first place?”

   “They were trying to wipe out the infected cannibals. That’s what the president said on the radio.”

   “They wiped out a lot of healthy people in the bargain.”

   “But there’s no point in dropping more A-bombs.”

   “Not all of the flesh eaters were killed by the nukes,” said Halverson.

   “What do you mean?” said Swiggum. “We haven’t encountered any after the nukes exploded.”

   “We have,” said Victoria.

   “Then there are more of those things still out there?” said Nordstrom, scanning the horizon with gaping eyes.

   “Afraid so.”

   “Why didn’t the nukes kill them?”

   Halverson put his oar in. “Maybe radiation doesn’t affect them the same way it does living things.”

   “But the president said—”

   “Just because he’s the president doesn’t mean he knows what he’s doing.”

   “Great! I thought all we had to worry about was radiation poisoning and starvation. Now this.”

   Halverson could not hear the drone overhead anymore. He turned to Swiggum. “How much water do you guys have?”

   “Several gallons,” said Swiggum. “We need to find more and load up our truck with it.”

   “Could we come along?”

   “We don’t have any room for you,” said Swiggum, eying the stake truck. “That cab holds only four in its seat.”

   “Really it holds only three, but we’re squeezing in four,” said Probst.

   “What about if we sit in the back?” asked Halverson.

   “It’s a tight squeeze back there,” said Swiggum. “I don’t think the two of you will fit.”

   “Sure, they’ll fit,” said Probst. He faced Halverson. “But I thought you wanted to go east. We’re going west.”

   “Are you still bound and determined to go west?” asked Halverson. “There’s nothing there but bombed-out rubble.”

   Musing, Probst ran his fingers through his shock of white hair. “I don’t know.” He paused a beat. “We need to hook up with civilization.”

   “Then our best bet is going east. The government’s still functioning. That drone we saw proves it.”

   And it probably means they still want to kill me, he thought.

   “Let’s put it to a vote,” said Probst. “Those in favor of heading west, raise their hands.”

   Swiggum raised his hand. He scrutinized the faces around him expectantly. 

   “What’s the point of going there if it’s wiped out like here?” said Nordstrom.

   “Those who say east, raise their hands,” said Probst.

   Halverson, Victoria, and Probst raised their hands.

   Probst gazed at Nordstrom and Simone. “What about you two?”

   “I don’t know where to go,” said Nordstrom.

   Simone was more to the point. 

   “I don’t give a shit,” she said and stalked off.

   “We go east,” said Probst.

   “Could we tag along?” said Halverson, indicating him and Victoria.

   “Sure, it’s my truck. If you can find a place in the back, you’re invited.”

   “You’re gonna regret this,” said Swiggum disconsolately.

   “If we leave them, they’ll die in the desert.”

   In fact, the desert heat was taking a toll on Halverson. He was feeling lightheaded thanks to the incessant sun doing its best to pound his head into submission. Sweat trickling off his chin, he wondered how Victoria was holding up. She didn’t look in any better shape than him.

   “This isn’t gonna turn out well,” said Swiggum.

   “You don’t have to come with us,” said Probst.

   “Yeah, sure. You know as well as I do, I wouldn’t last a day in this heat on foot.”

   “Then stop bellyaching and let’s split.”

   Probst headed back to the truck.

   “Why don’t you just admit we haven’t got a prayer?” said Swiggum.

   “We’re not giving up.”

   Swiggum walked with Halverson to the stake truck. “What did you say your job was before the plague hit?”

   “I don’t remember saying.”

   “Well . . . ?”

   If Halverson didn’t answer, Swiggum would become suspicious, Halverson knew.

   “A journalist,” lied Halverson, employing his cover story, or legend, as it was called in the Agency. “What about you?”

   “I was a plumber.” He shrugged his shoulder that had its arm amputated. “Not anymore, I guess. Not much demand for one-armed plumbers.” He flashed a lopsided grin, which took on a sinister aspect, highlighted by the scar on his face.

   “There should be a lot of demand for plumbers what with the damage caused by the nukes.”

   “But nobody’s left to pay the bills.”

   “Most running water must be contaminated with radiation at this point.”

   “I wouldn’t risk drinking tap water. That’s for sure.”

   “What about Probst? What was his job?”

   Swiggum threw a glance at Probst, who had almost reached the truck. “He was a teacher.”

   “Nordstrom was a photographer, I gather.”

   “Yeah. A photographer.”

   “And Simone?”

   Swiggum massaged his scarred cheek reflectively. “A hairdresser.”

   “I guess it doesn’t matter much. We’ve all got the same job now. Staying alive.”

   “The only job in town.”

   “With a very high unemployment rate.”

   Swiggum chortled. “You got that right. If you’re out of work, you’re dead.”

   






   

   CHAPTER 20

   Mount Weather Emergency Operations Center

   

   In his office, a painting of a bay racehorse hanging from the wall behind him, Mellors glanced at his wristwatch. He started in his seat behind his desk. 

   He had become so absorbed in searching through the documents in Coogan’s encrypted silver laptop that he had lost track of time. He found himself becoming obsessed with the apocalypse equation, whatever on earth it was. 

   He had almost forgot it was Terror Tuesday, the day of the week that the president assigned the disposition matrix in the Situation Room. Mellors could not blame himself. He had lost all track of time in this bunker. He never knew whether it was day or night, let alone what day of the week it was. He never saw the sun. He never saw the moon and the stars. How could he be expected to know what day it was? If it wasn’t for the fact that his watch had a weekly calendar on it, he would have no idea whether it was Monday or Saturday. 

   Maybe it did not even matter what day it was, he decided. Every day was the same. The weather never changed in this cement mausoleum of a biosphere. He never left the bunker and had no inkling of what the weather was outside. He wondered what point there was in keeping track of the day of the week. Or the month. Or the year, for that matter.

   He bolted out of his seat. He did not want to be late to President Cole’s meeting. He wanted to do everything he could to stay on Cole’s good side. Maybe, in the end, Mellors would have to ask Cole about the apocalypse equation. Maybe the president had some idea what it was all about.

   Mellors sprang out of his office to the Situation Room, which happened to be located on the bottom floor, prevailing theory holding that the deeper the room was, the safer it was from aerial bombardment. It was the same theory that held sway for Hitler’s bunker during World War II. The Situation Room was, in fact, President Cole’s war room.

   Mellors ducked between the closing doors of the elevator into the car at the end of the hall.

   He edged through the partially open doors with seconds to spare and pushed the B (for basement) button on the control panel.

   Cole was preparing to address the remnants of his administration.

   Ernest Slocum, the CIA director and Mellors’s immediate boss, was sitting next to Cole’s chair, which Cole had vacated when he stood up. Secretary of Defense Eugene D. Byrd was sitting on the other side of Cole. FBI Director Harold Paris, Director of National Intelligence Hilda Molson, and Director of the Department of Homeland Security Sheila Klauss completed the group that ringed the table.

   On a large flat-panel HDTV screen mounted on one wall was the image of a map of the United States. The entire map was colored yellow, signifying that Cole and his administration had purged the country of the plague. When the plague had infected all states of the union the map had previously been red.

   On another wall were mounted a bank of CCTV screens that were displaying images from CCTV cameras that constantly monitored the exterior of the Mount Weather bunker complex. Scenes of devastated, bombed-out, charred forests filled some screens, while other screens showed images of the roads that led to the entrances and exits to the bunker. Synchronized video cameras scanned the entire perimeter of the bunker at all times.

   Without further ado and without fanfare, Mellors took his seat beside Byrd. Mellors disliked sitting next to Byrd because of Byrd’s notorious bad breath. The man must never brush his teeth, decided Mellors, and for sure didn’t believe in mouthwash.

   Everyone in the group was in their fifties, save for Mellors who was the youngest at forty-six.

   Cole himself was sixty and had short black hair shot with grey streaks. He projected the amiable image of the guy next door with his Joe Six-Pack face, even though he had graduated from Yale, like the DCI Ernest Slocum. In point of fact, Cole’s well-crafted image of geniality was at odds with his real self, Mellors knew. This was the same guy who had rained nukes down on the entire nation of the USA in order to expunge the plague, no matter what the collateral damage might be. He was the president, but he was also the commander in chief, the one that had given the order to carpet bomb the country with nukes.

   “Is everybody set to start?” said Cole.

   “Yes, Mr. President,” said Director Paris, adjusting his blonde comb-over with a sweep of his fingers.

   Mellors was surprised that NSA Director Burton Holmes was never invited to participate in these Terror Tuesday meetings, but he never was. Mellors figured it was because Holmes neither enforced nor made policy. He only eavesdropped—on the entire world.

   Terror Tuesdays at the Situation Room weren’t about tapping phone lines or reading everybody’s e-mails. They were about the disposition matrix.

   “Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen,” said Cole by way of introduction as he stood and his administration sat around him.

   Mellors was startled to hear Cole call out his name. 

   “Yes, Mr. President?” said Mellors in a flurried voice.

   “What’s the sitrep on Chad Halverson?”

   “We figure he was infected during the plague or was killed during the atomic explosions.”

   “‘Figure?”

   “Yes, sir.”

   “Do you have any facts to back up your assumption?”

   “We don’t have a corpus delicti, if that’s what you mean.”

   “Yes, that’s what I mean.”

   “That’s right. We don’t have Halverson’s corpse.”

   Head down, Cole shuffled a clutch of papers on the tabletop as he stood.

   When he looked up he said, “I’m adding Halverson’s name to the disposition matrix.”

   “Why can’t we just call a spade a spade, Mr. President? It’s a kill list.”

   “As I just said, I’m adding his name to the disposition matrix.”

   “I don’t think it’s necessary. He’s already—”

   Cole cut him off with a chop of his hand. “Do we have any other suggestions for the disposition matrix?” he asked, searching the faces that surrounded him.

   “I nominate the secretary-general of the UN,” said Byrd, his equine head leveled at Cole, his barrel chest festooned with his bemedaled uniform. “Our good friend Mr. Ho.”

   “You mean the guy who declared himself president of the world because he’s the head of the UN?” said Slocum.

   “That’s the guy, all right. He’s a perfect candidate for the disposition matrix.”

   “I thought he was killed in the nuclear blasts in New York,” said Director Klauss.

   “We don’t know that for sure.”

   “How could he have survived?”

   “In a blast shelter, what else? Like us.”

   “Chad Halverson is a threat to national security,” said Cole, reclaiming the floor. “He must be dealt with. The sooner the better.”

   “Who is this guy?” said Klauss. “I never heard of him.”

   “He’s one of ours gone rogue,” said Slocum, smoothing his bespoke suit.

   “We don’t know that he’s gone rogue,” said Mellors.

   “He refuses to report back to us. He must have gone rogue.”

   “This isn’t up for discussion,” chimed in Cole.

   “We need to make the right decision, Mr. President,” said Mellors.

   “You don’t need to make any decisions. I’m the one who makes the decisions.”

   “I know that, Mr. President. I’m just saying we haven’t got any proof that Halverson has betrayed us. All we know is he knows more than he should.”

   “That’s the point,” said Slocum. “What he knows can bring this administration down. He can destroy what’s left of our government.”

   “Just because he can doesn’t mean he will, especially if he’s dead. And I’m sure he is dead.”

   “I don’t want to discuss this matter any further, gentlemen,” said Cole. “You have your orders. Chad Halverson’s name is forthwith officially added to the disposition matrix.”

   Mellors’s previous orders from the president concerning Halverson had been capture him dead or alive. Now it was strictly dead. Mellors wasn’t sure why Cole had bumped Halverson’s name to the kill list. Could it be possible that Halverson knew even more about the government’s involvement in the funding of the zombie virus experiments at the Erasmus Medical Center in Rotterdam than Mellors did? Was it this other intel that Mellors was not privy to that Cole feared? Instead of killing Halverson, they should be debriefing him. He might have intel about the apocalypse equation.

   Or did Cole suspect that Halverson knew more, even though Halverson didn’t, in fact, know more? wondered Mellors. What exactly was Halverson supposed to know anyway? It didn’t seem to Mellors that Halverson’s knowledge of the government’s funding of the Erasmus virus experiments was enough by itself to get his name added to the kill list.

   Mellors didn’t know. He could only speculate. And how did Orchid, the transhumanists, and the apocalypse equation fit in with Erasmus? Mellors knew courtesy of the documents on Coogan’s laptop that there was some connection, but Mellors didn’t know the specifics. Had Coogan confided these specifics to Halverson during his last phone conversation with Halverson before Mellors had shot Coogan dead to shut him up?

   Mellors was convinced the transhumanists in the Orchid Organization had a hand in the Rotterdam virus experiments that had unleashed the plague on the world.

   “What about Ho, Mr. President?” said the seated Byrd, jutting his blocky jaw up at Cole away from Mellors, sparing Mellors the eye-popping reek of Byrd’s halitosis. 

   Cole cocked his head toward Byrd. “Adding Ho to the matrix could have international repercussions. I need to take his addition under advisement.”

   “In my humble opinion, Ho’s name should be promoted to the top of the list. He’s the biggest threat to our government at this point. We need to drone him ASAP.”

   Mellors found Byrd’s use of humble ironic. Mellors doubted Byrd had a humble bone in his body.

   “He may already be dead, General,” said Cole.

   “I’ll believe it when I see his corpse,” said Byrd. He turned to consider the other faces around him. “Maybe you’re all forgetting the fact that Ho was the one who launched a missile at us here in Area B not so long ago.” Byrd’s eyes flitted from face to face.

   “It’s no good pleading your case to them. I’m the one who decides whose name gets posted on the disposition matrix.”

   Chastened, Byrd leaned back in his chair and kept his own counsel. 

   






   

   CHAPTER 21

   Nevada

   

   Halverson’s left hand was acting up. It had not healed properly after the militia had captured him and had broken it in Las Vegas before the government nuked Vegas. Nobody had set the fractured bones in his hand. Therefore they did not grow back straight. A doctor would have to rebreak his hand and reset it—if he ever found a doctor. He had only limited use of the misshapen fingers in it. And they would ache periodically.

   Scrutinizing his left hand he opened and closed it as best he could, wincing with the effort.

   “What’s wrong with your hand?” asked Victoria.

   They were standing shoehorned into the back of the stake truck amongst the serried furniture as the vehicle pitched forward through the desert, jouncing over the uneven terrain, blazing a path over the dirt. Victoria was standing next to a mattress that was standing lengthwise on its side.

   “I don’t have full use of it.”

   “I couldn’t set the bones in it. I don’t know how to.”

   “I’m not blaming you. You’re not a doctor. How could you know how to set broken bones?”

   Leaning against the mattress Victoria held onto a vertical wooden stake on the side of the truck and peered off into the desert. “What do you think of Swiggum and this lot?”

   “They’re giving us a ride. That’s what counts. We’d die in the desert if we kept walking.”

   “That’s not what I mean. Something doesn’t add up about them.” Blinking her eye she wiped a piece of dirt out of it with her fingers.

   “They’re refugees like the rest of us, now that the country’s been nuked.”

   “That’s not what I mean either.”

   “What are you getting at?”

   “Look at all this furniture back here.”

   Halverson swept his eyes over the furniture. “So?”

   “It looks like it all belongs to one family. Didn’t you think they were all related to each other when we first met them?”

   “Yeah, I did.”

   “That’s because this furniture looks like it belongs to a family that’s moving.”

   Halverson nodded. “That’s what I thought at first. But Swiggum said they collected it on their trip.”

   “But that’s not something a bunch of strangers would do. Go around searching for furniture. Would they?”

   “Why not?”

   Victoria frowned. “A family would transport their furniture with them. Strangers wouldn’t. They’d wait till they arrived where they’re going and then find furniture.”

   Halverson mulled it over. “I don’t know. It’s not exactly business as usual after both the plague and nukes wrecked the entire country. People can’t be expected to act like they normally do.”

   Victoria shrugged. “I think it’s hinky.”

   “What are you suggesting? That these guys robbed this truck from a family?”

   Maybe she was right, decided Halverson. There was something about Swiggum that was bothering him, but he could not put his finger on it. There seemed to be an angry streak or something inside Swiggum that Halverson could sense like an undercurrent in Swiggum’s mien just waiting to burst out. 

   It was probably nothing, decided Halverson, shaking it off. Swiggum had every right to be angry. After all, a flesh eater had mutilated him. Who wouldn’t be angry after something like that? 

   “I don’t know,” said Victoria. “All I know is, it doesn’t feel right.”

   “They may have found the loaded truck abandoned in the desert and commandeered it. What’s wrong with that?”

   “Nothing.” She stared ahead of them. “Looks like we’ve got company.”

   Halverson followed her gaze and felt the stake truck slowing down, Probst easing up on the gas.

   Directly in front of them, a large silver bus was bearing down on them, churning up a roiling cloud of dust behind it. 

   “Not everybody got killed by the nukes, it seems,” said Halverson.

   “You sound disappointed,” said Victoria.

   “It’s not disappointment. It’s concern. Society was annihilated by the bombs and by the plague. What’s gonna take its place?”

   “You worry too much.”

   “Yeah, it’s only an apocalypse.”

   Victoria ignored his sarcasm. She watched the bus approaching them, its metallic silver paint glistening in the sun’s rays. She felt Swiggum’s stake truck pull over as it waited for the bus to catch up to them.

   The better part of twenty feet away from the stake truck, the bus ground to a halt and blasted its air horn.

   “What’s that mean?” Victoria asked Halverson.

   “I don’t like the looks of it,” he answered, shrugging his MP7 off his shoulder and into his hands. “Maybe we should turn the truck around and beat it.”

   “Too late.”

   Halverson saw Swiggum and the rest of the passengers in the front seat pile out of the truck.

   “Let’s give them backup,” said Halverson.

   Halverson and Victoria wormed their way through the cluttered furniture and hopped off the flatbed onto the desert. They circled around the truck to Swiggum and his crew.

   The bus driver leaned on his air horn again.

   “What’s with that guy?” said Swiggum.

   “I can’t see who’s in there with that tinted windshield they got,” said Probst, standing beside Swiggum.

   “So maybe it’s not the Seventh Cavalry come to rescue us, huh?”

   Swiggum drew his pistol from its holster.

   “How many people you think are in that bus?” said Probst. 

   “Dunno. Looks pretty big. Could hold a lot.”

   “Could also be empty.”

   As if in response, two side doors wheezed open on the bus, and a phalanx of passengers clad in white full-body hazmat uniforms spilled out onto the desert, M4 carbines at port arms. The figures arranged themselves methodically in a row in front of the parked bus as if preparing for a pitched battle.

   “Looks like they mean business,” said Swiggum.

   “What’s this all about?” said Probst. “What’s with that getup they’re wearing?”

   “Hazmat uniforms,” said Halverson.

   “They must be worried about the radiation level,” said Swiggum.

   “I don’t blame them.”

   “So what’s with all the artillery?” said Probst, starting to fidget.

   One of the uniformed figures stepped forward. 

   “Throw down your weapons,” he said through the microphone in his headgear.

   “Who are you guys?” said Swiggum.

   “We’re the guys with the M4s.”

   “A joker,” Swiggum muttered to Probst. “I love jokers,” he hissed.

   “I knew we shouldn’t’ve stopped,” said Simone. 

   Nordstrom raised his camera and snapped a picture of the disgorged bus passengers. “They don’t look like friendly dudes, do they? More like bogeys.”

   “What do we do?” asked Probst.

   “We could shoot it out,” answered Swiggum, sweeping his gaze across the array of armed opponents.

   “I don’t like our chances,” said Halverson. “There’s more of them, and they’ve got more firepower.”

   “What if those uniforms are bulletproof?” said Probst.

   “I never thought of that,” conceded Swiggum, lowering his pistol a smidgen.

   “Even if they aren’t, those guys outnumber us by at least five to one,” said Halverson. “And there may be more of them in the bus.”

   “There’s only one thing to do,” said Probst.

   Gingerly, he reached for his handgun and tossed it to the ground in front of him.

   “If we give them our guns, these guys can do whatever they want to us,” said Swiggum, reluctant to part with his weapon. 

   “The question is, what do they want to do to us?” said Probst.

   “Nothing good, I’d say. Not with these bullyboy tactics they’re using against us.”

   “I wish I knew who the fuck they are,” said Simone, corrugating her smooth brow.

   “Maybe they’re feebs,” said Nordstrom, fiddling with his digital camera. “Did somebody here cheat on their taxes?”

   If they were the government, Halverson could be in for trouble. They could be a hit squad sent by the CIA to blow him away.

   “I’ll count to five,” said the leader. “If all of you don’t throw down your weapons by the time I reach five, we’ll open fire.”

   




 

   

   CHAPTER 22

   

   “Who are these guys?” said Probst.

   Halverson heard the guy counting to five. Grudgingly, he tossed down his MP7 and removed his bandoleers from his shoulders. He reached behind his back for his FN 5.7.

   “No sudden movements!” barked the leader and leveled his M4 at Halverson.

   Halverson froze. 

   Deliberately, he retrieved his FN 5.7, displayed it in front of him, and flicked it to the dirt.

   “We have no chance against them,” he told Swiggum.

   Everybody in Halverson’s group followed his lead—except Swiggum.

   “They’re gonna fuck us over,” he said through his teeth. “I know it.”

   “Better than getting shot,” said Halverson. “We may be able to escape later, if they take us captive.”

   “I’m not gonna be their prisoner.”

   “Ready,” the leader commanded his men. “Aim.”

   The soldiers raised their M4 carbines to their shoulders and drew a bead on Swiggum. At least Halverson thought they were training their carbines on Swiggum. It was difficult to tell. Their headgears had tinted face masks so Halverson could not distinguish the directions of their gazes. The carbine muzzles seemed to be aimed at Swiggum, but Halverson would not stake his life on it. Maybe the soldiers were going to take out Halverson and the rest of his companions as well.

   Halverson felt his heart jackhammering against his rib cage. He thought about lunging at Swiggum, dislodging Swiggum’s automatic, and tossing it to the ground. He tensed the muscles in his legs, fixing to pounce on Swiggum. He had to act quickly. They were running out of time.

   Swiggum flung his automatic to the dirt before the leader could say five.

   Halverson heaved a sigh of relief, as did the others in his band.

   “Lower your weapons, men,” the leader ordered his followers. 

   He signaled them with his hand. Guns at the ready, they approached Halverson and company.

   “Now we’re gonna eat it,” Swiggum said under his breath.

   The soldiers produced black plastic zip ties from their uniform’s trouser pockets and pinioned Halverson’s and his companions’ wrists behind their backs. With his single arm, Swiggum presented a problem for the soldiers. One of them fastened several of the zip ties together into a chain and bound Swiggum’s arm to his waist.

   “I thought we were gonna have to shoot the bunch of you,” said the leader.

   “Sorry to disappoint you,” said Swiggum.

   “We don’t want to shoot you. We just don’t want you running off. You’re contaminated with radioactive poisoning. We need to quarantine you.”

   “We’re not infected. We hid in a blast shelter when the nukes dropped.”

   “The problem is, you’re breathing this air. It still has radioactive dust in it.”

   “The air’s OK now.”

   “We’ll be the judges of that.”

   A soldier seized Swiggum’s arm and manhandled him toward the bus.

   “We’re still breathing, aren’t we?” said Swiggum, frowning, not appreciating the rough treatment.

   Soldiers snatched Halverson, Victoria, Probst, Nordstrom, and Simone and ushered them after Swiggum.

   “I wish we could see their faces through those sun visors,” Probst told Halverson. “I’d like to know who we’re dealing with.”

   “Maybe they don’t want us to know what they look like,” said Simone, trying to fight off the soldier that was frog-marching her to the bus.

   “Why not?” said Victoria.

   “That’s what’s bothering me,” said Probst.

   He tripped on a mound in the dirt as the soldier latching onto him shoved him forward. Probst pitched forward onto the ground. He spat out the dirt as his face smacked the ground. 

   “On your feet!” ordered the soldier.

   Spitting more dirt out of his mouth, Probst struggled to his feet with difficulty on account of his fettered wrists. Unable to use his arms to lever himself up, he was forced to stand up using only his protesting, aching knees and his thigh muscles. Groaning, he cursed with the effort of straightening up.

   “Shut up,” said the soldier.

   He snagged Probst’s arm and shepherded him toward the bus.

   Probst yearned to knee the guy in the groin, but the hazmat uniform would probably deflect the blow, he decided and reined in his urge. Probst had to satisfy himself with consigning the guy to hell in his mind’s eye.

   Halverson, Victoria, Probst, Swiggum, Nordstrom, and Simone piled into the bus, escorted by their guards.

   Even inside the bus, the soldiers did not remove their uniforms or their headgears.

   “They’ve got an obsession about keeping on their uniforms,” Probst told Halverson as they sat down in the same seat on the bus. “Those things can’t be comfortable.”

   “At least they have A/C in here,” said Simone, settling down with Victoria in the seat behind Halverson.

   “We’re still prisoners,” said Swiggum, sharing a seat with Nordstrom.

   “And you’re dying from radiation poisoning,” said the leader, standing at the front of the bus, facing the passengers. “Not much to cheer about, is there?”

   “We’re not dying from anything. I feel fine.”

   The driver fired the ignition. The bus rumbled forward. 

   “It’s only a matter of time with you guys,” said the leader and took a seat.

   






   

   CHAPTER 23

   Mount Weather Emergency Operations Center

   

   Sitting at his desk in his office, Mellors heard a commotion in the hallway beyond his closed door. He heard a gaggle of feet pounding down the corridor amidst fitful shouts.

   He tore himself away from Coogan’s laptop that he had been poring over at his desk and darted to his door. Opening his door he burst into the corridor to witness a couple dozen agitated figures swarming around DNI Hilda Molson’s office.

   Mellors knew something was up. He stormed over to the hub of activity.

   “What happened?” he said, clawing his way through the crowd of rubberneckers that extended out of Molson’s office into the hallway.

   Jostling through the mob into the office interior, Mellors picked up on a blonde slumped over Molson’s desktop.

   FBI Director Harold Paris was standing at her side, staring down at her in dismay.

   “What happened?” asked Mellors, stumbling through the throng to Molson’s desk.

   Overcome with grief, Paris did not reply.

   It was Mellors’s CIA boss DCI Slocum who answered, “It looks like the DNI killed herself.”

   “I can’t believe this,” Paris managed to say at last through a stress-constricted throat.

   “How?” asked Mellors.

   “With a gunshot to the head,” answered Slocum. “Didn’t you hear it?”

   Mellors had been so absorbed in his researching of the documents stored in Coogan’s laptop that he must not have heard the shot.

   “We all heard it,” mumbled Paris.

   Mellors heard Molson’s pet bulldog whine as it sat on its bowlegged haunches in a corner of the room, drooling, its pink tongue lolling out of its mouth like a slab of ham.

   “Why would she do such a thing?” asked Mellors.

   “She must have been depressed,” answered Slocum.

   “Who can blame her?” said Homeland Security Director Sheila Klauss, who was standing near Molson’s desk. “It’s a wonder we’re all not suicidal the way things are going in this country.”

   “She didn’t sound depressed to me,” said Paris. “I don’t get it.”

   “What the hell happened?” said General Byrd, wending his way from the hallway through the crowd into the room, his outsized head bobbing like a horse’s above the persons surrounding him.

   “Director Molson killed herself, apparently,” said Mellors.

   “Oh no! No matter how bad it gets, there’s no reason to commit suicide,” said Byrd, commencing to windmill his arms like he was swimming through the spectators that packed the office on his way to Molson’s desk.

   Studying Molson’s slumped figure and the blood-splattered desktop in front of him, Mellors could not get his head around it. He had just questioned her about Orchid and the apocalypse equation no longer than a few hours ago and she had exhibited no signs of depression then.

   How could she have become suicidal so quickly? he wondered.

   “What’s the hubbub?” said President Cole from the crowded corridor. 

   When the mob heard his voice, they parted to let him pass into Molson’s office. Untouched, he strode up to Byrd.

   “Director Molson killed herself, Mr. President,” said Byrd.

   Cole’s face froze in astonishment.

   “That’s inconceivable,” he said at length. “She’s one of my best directors.”

   “See for yourself, sir.”

   Penetrating deeper into the office, Cole could now see Molson’s motionless body slouched over her desk.

   “I’m surprised there aren’t more of us like her,” said Klauss.

   Cole stood transfixed, eyeing the corpse with awe.

   Mellors was equally as stunned.

   Could her suicide have anything to do with the questions he had asked her about Orchid? Mellors wondered. That made no sense. She had not seemed upset in any way by them. Yet his interrogation of her had happened so recently. The proximity in time between his questioning her and her death could indicate a connection. He shrugged, unconvinced. It was all hypothetical. 

   He was gazing at her corpse when he realized something did not look right. The pistol, a Glock, was in her right hand.

   “I can’t believe she would do this,” said Paris and raised his hand to the crown of his head with a combination of bemusement and moroseness. 

   “Maybe she didn’t,” said Mellors.

   Slocum wheeled toward Mellors. “What are you talking about, Scot?”

   “It’s as clear as day what happened to her,” said Byrd. “She put the gun to her head. The poor woman.” He bowed his head in grief.

   Mellors was convinced Molson was left-handed. He had distinctly recalled her signing a document with her left hand when he had visited her earlier in her office.

   “Why would she shoot herself with her right hand when she’s left-handed?” he said.

   Cole eyed the gun gripped in Molson’s right hand. “What are you trying to say?”

   “Somebody may have killed her and staged it to make it look like suicide.”

   “That’s crazy,” said Klauss. “Why would somebody do such a thing? You’ve been watching too many movies.”

   “Are we certain she was left-handed?” asked Cole. 

   “I am,” answered Mellors. “I saw her sign a document with her left hand.”

   He rummaged through the papers scattered on Molson’s desktop. He snagged one and examined the signature on it.

   “Don’t touch anything,” said Paris, springing to life. “This is a crime scene, even if it was a suicide. We need to secure the area to prepare for our investigation.”

   Mellors stopped pawing through the papers, but he continued to hold one sheet in his hand, inspecting it.

   “What are you looking for?” asked Cole.

   “Look how her signature is slanted to the left,” said Mellors, displaying the signed document to Cole. “Only a lefty slants their signature to the left.”

   Cole scanned Molson’s signature.

   “A lot of unsupported speculation,” cut in Slocum.

   “No kidding,” said Byrd. “How do we know she wasn’t ambidextrous? Then she could have used either hand to pull the trigger.”

   “Even if she was left-handed, she still could have used her right hand to pull the trigger,” said Slocum. “She must’ve been very cut up to shoot herself. Who’s to say what you’ll do when you’re that emotionally racked?”

   “It doesn’t track,” said Mellors. “A lefty’s gonna reach for a gun with their left hand. It’s a reflex action. It’s not something you think about.”

   Mellors could not help but think that Molson’s death might have had something to do with his questioning her about Orchid. Could somebody have murdered her because she had told Mellors too much and then covered the murder up by making it look like a suicide? All Mellors knew for certain was that Molson’s so-called suicide made no sense.

   “You guys are making a mountain out of a molehill,” said Klauss. “Did you ever hear of Occam’s razor?”

   “The simplest theory is usually the correct one,” said Slocum.

   “We’re all college educated,” said Cole. “We’re familiar with the term. What’s your point, Sheila?”

   “Exactly. Hilda was depressed because of both the plague and the nukes that annihilated our country. She couldn’t stand it anymore. She cracked and killed herself. That’s why there’s a bullet in her temple and a gun in her hand. It is what it looks like.”

   “I’m with you,” said Byrd. “None of this conspiracy theory bullshit. We can dream up any scenario we want, if we put our minds to it.”

   “Except she wasn’t depressed,” said Mellors. “And why would she shoot herself with her right hand when she was left-handed?”

   “Gobbledygook,” said Byrd. “You got no proof. Diddly-squat.”

   “Ask yourself this, Scot,” said Slocum. “Why would somebody want to murder Molson? There’s no motivation.”

   Unless they wanted to prevent her from talking about the Orchid Organization, thought Mellors. Had he opened a can of worms with his questions that somebody in Area B didn’t want answered? If that was the case, he had better be careful about choosing the next person he questioned. His life might depend on it.

   Eyes closed, Mellors brought his hand down his face. Then again, maybe his imagination was working overtime, he decided. Maybe Klauss was right. If it looked like a suicide, it was a suicide. Molson could have been ambidextrous and used either hand to shoot herself.

   Except—

   Except Mellors did not buy it. There was something fishy here. And it wasn’t just this “suicide.” It was the Orchid Organization, to boot. But how everything dovetailed together, he had no idea. Could it indeed have been some kind of conspiracy?

   Or was he turning into one of those paranoid wackos in the black-helicopter crowd with his flights of fancy? After all, he had no smoking gun. Nothing that incriminated anybody. Not yet, anyway. 

   He kept his thoughts to himself. He did not know whom he could trust at this point. He would have to tread warily if he was going to continue to investigate the Orchid Organization.

   “Everybody out,” said Paris, taking charge as FBI director. “We have to secure this office as a crime scene.”

   “It’s a crying shame,” said Byrd, heading toward the crowd at the door, who were beginning to retreat and disperse down the hallway, grumbling as they went. “Suicide is never the answer.”

   






   

   CHAPTER 24

   

   Mellors repaired to his office, sat behind his desk, and returned to combing through the trove of documents stored in Coogan’s laptop.

   A title in the document section on the screen caught his eye. “Death Pact.”

   He clicked open the document. Mellors was not surprised to find that it was encrypted. Nevertheless, the instructions at its beginning were not. In fact, Coogan had wanted people to be able to read them. Of that Mellors was sure. Coogan’s death pact was a means of life insurance. Except it hadn’t worked, in his case. 

   Coogan had created a death pact with certain organizations he had chosen. If anything dire, like a violent mishap or death, should befall Coogan, this “Death Pact” document would be automatically e-mailed to a select group of recipients, including the New York Times, the Washington Post, and the Guardian. 

   If Coogan did not access the death pact every twenty-four hours via his laptop, according to the instructions at the beginning of the pact, he had programmed his computer to e-mail the document, along with the code to decrypt it, to the aforesaid newspapers. 

   Mellors had killed Coogan well over twenty-four hours ago and figured the document had been sent but nobody had accessed it, since all of the newspaper organizations, and everything else for that matter, had been annihilated by the nuclear explosions Cole had rained down on the world.

   Where was the code? wondered Mellors. It had to be with the document, since both the document and the code were to be e-mailed together. No, he decided. It would be moronic to store the code in plain sight on the same document. Then anybody could decrypt the clandestine intel on the death pact. It would make more sense for Coogan to have stored the code elsewhere and to have programmed his laptop to e-mail the code simultaneously with the death pact to the same addresses.

   Mellors shrugged in futility. There were literally thousands of documents on Coogan’s laptop. Finding the code would be like finding a needle in a haystack. In the interests of security, Coogan wouldn’t have entitled the document containing the code “Secret Code for the Death Pact.” To keep the document private, Coogan would have used an innocuous title that signified nothing about the true nature of the document.

   Mellors pounded his desktop with his fist, frustrated to know that the intel about both the Orchid Organization and the apocalypse equation was sitting right in front of him if only he could decrypt it. The open laptop vibrated as Mellors’s fist crashed beside it.

   He slumped back in his chair in a heap, all out of ideas on how to open the death pact. Touching his temple with his fingers, he massaged it and tried to dope out his next move in his windowless office. It was a good thing he wasn’t claustrophobic, he decided, staring up at the cement ceiling. Even so, this molelike lifestyle could drive you bonkers. He didn’t think men were cut out for living in burrows like rodents. It was a far cry from the Yale campus in New Haven, Connecticut, or his CIA office at Langley.

   He started in his seat as the phone on his desk broke into a strident ring.

   Sitting up he decided that was one good thing about living in this bunker—at least it had a dedicated internal phone system that worked. Of course, they could not contact the outside world with it, but what was left of the world to contact anyway?

   Mellors answered the phone.

   “Hello, Scot. I want to see you in my office ASAP,” said Slocum.

   “Yes, sir.”

   It sounded urgent, decided Mellors.

   






   

   CHAPTER 25

   

   Mellors rapped gently at shoulder height on Slocum’s closed door.

   “Come in,” said Slocum.

   Cracking the door Mellors was surprised to see NSA Director Holmes sitting in a chair opposite Slocum, who was seated behind his desk watching Mellors enter his office.

   “Sit down, Scot,” said Slocum.

   Mellors felt the deep-set blue-grey eyes buried in Holmes’s pasty face track him as he commandeered a chair.

   There was something porcine about Holmes’s eyes as they peered from behind his rimless wire-bowed spectacles, decided Mellors. The thought that this was the man entrusted with reading everybody’s e-mails and eavesdropping on their phone conversations discharged an involuntary frisson through Mellors. Holmes was wearing an ill-fitting navy blue suit and a peach bow tie.

   Watching Mellors and Holmes, Slocum folded his hands on his desktop before he launched into his speech.

   “After Hilda’s suicide, the president has asked me to speak with the other employees here and set them straight as to the true nature of our situation,” said Slocum.

   “In what respect?” said Holmes, whose mountainous girth fit uncomfortably into his chair like a cork that was too big for a wine bottle. 

   Much of the excessive flesh around his hips spilled out over his chair’s armrests, which were digging into the bottom of his rib cage and maximizing his discomfort. 

   “He wants to make sure that everyone here understands this isn’t the end of the world,” answered Slocum.

   “Must be pretty close, though,” said Mellors.

   Slocum’s face remained implacable, not responding to Mellors’s witticism. 

   “You think we’re gonna get depressed like Molson and off ourselves because of our lousy accommodations?” said Holmes. 

   Slocum blinked rapidly several times then proceeded by ignoring Holmes’s remark. “He wants me to talk to a few of you at a time—”

   “And make sure we’re not going around the bend,” cut in Holmes.

   “Just let me finish, Tony,” said Slocum, patting the air down in front of him like it was a mound of invisible dough, signaling Holmes to hold his tongue.

   “Let me remind you, I’m not one of your employees at the CIA.”

   “I know that. The president has other things to do and he wants me to take care of this for him in light of today’s tragic events.”

   “That’s fine with me, as long as you remember I’m the director of the National Security Agency,” said Holmes, puffing out his ponderous chest.

   And I have your phone tapped, thought Mellors, reading between the lines. He noticed no reaction on Slocum’s part to Holmes’s subtext.

   With great difficulty, grimacing, Holmes shifted in his chair and fished a white silk handkerchief out of his trouser back pocket and dabbed at the film of perspiration slicking his brow.

   “Basically, this is a sitrep,” said Slocum. “I’m trying to give you men the lay of the land.”

   “I wish they’d turn down the heat in here,” said Holmes, breathing heavily as he twisted in his seat, scowling, in order to return his handkerchief to his pocket.

   He plucked at the bow tie fastened around his neck to loosen it a tad.

   “If you’d just sit still a moment, Tony, and let me go on,” said Slocum.

   Holmes gave a dismissive wave. “Don’t concern yourself with my misery.”

   “That’s what this powwow is all about.”

   “My misery?” said Holmes with a hike of his sparse eyebrows.

   “Our misery. We have to adapt to our current situation.”

   “We have to adapt to the apocalypse,” said Mellors.

   “That’s what the human race does in order to survive,” said Slocum. “We adapt or we die out.”

   “Just like any other species.”

   “How many persons are left in the world now, do you think?”

   Eyes blank, Mellors shook his head. “I have no idea.”

   “For sake of argument, let’s say a million.”

   “That’s a million more than I expected. The world’s population was wiped out by the plague and then for good measure by our nukes.”

   “There are plenty of bomb shelters out there,” said Holmes. “I bet there are more than a million people still alive.”

   “My point is this,” said Slocum, trying to maintain control of the conversation. “There were over 7 billion human beings on this planet before the plague struck.”

   “That many?” said Mellors, unable to get his head around the stratospheric numbers.

   “That’s a drop in the bucket,” said Holmes. “It’s nowhere near our national deficit of $17 trillion.”

   “Can we stick to the subject, please?” said Slocum, losing his patience.

   Holmes bridled. “What is the subject, for Christ’s sake?”

   “When the plague hit, the world was overpopulated. The sustainable population on earth is only 1.5 billion human beings. If the plague hadn’t struck, it would have been some other calamity that winnowed down the population. It was inevitable.”

   “Let me get this straight,” said Mellors, unsure he was grasping what Slocum was getting at. “Are you saying the plague was a good thing because it wiped out almost 7 billion persons?”

   “We were heading to an abyss of chaos if we continued to overpopulate the earth.”

   “We got there faster with the plague and our A-bombs.”

   “The spectacular growth of the world’s population is directly attributable to petroleum. The population has grown more since the advent of petroleum-based societies than it has at any other time in history.”

   “What are you driving at?” said Holmes.

   “Before the plague hit, the world was heading toward a cataclysm the likes of which it has never seen before. The fact of the matter is, there is only a finite amount of oil on this planet, and, gentlemen, it most assuredly is running out. When it does run out, there will be mass starvation, riots, and wars on an unprecedented scale culminating with the end of civilization.”

   “Except the plague and our A-bombs wiped out civilization first,” said Mellors.

   “I’m trying to inculcate the fact on you that the plague may have prevented an even more horrible fate for man of starvation, the breakdown of societies, and blood-soaked world wars.”

   “So you’re telling us we should be cheering here in our bunker?”

   “You don’t get it, do you?” said Slocum in frustration.

   “Frankly, I don’t.”

   “Did you ever hear of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs?”

   “No.”

   “It’s a psychological theory postulated by Abraham Maslow. Basically, it says humans strive for the ‘basic needs’ of survival before they proceed to the ‘safety needs’ of comfort. Then they’ll try to attain ‘psychological needs,’ ‘self-actualization,’ and, at the top of the hierarchy, ‘peak experiences.’”

   Holmes harrumphed. “Psychobabble. I never put any stock in it.”

   “What’s this got to do with our predicament?” said Mellors.

   “When the oil ran out, and it would have,” said Slocum, “all societies would have collapsed and populations would have been forced to seek ‘basic needs.’ When populations are forced to seek basic needs, they become ungovernable with the result that a complete breakdown of law and order ensues. We were heading for an inevitable world cataclysm before the plague struck.”

   “So we’ve got it good now. Is that what you’re saying?”

   “We’ve got it good, compared to what we were heading for. Yeah, we’ve got it good. So stop griping and moping like Hilda did, and let’s not think about suicide anymore.”

   “Everything is relative.”

   “You sound like a psychiatrist, Ernest,” said Holmes. “Is this a therapy session?”

   “Call it what you want.”

   Holmes kneaded his brow. “I just don’t see it. I would rather take my chances with societal breakdown than with the plague and nuclear annihilation.”

   “It’s not like we have a choice. The point is, we need to adapt. Otherwise, we’ll all end up like Hilda.”

   Except Mellors was convinced Molson did not whack herself. Which meant there was a murderer stalking the bunker. The question was, why did he kill her? And would he kill again?

   






   

   CHAPTER 26

   Nevada

   

   Halverson watched from inside the bus as it drove down a cement ramp to a steel accordion door and halted. The bus driver snapped up a remote, pressed a button, and watched the three-foot-thick steel door rise with a loud hum. He drove the bus into an underground garage, which resonated with the engine’s chuffing.

   Halverson could not believe how thick the steel door was. It must weigh tons. This was a bleeding-edge blast shelter, no doubt about it, he decided, not the prefab kind that could be purchased online like the one he and Victoria had been sheltering in earlier. This place was colossal. 

   The garage alone was big enough for a mall, decided Halverson, his hands bound behind his back in his seat.

   “Looks like somebody knew what was coming,” said Probst, sitting beside Halverson.

   “What do you mean?” said Victoria from behind them.

   “Look at the size of this garage. This bunker must be the size of a football stadium . . . or two . . . or three.”

   “And?”

   “And somebody was prepared for a nuclear attack. You don’t build an underground garage this humongous in your backyard on a whim.”

   “Some fat cat invested a boatload of dough into this complex,” said Simone, perched beside Victoria. “That’s for sure.”

   “Some fat cat or some well-fixed organization,” said Halverson, scoping out the capacious garage, which looked all but full to capacity with parked cars.

   “Beaucoup bucks were involved in this deal, all right,” said Probst, nodding.

   “And there must be a slew of people living here.” 

   “Which means what?” said Victoria.

   “That these guys may’ve known that the nuclear attack was coming.”

   “Or maybe they were playing it safe like anybody else who builds a bomb shelter.”

   “Why would you invest this much money into a bunker the size of a couple of football stadiums unless you were certain of a nuclear attack?”

   “How could anybody be certain of a nuclear attack?”

   “Some of these rich guys are paranoid eccentrics. That’s all,” put in Probst.

   “But there had to be more than one person involved in the building of this shelter,” said Halverson. “Look at all the cars parked here. I doubt they all belong to the same guy.”

   “You never can tell. Some of these billionaires own garages stuffed to the gills with their own cars.” His expression smug, Probst paused. “Besides, how could anybody know for certain there would be a nuclear attack?”

   “What with the size of this place and the fact that it’s underground, it must’ve taken a couple years to build,” said Simone. 

   “Yeah. How could anybody know a couple years ago that nuclear bombs would rain down right here from the sky?”

   “Nobody in his right mind would invest this much money into such a monster bunker unless they knew something,” said Halverson.

   “Knew what?” said Probst.

   “They were just playing it safe,” said Simone. “When you have that much money, you can take precautions that us regular people can’t.” 

   “This is a damn expensive precaution.”

   “A couple million bucks mean nothing to fat cats,” said Simone in a streetwise voice. “It’s peanuts to them.”

   As a CIA agent for the National Clandestine Service, Halverson possessed intel of which the others were ignorant. He knew the US government had been complicit in the creation of the mutated H5N1 virus created in the Erasmus Medical Center in Rotterdam. This man-made virus, aka the zombie virus, was the selfsame one that had wiped out the world’s population.

   The virus, he knew, had escaped from its biosafety level-3 lab in Rotterdam and had proceeded to contaminate the world in a matter of days. But the fact that the US government had a hand in the creation of the plague meant nothing by itself other than the fact that the government had to share responsibility for the plague’s contaminating the populace.

   He had not told the others of the government’s involvement because he was a CIA agent sworn to secrecy. Only a handful of people knew what he knew of the derivation of the plague.

   But the way things were playing out he figured there might be even more to the story than he knew. Before fellow agent Coogan had been murdered he had muttered something over his satphone about the “apocalypse equation.” It was gibberish to Halverson. He had no idea what it meant.

   He had assumed that the escape of the zombie virus into the atmosphere had been a horrible accident. Could a terrorist or some crackpot have leaked the virus deliberately? Insanity! Halverson decided. To even think such a thought was insanity. Nobody sane would deliberately infect the entire world with plague. It would mean the death of everybody—except those individuals who were fortunate enough to have airtight blast shelters. No. He shook his head. To even consider such an idea was the height of madness.

   Not only had the plague wiped out most of the human race, it had also precipitated the nuclear explosions that had wreaked havoc on the world. Nobody sane could plan a catastrophe of such magnitude. It was beyond comprehension, decided Halverson. What would be the point? The mastermind would inherit a devastated uninhabited world.

   The leaking of the plague had to be an accident, Halverson decided. There was no other reasonable explanation.

   Still, Halverson suspected there were things that even he didn’t know about the plague and its infection of mankind.

   He shifted uncomfortably in his seat. The plastic zip ties secured around his wrists were cutting into his flesh and drawing blood. He could feel the warm liquid trickling down his wrists.

   The bus groaned to a halt.

   “Looks like we’re here,” said Probst.

   “Wherever here is,” said Swiggum from the seat across the aisle.

   “I don’t think I’m gonna like this place.”

   






   

   CHAPTER 27

   

   The leader stood up in the front of the bus and ordered the front contingent of his men to disembark. Then he told Halverson and his group to do the same.

   Halverson saw no point in refusing. He had no inclination to stay on the bus. On the other hand, he didn’t know what he was getting into. He had no inkling of what would happen to him once he set foot in this bunker. The bottom line was, he had no choice.

   He stood up and marched off the bus into the waiting hands of the soldiers that were congregated there awaiting him and the others.

   Probst, Victoria, and Simone followed him.

   His M4 at the ready, the leader watched them leave.

   Nordstrom wanted to follow, but Swiggum refused to stand up, forestalling Nordstrom from leaving his seat.

   “Let’s go,” said Nordstrom, standing up and facing the aisle.

   “Let’s not,” said Swiggum.

   “What do you want to stay in here for?”

   “Why do I want to go in that bunker?”

   “Why not?”

   “I got a bad feeling about this place. These guys are up to no good.”

   “I don’t think we have a choice,” said Nordstrom, trying to figure out how he could maneuver himself past Swiggum’s long legs that blocked his way to the aisle. 

   These seats had scarcely any legroom. There was no way he could scooch past Swiggum’s legs. Swiggum would have to leave first in order for Nordstrom to be able to leave.

   “What’s the problem here?” said the leader, strutting toward Swiggum.

   “Where are we going?” asked Swiggum.

   “We’re leaving the bus. That’s all you need to know.”

   “Maybe I like it here,” said Swiggum, his jaw set.

   “What happened to your arm?”

   “A zombie tore it off.”

   “Want me to tear off your other one?”

   Swiggum laughed. “You’ll have to untie me first.”

   Nordstrom didn’t know why Swiggum was laughing. Nordstrom didn’t get the impression the leader was joking. Of course, Nordstrom could not see the leader’s face thanks to the tinted facemask shielding it.

   “I’m not playing games with you,” said the leader.

   Swiggum hiked his eyebrows indifferently, face expressionless.

   “Take him out of here,” the leader ordered one of his soldiers.

   The nearest soldier, about five nine, accosted Swiggum and reached for Swiggum’s collar with his blue latex-gloved hand. The soldier’s hand latched onto the collar and wrenched it.

   Flinching, Swiggum pulled back from the soldier.

   The soldier leaned toward Swiggum and seized Swiggum’s neck with both of his gloved hands.

   With his hand bound at his side, Swiggum had no means to fight back. 

   The soldier proceeded to throttle Swiggum.

   “Knock it off!” cried Nordstrom. “How can he get up with you all over him strangling him?”

    Swiggum’s face was turning blue in the soldier’s stranglehold.

   “Let him go,” the leader said.

   The soldier obeyed.

   Swiggum commenced gasping for breath.

   “Now get up and get out,” the leader told Swiggum.

   Begrudgingly, Swiggum rose awkwardly to his feet, gulping fresh air with his gaping mouth and rotating his reddened, throbbing neck, eyes shut. He crabbed into the aisle.

   “You’re gonna regret that,” he contrived to say in a husky voice, walking past the leader.

   “You’re already dead and you don’t even know it.”

   Loath to incur the leader’s wrath, Nordstrom scrambled to his feet and trailed Swiggum out of the bus.

   Swiggum stumbled down the bus’s metal corrugated steps to the parking lot and landed clumsily on the cement walkway. Averting a fall with the strength of his legs, he managed to regain his footing on the walkway and righted himself. He trudged over to Halverson.

   “What happened to you?” said Halverson, picking up on Swiggum’s livid face and flushed throat.

   Swiggum grimaced, rocking his head from side to side. “I’m gonna waste that guy. See if I don’t.”

   The soldiers herded Halverson, Swiggum, Probst, Victoria, Simone, and Nordstrom into a hallway that led out of the garage.

   “Where are they taking us now?” asked Probst.

   “To a decontamination center probably,” answered Halverson.

   A stainless steel pneumatic door whooshed open at the end of the corridor.

   “I want to talk to your boss,” Halverson told the leader, who was walking six feet behind him.

   “Don’t worry about it.”

   “What kind of digs are these?” said Swiggum. “Are you military?”

   The leader said nothing.

   Since this was a massive bunker, Halverson wondered if they were anywhere near Area 51, which bordered Yucca Flat, the site of over seven hundred nuclear bomb tests. Massive bunkers would be located in and around Area 51 for that very reason. 

   If it was anywhere near Area 51, this vicinity might be controlled by the government, which owned the area. The CIA was also active in the area. Another reason for Halverson to be cautious. After all, it was the same CIA, his employer, that was trying to kill him with drones because he knew of their involvement in the creation of the zombie virus.

   Area 51. Aka Dreamland, Paradise Ranch, and, nowadays Homey Airport. Just south of the dry Groom Lake. If he was in the government-run Area 51, he was in even more danger than he had previously thought. He would have to tread warily.

   He was letting his imagination run amok. He had no idea if he was anywhere near Area 51.

   “Wait in that room.” The leader gestured to the open door.

   “I want to know if the military’s running this place,” said Swiggum.

   Did Swiggum, too, suspect this was Area 51? wondered Halverson.

   “We need to get all of you out of the hallway,” said the leader. “You’re contaminated with radioactivity. Step inside.”

   “Why?” said Swiggum.

   “You’re contaminating the air in the hallway.”

   “Fuck you.”

   Holding his carbine in both hands, the leader pressed the length of the barrel crosswise against Swiggum’s back and shoved him through the doorway into the room.

   Tired of getting pushed around, Swiggum cursed as he stumbled into the large white room. Not only were the barren walls painted white, the linoleum was white as well.

   Simone, Victoria, Probst, Nordstrom, and Halverson followed him.

   “I need to talk to your boss,” Halverson told the leader, noticing that none of the soldiers had followed him into the room.

   The leader said nothing.

   The steel door whooshed shut.

   






   

   CHAPTER 28

   

   “These guys are bad news,” said Nordstrom.

   He set to snapping pictures of the room, but soon became bored at the monotonous whiteness surrounding him. White walls, white floor, white ceiling. No windows.

   “This crib’s a drag, man,” he said, letting go of his camera and letting it hang from its sling around his neck.

   “I feel like we’re in prison,” said Probst.

   Simone gave him a look. “Don’t say that word.”

   “They’re probably gonna decontaminate us,” said Halverson.

   “How?” said Probst. “Don’t we have to take showers and stuff? Where’s the shower stall?”

   Halverson realized Probst was right. There was no decontamination equipment in this room. No showers. No hoses to spray them with disinfectant.

   “They’re not gonna disinfect us,” said Swiggum. “They could care less about us. They just want to isolate us from them so they don’t get contaminated.”

   “I’m hungry,” said Nordstrom. “Aren’t they at least gonna feed us? They flunk as hosts.”

   As if on cue Halverson heard his stomach rumbling. He hadn’t eaten since he and Victoria had left their blast shelter.

   Simone stalked off into a corner, sat down, and brooded.

   “What’s with her?” said Victoria.

   “We told you, she hates herself because of her sister’s death,” said Nordstrom.

   “They don’t even have chairs in here,” said Probst. 

   “Like I said, they flunk as hosts.”

   A loud buzzing startled Halverson. He cut his eyes toward the direction of the sound and saw one entire wall sliding open to reveal a Plexiglas floor-to-ceiling window.

   A fiftysomething crew-cut peroxide blond guy pushing six feet was standing in a black bespoke suit in the white room beyond the Plexiglas partition. He was wearing a mauve moiré silk tie. He considered Halverson’s party with pale limpid blue eyes.

   “I feel like we’re caged in a zoo,” said Nordstrom. 

   “Who is this clown?” said Swiggum under his breath.

   Halverson knew the guy on sight. 

   It was none other than Hector Guzman, a notorious billionaire drug dealer the CIA had been keeping in their sights for years. 

   Guzman’s father was Oswald Gutman, an Oberfuhrer, or senior colonel, in Hitler’s notorious Order of the Death’s Head, aka the SS. With help from the renowned SS-Obersturmbannfuhrer Otto Skorzeny, who had once rescued Mussolini with a daring glider raid, Oswald had escaped from Nazi Germany via a “ratline,” to wit, an escape route, to Buenos Aires at the end of the war and taken refuge in Argentina, thanks to the Organization of Former SS Members, the ODESSA (Organisation der ehemaligen SS-Angehörigen). He changed his name to Guzman and was never heard from again.

   In Argentina, Oswald’s son Hector became a successful narcotraficante, who migrated up to Mexico, allied his organization with the ruthless Zetas gang, and took on the omnipotent Sinaloa cartel in a battle royal for control of the Mexican drug trade. Exploiting the brutal Zetas and their violent tactics for all they were worth, Guzman and the Zetas dismantled the Sinaloa cartel. Then Guzman, finished with using the Zetas, split off from them and became their most successful rival, usurping most of their territory in his bid to supplant the Sinaloa cartel as the top drug provider in the world. 

   Hector Guzman married the blue-eyed Brazilian beauty contest winner Heidi Heydrich, also of German stock, when she was twenty-five. When she was twenty-six she died in a hail of bullets when a Zetas hit team assassinated her in her armor-plated black Chevy Suburban. The four-by-four’s windows were bulletproof, but, as luck would have it, Heidi had her window down when the attack occurred.

   Simultaneously, a coordinated assassination attempt on Guzman failed. 

   And here Guzman was now standing in the room next to Halverson’s.

   Small world, decided Halverson. The will-o’-the-wisp Guzman was at the head of the class on the FBI’s Ten Most Wanted list. The CIA and the FBI had no idea he was living in the US. No wonder they could never find him, though they moved heaven and earth in their attempts to do so. All this time, he was in their own backyard.

   Exceeded only by his legendary avarice, his arrogance was such that he refused to go under the knife for plastic surgery because he believed the authorities would never find him, let alone arrest and prosecute him. Moreover, his vanity in his looks took the option of plastic surgery off the table.

   Up to this point, Guzman had remained unscathed, an untouchable fugitive. Even though everybody knew what he looked like, the authorities had not caught up with him. Out of fear of his savage reprisals, none of his associates or employees ever ratted out his hidey-holes. If innocent bystanders spotted him, they never said a word. They would rather go on living than snitch. As for his enemies, he kept them in the dark as to his whereabouts. 

    Up till now, decided Halverson. Now Halverson, an agent for the CIA, knew where Guzman was sheltering.

   Halverson dissimulated his surprise at seeing Guzman by keeping his face expressionless. Halverson didn’t want to let on that he knew Guzman’s identity. 

   As for the others, they did not seem to recognize Guzman, Halverson decided. Guzman’s face was well known to the Bureau and to the Agency and to other government departments like the Drug Enforcement Administration, but, outside of such alphabet organizations, few individuals either knew or cared about Guzman or what he looked like.

   Then again, Guzman probably could not care less if anybody recognized him here. After all, what were they going to do about it?

   






   

   CHAPTER 29

   

   “Who are you?” demanded Swiggum.

   “I’m Hector,” answered Guzman.

   The rooms must be rigged with microphones, decided Halverson. They could hear Guzman quite clearly. 

   “What gives you the right to lock us up like prisoners?” said Swiggum, swaggering toward the Plexiglas window that separated the two rooms.

   “You’re not prisoners,” said Guzman. “You’re my guests.”

   “This is how you treat your guests?” said Swiggum with jacked eyebrows.

   “You’re under quarantine because you’re contaminated with radiation poisoning.”

   “I’m not contaminated with anything. I feel right as rain.” 

   “If we’re not prisoners, why are our hands tied?” said Halverson.

   “Wolfman thought you might not come back here voluntarily,” said Guzman.

   “Now that I’ve seen this place, he was right,” said Swiggum.

   “Who’s Wolfman?” said Halverson.

   “He was the head of the scouting party that escorted you here,” said Guzman.

   “With a name like Wolfman, no wonder he keeps his face covered.”

   “We’re already here so why keep our hands tied?” said Victoria.

   “Be patient,” said Guzman. “They’ll be untied when we serve your dinner.”

   “How about a table and chairs, then?”

   “We weren’t expecting visitors.”

   Halverson angled toward the Plexiglas partition. “Why haven’t you started the decontamination process on us?”

   “What makes you think you can be decontaminated?”

   “Why not?”

   “You’ve been exposed to radiation for a long time.”

   “We were in blast shelters during the explosions,” cut in Swiggum.

   “But you’ve been walking around in the desert in air that’s still polluted with radioactive dust.”

   “We took iodide pills,” said Halverson.

   Guzman strutted back and forth deliberately in his room. “That only protects you against radioactive iodine-131. It does nothing to protect you from cesium-137 or strontium-90.”

   “Technobabble,” said Swiggum, shaking his head. “The point is, we feel fine. If it ain’t broken, don’t fix it. We don’t need to be decontaminated. Just let us out of this room and we’ll be on our way.”

   “Then you won’t have to worry about us contaminating you,” chipped in Probst.

   “I wouldn’t think of letting you go and exposing you to more radiation,” said Guzman. “What kind of a host do you think I am?”

   “Not a very good one,” muttered Probst.

   “What’s that you say?”

   “Nothing.”

   “It’s all settled then,” said Guzman, coming to a halt behind the Plexiglas window.

   “Don’t you even want to know who we are?” said Victoria. 

   “I already know who you are.”

   “How?” said Probst, puzzled.

   “Each of you was photographed with video cameras when you entered this building. My computers have bleeding-edge facial recognition software that ID’d all of you instantly. All except one of you, that is.”

   Halverson felt his heart beating a rapid tattoo. He knew it was him that Guzman was talking about. There was no trace of him to be found on the Internet or in any database available to facial recognition software. His employers at the CIA had seen to it that his picture had been scrubbed clean from any and all databases.

   Guzman had not been looking at Halverson as he had spoken, Halverson noticed. Interesting, decided Halverson. For whatever reason, Guzman did not want to tip his hand that Halverson was the one he could not ID. For the moment Guzman didn’t want to say it. 

   “Hogwash,” said Swiggum. “Do you take us for idiots? I don’t believe any of this.”

   “Just let us go and be done with it,” said Victoria. “We have places to go.”

   “Really? You’re safe from further radioactive contamination here,” said Guzman. “Why would you want to leave?”

   “But we’re locked up like animals,” said Swiggum.

   “You’re not locked up. You’re under quarantine.”

   “Semantics,” said Probst, waving off Guzman.

   “Have it your way. In any case, you’re my guests and it would be remiss of me to let you leave and expose you to certain death by radiation.”

   Halverson noticed a desk crammed with computers on top of it behind Guzman. Halverson could see that an entire wall in Guzman’s room was outfitted with CCTV screens, which were monitored at Guzman’s desk. Halverson took stock of the guest room he was confined to but could not spot the camera lenses. The technology nowadays was such that they could be as small as pin pricks. Drones the size of hummingbirds could spy on you through your window, he knew.

   “You’re dripping,” said Victoria.

   “What?” said Halverson.

   She pointed at the floor where blood was splattering desultorily near his foot as it dripped from his cut wrists.

   “You’re going to be decontaminated one at a time,” said Guzman.

   “I thought you said you weren’t gonna decontaminate us,” said Halverson.

   “I never said that.”

   “Let us out of here,” said Swiggum.

   He stalked up to the Plexiglas window and kicked it angrily. He winced with the pain that shot through his foot.

   “You’re wasting your time, Jake,” said Guzman. “That’s four inches of bulletproof acrylic.”

   Swiggum started. “How do you know my name?”

   “I already told you. Listen when I talk to you. You’re Jake Swiggum, age thirty-two, bank robber. Arrested five years ago and been in stir ever since.”

   Swiggum gawped at Guzman.

   Guzman turned to Nordstrom. “Sven Nordstrom, thirty-one years old, pornographer. Arrested for raping a fifteen-year-old girl. One of your models, I presume.”

   “It was consensual,” said Nordstrom.

   “Statutory rape is statutory rape, consensual or not. You were sentenced to the joint three years ago.” Guzman turned to Probst.

   “I don’t want to hear it,” said Probst, making a show of covering his ears.

   Guzman went on, nevertheless, “Travis Probst, forty-nine. Check kiter. Tossed in the joint two years ago.”

   “I was framed.”

   Guzman faced Simone, who was still hunched in a corner brooding. She didn’t return his gaze.

   “Simone Leclerc,” he said. “Twenty-three years of age. Call girl. Sentenced for prostitution a year ago to three years behind bars.”

   His words elicited no reaction from Simone. Lost in a brown study, she continued staring sightlessly ahead of her.

   Guzman settled his gaze on Victoria. “Victoria Brady, twenty-eight. Dress designer who owns a dress shop in Santa Monica, California.”

   Guzman ignored Halverson.

   Halverson relaxed. He had wondered what Guzman would say when he got to Halverson. Halverson wondered if anyone had noticed that Guzman had skipped him.

   “I’m impressed, swami,” jeered Swiggum. “How much money do I have in my wallet?”

   With Guzman’s revelations, Halverson realized that he and Victoria had stumbled onto a gang of prison convicts who must have escaped during the atomic blasts, which caused him to doubt that the four of them had hid in bomb shelters when the bombs had exploded, like they had told him they did. Which bore out Guzman’s claim that the four of them could be impregnated with radioactivity and beyond salvation.

   Halverson caught sight of the wall sliding shut in front of the Plexiglas.

   






   

   CHAPTER 30

   

   Halverson, Victoria, Swiggum, Probst, and Nordstrom stood in the now-windowless white room, looking at each other with puzzlement, trying to make sense of their predicament. Simone continued to sit in the corner in a brown study, head buried in her arms as she crossed them on top of her bent knees.

   “I thought you said you were a plumber,” Victoria told Swiggum.

   “I was a plumber when the Great Recession, or whatever it is, put me out of business.”

   “Then you graduated to crime.”

   “When I was a kid, I always wanted to be a bank robber when I grew up,” said Swiggum.

   “Really?”

   “No. I had a wife and son to support,” said Swiggum, wincing.

   “What happened to them?”

   “The plague got them.”

   “How do you know?”

   “A neighbor called me in the joint and told me about it. Do we have to talk about this?”

   Victoria changed the subject. “Were you in prison when the A-bombs went off?”

   Swiggum nodded. “They blew open the cell door of one of the cons. He got out and let the rest of us out.”

   “Then you weren’t in a blast shelter like you said before.”

   “As good as. A prison isn’t much different than a bomb shelter. They’re both made of reinforced concrete.”

   “Except one’s underground, which makes a big difference.”

   “Not the way I see it.” He paused. “Why does it matter?”

   “You were exposed to more radioactivity than you led us to believe.”

   “I don’t think so.”

   “So what?” cut in Probst. “So we were prisoners. What difference does it make?”

   “If it doesn’t make any difference, why didn’t you admit it to us in the first place?” asked Victoria, gesturing with a tilt of her head toward Halverson as she said “us.”

   “We thought you might fight us, if we said we were cons,” put in Swiggum before Probst could answer.

   “So we were in jail? So what?” said Nordstrom. “I didn’t belong there, anyway. I was framed for rape.” He surveyed the walls surrounding him. “Now it looks like we’re in jail again.”

   “At least you told us the truth that you were a photographer,” said Victoria.

   “Pornographer is more like it,” said Swiggum with a knowing leer. 

   “It’s perfectly legal,” said Nordstrom.

   “Whatever.”

   “Which jail were you in?” asked Victoria.

   “We were in Clark County prison, except for Simone,” answered Nordstrom. “She was at Florence McClure.”

   “Where did you meet?”

   “We found her walking on the side of the road as we drove by her in the stake truck.”

   Simone paid no attention to them. If she heard her name, she gave no indication of it. Her face remained buried in her crossed arms.

   “Where’d you get the stake truck from?” asked Victoria.

   “We found it abandoned on the street,” said Swiggum with more than a trace of irritation. “Why are you asking all these questions?”

   “We just want to know what really happened,” said Halverson.

   “You’re like a couple of cops grilling us.”

   “Is what Simone said about her sister true?” asked Victoria.

   “I think so,” answered Nordstrom. “Why else would she be acting the way she is? That bit with her sister happened before she met up with us.”

   “What about you, Travis? I thought you were a teacher.”

   “I was a part-time teacher of Algebra in high school,” said Probst. “Then the state went bankrupt and had to make cutbacks in the education budget. Guess who got cut back?”

   Swiggum sniffled. “I need a hanky,” he mocked.

   “We had to listen to your sob story,” rapped out Probst. “Now you have to listen to mine.”

   “Hector said you were a check kiter,” said Victoria.

   Probst shrugged. “You do what you gotta do to pay your bills.”

   “None of this matters,” cut in Swiggum. “What matters is we’re in prison now.”

   “That’s not what Hector says,” said Victoria.

   “The suit? You believe anything that guy says?”

   “He was right about you.”

   “If we’re not in prison, why are our hands tied? And I got another question.” Swiggum slewed around and faced Halverson. “Who the hell are you?”

   Halverson had been expecting a question along that line after Guzman had not ID’d him. “I told you. I’m Chad Halverson.”

   “What do you do?”

   “I told you that, too. I’m a journalist.”

   “Then how come the swami with the bleached do didn’t say anything about you?”

   “You’ll have to ask him.”

   “I intend to.”

   Not good, decided Halverson. Guzman would reply that he could find no trace of Halverson in his computer’s facial recognition database, which would arouse suspicion about him all around.

   “Man, you’re like Mr. Mysterioso,” said Nordstrom. “Hector fingers all of us except you.”

   “He probably forgot about me,” said Halverson, shrugging it off. “You’re making a mountain out of a molehill.”

   “Maybe,” said Swiggum, unconvinced.

   “This is getting us nowhere. We need to get out of here.”

   “Welcome to our perfect storm,” said Nordstrom.

   Swiggum gave him a blank look.

   “I don’t know,” said Probst. “At least we’re safe from radioactive poisoning here.”

   “But we’re prisoners,” said Swiggum. “No way I’m staying here.”

   He strode to the door and tried to open it. It was locked, as he had suspected.

   He started when he heard a key turning in the lock.

   






   

   CHAPTER 31

   

   Swiggum shushed the rest of them in the room.

   “Let’s jump them when they enter,” he whispered.

   “With our hands tied?” whispered Nordstrom. “You gotta be kidding. We’d be lambs to the slaughter.”

   “We can use our heads. I learned that in the cooler. A head is a dangerous weapon. You can kill a guy with a head-butt.”

   Which was true, Halverson knew. As a black ops agent he knew over a hundred ways to kill a person. A head-butt was one of those ways. The problem was it only worked in CQB (close-quarters battles) and was a poor defense against an armed enemy. Still, it was better than nothing.

   “I’ll take out the first guy, and you give me cover and take out the second so he can’t shoot me,” said Halverson.

   “You’re on,” said Swiggum.

   “This is ridiculous,” said Nordstrom. “We have no idea how many of them are out there. There could be a dozen or more. What’s to stop them from firing at us and whacking out all of us when we start whaling at them like a bunch of rams in heat?”

   “What’s your plan?” said Swiggum, eyebrow cocked.

   “Let’s bide our time.”

   “This is nuts,” said Probst. “It’s never gonna work.”

   The door cracked open.

   Heart pounding, Halverson tensed and stood on the balls of his feet ready to pounce on the lead guy.

   Halverson saw him entering through the doorway and, head down, charged him.

   The guy’s right fist hammered Halverson’s jaw. Halverson hit the floor like dead weight without getting his head within a yard of the guy.

   “We heard every word you said,” said Wolfman, chuckling as he leered down at Halverson sprawled on the linoleum. “This room’s rigged for sound.”

   Wolfman pulled a Glock 19 semiautomatic out of his holster in a trice and trained the muzzle on Swiggum, who was preparing to launch an assault.

   When Swiggum picked up on the Glock leveled at him, he thought better of it and stood stock-still.

   Wolfman stood a good six three. He wore a dark beard an inch long that may have earned him his nickname. He wore faded stone-washed blue jeans and a grey sweatshirt with its sleeves cut off at the shoulders, leaving frayed edges.

   Jaw throbbing, Halverson rolled over on his back on his bound arms and gazed up uncomfortably at the grinning Wolfman. The guy was heavyset and no doubt weighed over 250 pounds. His exposed teeth gleamed like two rows of Chiclets out of his dense growth of black whiskers.

   “You think I’m gonna let you get close enough to head-butt me?” said Wolfman.

   Halverson worked his sore jaw. It didn’t feel like he had lost any teeth.

   “When are you gonna get it through your thick heads that we’re your friends?” Wolfman went on.

   “Maybe when you untie us and stop pulling guns on us,” said Halverson and winced at the pain in his bruised jaw.

   “Get on your feet,” said Wolfman, flourishing his automatic. “You’re the one who started this fight. Remember? Now get up.”

   Which wasn’t easy with his hands bound, decided Halverson. He rolled onto his stomach, rose to his knees, and stood up with a groan.

   “Why do you guys hate us so much?” said Nordstrom.

   “How would you like getting head-butted?” said Wolfman.

   “You’re Wolfman, aren’t you?” said Halverson.

   “How’d you guess?”

   “Aren’t you the one who brought us here? We couldn’t see your face through that tinted face mask you were wearing.”

   “Right again. Now move over to the other side of the room. All of you.” 

   Wolfman aimed his Glock in their direction.

   Halverson recognized the Glock 19. Its standard magazine carried fifteen 9 X 19 mm Parabellum rounds. A polymer gun favored by many US police departments. It won most arguments, and it won this one. 

   Without being told twice, Halverson, Swiggum, Probst, Victoria, and Nordstrom backed toward the wall opposite the door. Simone continued to sit in her corner, which she had yet to leave since plunking down there.

   Wolfman ignored her, satisfied she presented no danger to him in her current emotional state. 

   “That doesn’t explain why you hate us so much,” said Victoria.

   “If we hated you, why would we bring you dinner?” said Wolfman.

   Victoria looked puzzled.

   “Bring in the food and furniture,” Wolfman told his men that were standing in the corridor.

   Now that Wolfman mentioned it, Halverson could smell the tangy aroma of a barbecued steak wafting into the room.

   “That’s what I’m talking about,” said Nordstrom, sniffing away, his mouth watering.

   Three men armed with semiautomatics entered the room first and brought them to bear on Halverson and his group, followed by a knot of men carrying a dining table into the room.

   Halverson noticed that Wolfman and his men had doffed their hazmat uniforms. “If we’re contaminated, why aren’t you still wearing your uniforms?”

   “Just stay downwind of us,” said Wolfman, brandishing his Glock 19 in Halverson’s direction. “We don’t plan on staying long. It’s almost impossible to move in those things, let alone serve dinner in them.”

   Halverson stepped back till his bound wrists touched the wall. “Why take the chance?”

   “Boss’s orders.” Wolfman turned to his men. “Step lively there. In and out. No lollygagging. Keep it moving.”

   The men deposited the table in the room then scurried out, fetched chairs, and set them about the table.

   “How about untying us so we can eat?” said Halverson.

   “Hold your horses,” said Wolfman. He turned to the door. “Doc, come on in.”

   “Hey, wait a minute,” said Nordstrom. “Nobody said anything about doctors. I only go to doctors if I’m in serious pain.”

   “I guarantee you will be in serious pain, if you don’t follow orders,” said Wolfman, turning his Glock 19 on Nordstrom.

   “I voted against national health care.”

   “It was never put to a vote.”

   “I’m still against it.”

   “Then who’s gonna put you back together after I put a bullet in you?”

   






   

   CHAPTER 32

   

   A doctor in white scrubs and a surgical mask, followed by a nurse in similar garb, entered the room and approached an empty chair that one of Wolfman’s men had set away from the table. The nurse was carrying a plastic tray filled with hypodermic needles, a bottle of alcohol, cotton swabs, and test tubes.

   “Who’s first?” asked the doctor, a middle-aged arrogant man with close-cropped brown hair shot with white. 

   Wearing blue latex surgical gloves he adjusted his round-lensed horn-rims that lent his face an owlish aspect.

   “I’m not signing up for any mad-doctor experiments,” said Swiggum.

   Wolfman chortled. “He just wants a blood sample from each of you.”

   “Why?” asked Swiggum suspiciously.

   “To find out the extent of your radiation poisoning,” answered the doctor.

   “Do you untie us afterwards so we can eat?” asked Nordstrom.

   “Yep,” answered Wolfman. “Hurry it up, though. I don’t want to stay in this room with you contaminants any longer than I have to.”

   Nordstrom strode over to the doctor and nurse. “Fine with me. I’m starving.”

   “How about lowering your gun?” said Swiggum, eying Wolfman.

   “Not part of the deal,” said Wolfman. “Not after you guys rushed me. You think I’m stupid? Just get on with it.”

   Swiggum and Probst lined up behind Nordstrom. 

   Halverson and Victoria were looking over at Simone, who was still sitting in the corner, head down.

   “What’s with her?” said Wolfman, following their gazes.

   Victoria approached Simone. “Let’s go to the doctor, Simone.”

   Simone did not respond.

   Victoria patted Simone on the arm. 

   Simone stirred, raising her head and looking up with curiosity at Victoria.

   “They want blood samples,” said Victoria softly.

   Simone cut her eyes around the room like she was seeing it for the first time, taking in the doctor and the nurse as well as the table and chairs and the freshly cooked food.

   She got to her feet. “Why?”

   “To see if we’re OK,” said Victoria.

   Simone made no movement toward the doctor.

   “There’s no sense in sitting around kicking yourself,” said Victoria.

   “I could have saved her,” said Simone through clenched teeth.

   “How can you be sure of that?”

   “I froze. It’s my fault.”

   “Hating yourself isn’t the answer.”

   Simone heaved a sigh. She headed for the queue to the doctor.

   Victoria and Halverson followed her.

   “OK, everybody,” said Wolfman. “The sooner you get your shots, the sooner you can chow down.”

   “I did it,” said Nordstrom, rolling down his sleeve and getting up out of the doctor’s chair. “Now what?” 

   “Shorty, hold your breath and untie his hands,” Wolfman told a six-five guy standing with one of the trio of armed men that were keeping tabs on the prisoners.

   Shorty, a stone-faced taciturn guy with one of his earlobes missing and wearing a red-and-black checked lumberjack’s shirt tucked into his jeans, holstered his automatic and removed the zip tie from Nordstrom’s wrists.

   “I feel better already,” said Nordstrom, massaging his reddened wrists in front of him and making a beeline for the table of food.

   Shorty cut him off, blocking Nordstrom’s way.

   “Stand over there and wait for the others,” said Wolfman, wagging his gun at Nordstrom.

   Disappointed, Nordstrom retreated to the wall that Wolfman had indicated.

   Shorty untied Probst, Swiggum, Simone, Victoria, and Halverson after they gave blood.

   “Fall back,” Wolfman told his men and retreated out of the room with them. “Bon appétit,” he told Halverson and his group.

   Swiggum and Nordstrom barreled to the table and could not wait to gulp down their meals into their empty bellies. In Swiggum’s case, he snagged his T-bone steak with one hand and took prodigious bites from the juicy, barbecued meat without even bothering to cut it, which would have been difficult for him with only one hand.

   Halverson made it to his seat in three strides, sat down, and commenced attacking his steak with a knife and fork.

   “Where’s the beer?” asked Swiggum.

   “Yeah. I could use a cold beer right about now,” said Nordstrom between bites of his steak.

   “Agreed,” said Halverson.

   “Maybe they don’t want us to get drunk,” said Probst, taking a pull from a glass of sparkling water.

   “Is everybody happy?” said Nordstrom, snapping up a corn on the cob.

   “They’ve got a good cook,” said Victoria, chewing a morsel of steak as she sliced off another piece.

   “Maybe they are our friends, after all,” said Probst.

   Except they weren’t, Halverson knew, consuming his steak. Any organization run by Hector Guzman, billionaire drug dealer, could not possibly be friendly. Halverson wasn’t going to tell the others about Guzman’s true identity. Halverson now knew the room was wired for sound and if he told them, Guzman would overhear it and wonder how Halverson could know Guzman’s ID.

   Halverson was convinced Guzman was suspicious of him already since Guzman’s facial recognition software had failed to ID Halverson.

   Halverson didn’t know what was going on with Guzman. Why did Guzman have this massive bunker in the middle of the Nevada desert as though he had expected the dropping of a nuclear bomb here? How could he possibly have known years ago when he built this bunker that A-bombs were going to fall in this particular place?

   Halverson could not get his head around it. 

   He had to find out what was going on here before he escaped. He had to know what Guzman knew about the plague—if anything. The building of such an elaborate bunker complex made no sense unless Guzman knew about the plague and the nuclear winter in advance. But how could Guzman possibly have known about them before they happened?

   Halverson was giving himself a throbbing headache thinking about it. He needed to glean more information before he could come to a conclusion.

   The bottom line was, he didn’t feel they were safe here in Guzman’s lair.

   






   

   CHAPTER 33

   Mount Weather Emergency Operations Center

   

   Secretary of Defense Byrd, clad in his general’s uniform, was throwing darts at a cork dartboard hung on one of the cement walls of his windowless office when Mellors walked in.

   “What did you want to see me about?” asked Byrd, glancing at Mellors.

   “I wanted to ask you some questions,” answered Mellors.

   Byrd flung a green plastic dart at the dartboard. “This doesn’t have to do with Hilda, does it? That’s an open-and-shut suicide.”

   “No.”

   Byrd flung another green dart, which landed with a thud the best part of eight inches from the bull’s eye. “Get on with it. This better not be a waste of my time.”

   “Did you ever hear of the Orchid Organization?”

   Maybe Mellors imagined it but Byrd seemed to freeze for a split second as he heard the name.

   “Can’t say that I have,” said Byrd. “What do they do? Grow flowers? What do they have to do with anything? I told you not to waste my time. I’m the secretary of defense, not agriculture.”

   “They have some involvement with the Erasmus Medical Center in Rotterdam where the plague pathogen escaped and infected the world.”

   “How so?”

   “They were involved with the funding and even more than that, I suspect.”

   “Such as?”

   “Such as, I don’t know yet. I’m trying to find out more about them.”

   Byrd scowled, staring at the dartboard and aiming another dart at it. “Why would a flower company invest in H5N1 experiments?”

   “Before she died, Hilda Molson told me that Orchid was an organization of transhumanists.”

   Again, it seemed to Mellors that Byrd froze for a nanosecond before answering.

   “Transhumanists?” said Byrd. “That’s a new one on me.”

   “They believe they can speed up human evolution with the use of modern science.”

   “Politically correct poppycock,” said Byrd. “I don’t put any stock in that rigmarole.” He tossed another dart, which penetrated the dartboard’s tin rim with a clink. “Those are the same clowns that believe in global warming and nuclear winter and all that butkus.”

   “You never heard of them?”

   “I don’t see where your line of questioning is going,” said Byrd. “We’re trying to build a brave new world after the plague. Why are you harping on something that’s over and done with?”

   “These transhumanists may have been involved in the spread of the plague.”

   “You’re jumping to conclusions. Who’s feeding you this dreck?”

   “Coogan. He was a black ops agent in the NCS.”

   “What makes this Coogan such an expert?” said Byrd and flung another dart, which barely missed striking the wall.

   “He found evidence—” 

   Mellors cut himself short. He didn’t want to go into it with Byrd. Mellors figured he could not trust anybody in the bunker. Not after what had happened to Hilda Molson with her so-called suicide. If somebody had, in fact, killed her to shut her up about Orchid, then what was to prevent the murderer from doing the same thing to him?

   “What evidence?” said Byrd, coughing, eyes tearing. “This place is lousy with dust.”

   “Evidence that implicates the Orchid Organization in the creation of the zombie virus.”

   Still coughing, Byrd strode to the dartboard to retrieve the darts stuck in it. “So what? What are you getting at? You’re spinning your wheels for nothing with this line of questioning.”

   “This Orchid Organization may be some kind of éminence grise.” 

   “Here we go. It’s a conspiracy!” Byrd chuckled. “Is that what you’re driving at? Everybody loves a good conspiracy theory.”

   “This isn’t a joke, General.”

   “It’s cloud-cuckoo-land. None of these conspiracies amount to a hill of beans. The Illuminati, Opus Dei, the Freemasons, the Knights Templar . . . secret organizations that have secret powers.” Byrd bugged out his eyes and rolled them comically. “I could go on. All bologna.”

   “Not in this case.”

   “Then what’s their mission? Why would they get involved with the creation of the plague virus? What’s the point?”

   Byrd tugged the darts out of the dartboard. 

   Mellors heaved a deep sigh, his shoulders slouching in frustration. “I told you, I don’t know yet.” 

    “You don’t know because there is no conspiracy. This is a chimera you’ve dreamed up.”

   Darts in hand, Byrd returned to his desk.

   “I believe Coogan was onto something,” said Mellors. 

   “Let me see your evidence.”

   Mellors demurred. He wasn’t about to hand over Coogan’s laptop to anybody. Not until he could find somebody he could trust implicitly. Byrd wasn’t that somebody.

   “It has something to do with the apocalypse equation,” said Mellors at last.

   Again there was that almost imperceptible freeze frame that registered on Byrd’s face. But again Byrd gave Mellors nothing.

   “I was never very good in algebra,” muttered Byrd, averting his face from Mellors’s gaze.

   “I don’t believe it’s a mathematical equation. It’s the title to a document that I believe is the key to what Orchid is up to.”

   “Is?”

   “Was. I’m not sure.”

   “They were probably wiped out in the plague along with everybody else.”

   “I don’t have enough intel to know.”

   Byrd fired off another dart that embedded itself in the perforated dartboard with a thump that reminded Mellors of a racket striking a tennis ball.

   “Do you have this document?” Byrd asked negligently, switching a dart from his left hand to his right.

   “No,” Mellors lied quickly. 

   Perhaps too quickly, he decided. It wasn’t really a lie anyway. He did have the document on Coogan’s laptop, but he was unable to open the document. If he was unable to open it, what good was it as evidence? That got him to wondering. Maybe somebody else could figure out how to open it—like somebody at the NSA. But did he trust the NSA any more than he trusted Byrd? He thought not. Holmes didn’t inspire him with anything remotely resembling trust. 

   Byrd flung another dart with a back-arm motion from his chest. “When you have the document, show it to me. Right now, you’re wasting both of our times because, frankly, I think this document is a figment of your imagination.”

   “It’s not.”

   “And what could it possibly prove anyway?”

   “It might tell us why Orchid was involved in the creation of the plague virus.”

   “Speculation. All you’ve got is speculation.” Byrd paused for effect. “You. Have. Nothing. Squat.”

   Byrd hurled a final dart, which missed the dartboard completely, clattered against the cement wall, and dropped to the floor. He returned to his chair and wrested it out from the desk’s kneehole, grating the legs against the floor.

   Mellors cringed as the sound frazzled his nerves.

   “I have no more time for this,” said Byrd, staring down at his desktop. “I suggest you apply yourself to a more worthy cause. Close the door on your way out.”

   As Mellors left the room, closing the door, he glimpsed Byrd picking up the handset on his desk.

   






   

   CHAPTER 34

   

   Mellors wasn’t about to give up on his investigation of the Orchid group. He believed he was onto something. He wasn’t sure what at this point.

   He walked down the long corridor to the FBI director’s office, his footfalls reverberating off the cement walls. The cement was driving him stir crazy. Miles and miles of monotonous, soul-deadening cement surrounded him. A bunker with all the comforts of a tomb. 

   How had they gotten into this mess? he wondered. A bombed-out plague-decimated world, the sole survivors living like gophers in warrens of concrete poky bunkers. What the hell had happened? All this desolation and carnage because of a leak at the Erasmus Medical Center? Did some teenage assistant there flip the wrong switch and leak the plague virus into the atmosphere because he was thinking about his girlfriend’s rack? Could it be that simple and that idiotic?

   Or was there more to it? Could Orchid have been involved in the debacle in some way that Mellors could not even begin to imagine? Was Orchid a hidden hand that had precipitated the cataclysm?

   Mellors didn’t like where his mind was taking him. Had this infecting of the world with plague somehow been planned? It boggled the mind. Why would a bunch of egghead transhumanists deliberately unleash an incurable plague on the world? What could they possibly gain by wreaking such monumental havoc?

   Mellors shook his head at the notion. It was unthinkable. The leak had to have been attributed to human error at Erasmus. Somebody had goofed. People were human, after all. Everybody made mistakes. This one just happened to be a doozy that ended the world. So be it. Except— 

   Except what was the apocalypse equation all about? According to the documents in Coogan’s laptop, the apocalypse equation might go a long way in explaining how Orchid was connected to the leaking of the zombie virus.

   He knocked on Director Paris’s door, his mind swimming with questions.

   “Who is it?” asked Paris.

   “Deputy Director Mellors of NCS.”

   “Come in.”

   A tall middle-aged gaunt-faced man with a blond comb-over was sitting at his desk typing on his laptop. He glanced up at Mellors, who was closing the door behind him.

   “You don’t have to close the door,” said Paris. “I don’t have much time for chin-wagging.”

   “I think I should close it,” said Mellors, nudging the door shut with his back.

   Paris paused at his keyboard. “What’s this about?”

   “I believe Hilda Molson was murdered.”

   “We’ve got it listed as a suicide, unless you have evidence we don’t know about.”

   “As I understand it, you and her were friends. Did she seem depressed?”

   Paris thought about Hilda, his eyes doleful. “No.”

   “Then why would she kill herself? Especially, why would she shoot herself with her right hand when she was left-handed?”

   “That’s not proof of anything. Who knows what people do when they’re upset? If you’re upset enough to take your own life, you’re capable of doing anything, no matter how bizarre and out of character.”

   “So the word came down?”

   “What are you talking about?”

   “The word came down that you shouldn’t investigate her death.”

   “There’s no evidence to suggest Hilda was murdered. And I take umbrage at your insinuations.”

   Mellors backed off and hung fire to let Paris cool off. Mellors had not come here to enrage Paris. Mellors could sense the anger bubbling up in Paris. The man would not talk to Mellors if Mellors alienated him. Mellors had more questions he wanted to pose.

   “Have you ever heard of the Orchid Organization?” asked Mellors at length, sensing that Paris had regained his equanimity.

   “What’s this got to do with anything?”

   “They may’ve had something to do with the creation of the plague virus.”

   Surprise registered on Paris’s face. “Not that I know of.”

   “Then you have heard of them?”

   “They’re an organization of wealthy philanthropists, if we’re talking about the same group.”

   “Are they on the Bureau’s radar?”

   “No. I’ve heard of them in the media. But they don’t get reported about too often because they’re a secretive group. They don’t court publicity like most groups.”

   “Don’t you find that suspicious?”

   “It’s one of these hugger-mugger clubs fat cats like to join to make themselves appear superior to the rest of us working stiffs. The club has to invite you to join, by the way. You can’t join just because you want to, no matter how much money you have.”

   “If it’s a secret club, that means by definition that nobody knows about it, so how can the members impress us that they’re better than the rest of us?”

   Paris heaved a sigh. “Some of these rich guys like to remain anonymous, especially if they’re donors. They don’t want people lining up at their doors begging them for donations.”

   “Makes sense,” Mellors had to concede. “But if we don’t know about this Orchid Organization, how are we supposed to envy them?”

   “They’re not trying to incite envy. In their minds they’re trying to make the world a better place.”

   “Or are they just control freaks like the Nazis with their experiments with eugenics?”

   “I wouldn’t equate them with Nazi thugs.”

   “Why not? The Nazis thought they were bettering mankind with their experiments in eugenics. What’s the difference between the Nazis and Orchid?”

   “I can’t speak for Orchid. I don’t know what their goal is or what’s their agenda. I don’t belong to the group.”

   “You seem to know an awful lot about them for someone who’s not tracking them.”

   “When the Bureau vetted our leaders, we discovered that some of them belong to the Orchid Organization.”

   Mellors started. He could not believe his ears. Certain members of the ruling administration belonged to the Orchid Organization? Orchid was so powerful that its tentacles had infiltrated the upper reaches of government? Mellors was champing at the bit to ask his next question.

   “Like who?” he said.

   “They’re harmless. They’re philanthropists. Not some insidious organization out to rule the world.”

   “Who are our leaders that belong to Orchid?” pressed Mellors.

   Setting his jaw Paris pushed his chair back from his desk with a thrust of his legs. “That’s eyes-only intel.”

   “I’m a deputy director in the CIA for Christ’s sake.”

   “That doesn’t give you clearance.”

   “Why not? Why’s it so hush-hush?”

   “Only two persons are cleared to access that intel. Me and the president.”

   “I don’t get it. That intel could be vital to the safety of the world.”

   Paris looked amused. “Surely you exaggerate.”

   Paris’s amusement hacked off Mellors, who said, “It could explain how this damn plague got started in the first place.”

   “How so?” said Paris, not buying it.

   “I have documents proving that Orchid was involved in the funding of the creation of the zombie virus.”

   “So? The CIA was involved in the funding of it, too.”

   “But somebody at Orchid was giving orders to someone at the Erasmus laboratories regarding the virus.”

   “What kind of orders?”

   “I have a copy of an e-mail from Orchid telling someone at Erasmus to go ahead as planned. Soon after that e-mail was sent, the plague was unleashed on the world.”

   “Where is this e-mail?”

   Mellors didn’t want to go into that. At this point, he didn’t trust Paris any more than he trusted anybody else. 

   “I have it,” he said.

   Paris threw up his hands with a shrug. “Even if you do, what does it prove?”

   “That’s why we need to talk to members of Orchid. To find out what their connection to the virus is.”

   Paris massaged the back of his neck and stared up at the cement ceiling. Then, still massaging his neck, he looked at Mellors. “I can’t authorize you to read the reports of our vetting members of this administration on the basis of your flimsy accusations and innuendoes.”

   “All I want to know is, which members belong to Orchid?” said Mellors, annoyed at Paris’s stonewalling.

   Paris dropped his arms to his armrests and interlaced his fingers in front of his stomach. “In the long run, what difference does it make? The world is already infected. We dropped nukes on it to purge the infection. Even if Orchid had a hand in the spreading of the plague, and I don’t believe they did, what’s done is done.”

   “If Orchid has some ulterior motive, we need to know about it.”

   Mellors could not understand why Paris as the director of the FBI did not want to get to the bottom of this.

   “You need to stop sticking your nose where it doesn’t belong,” said Paris. “Investigating Orchid isn’t your remit. You’re the head of the NCS, the black ops arm of the CIA. NCS has nothing to do with Orchid.”

   Mellors felt his face flushing with emotion. “We should all be involved in this investigation. If Orchid precipitated the end of the world, we need to know about it.”

   Paris said nothing. He simply looked at Mellors for the better part of a minute, not blinking.

   Mellors felt like a bug being scrutinized under a microscope. He shifted uncomfortably on his feet.

   “Is that all?” said Paris at last.

   Mellors figured he wasn’t going to get any further by pursuing this line of inquiry. He upped and left.

   Members of the president’s administration belonged to Orchid, decided Mellors out in the hallway. Did they have a hidden agenda? Were they still working behind the scenes to that end? 

   




 

   

   CHAPTER 35

   Nevada

   

   Simone was leaning over the sink and staring at her face’s image in the bathroom mirror. She looked like hell, she realized, with her drawn face and ratty hair, like she was on the rag for Christ’s sake. She brushed her hair with her fingers for a while then gave up. What was the use?

   She kept looking in the mirror and now she was seeing something different. It was something she didn’t want to look at, but she had to look at it. No matter how dreadful it was, she had to see it and confront it. It was a monstrous concoction emanating from her mind and transplanting itself in the reflection on the mirror’s surface.

   She wasn’t seeing her face anymore. She was seeing her sister Jacqueline, who was standing in the street outside her apartment while Simone was peering through the window in terror at her. Simone had recently reunited with her sister after escaping from county jail during the plague. The plague had infected Simone’s warden and Simone had contrived to wrest the keys from her and flee the prison. Simone had nowhere to go but to her sister’s apartment.

   After their bittersweet reunion, Jacqueline had left the apartment to buy groceries. It was on her way back that the infected flesh eaters had attacked her car in the street. First they blocked the car then rocked it and yanked her out of it as she struggled to fend them off, screaming. The flesh eaters would not be denied. There were just too many of them for Jacqueline to fight off.

   Simone wanted to go help her, but her legs felt like jelly. She could not move them. Gawping, she stood in front of Jacqueline’s apartment window mesmerized by the horrific spectacle that was unfolding before her.

   Terrified patients in their johnnies were pouring out of the hospital, screaming, waving their hands over their heads frantically. The beleaguered patients belted into the street as flesh eaters converged on them pell-mell and fell to ripping them apart. With blood-splattered faces the flesh eaters were running amok, snagging anyone they could get their hands on and clawing and biting their victims, gorging themselves on bloody human flesh.

   Simone could not stand watching the blood-drenched madness, but she could neither pull herself away from the window nor dash out the door to help her sister no matter how much she desired to help.

   Jacqueline was staring straight at Simone through the window, beseeching Simone to help her, her face contorted with anguish as two flesh eaters were biting into her shoulders and arms. Cringing at the spectacle, Simone didn’t know how Jacqueline could stand the pain and stay conscious as the ghouls ate her alive.

   A third flesh eater dug its hand into Jacqueline’s stomach and ripped out her intestine. With a twisted maniacal grin on its face, the creature wrenched the intestine out of Jacqueline’s stomach and drew away from her unspooling the blood-soaked gut with it.

   And still Jacqueline remained conscious, screaming for help at the top of her lungs.

   How could Jacqueline not pass out from all the pain she was in? wondered Simone in shock. 

   The flesh eater set to scarfing down Jacqueline’s innards, stuffing them into its mouth and walking toward her, shortening the length of the intestine. When the gut became too short, the creature hauled out more of it from Jacqueline’s rent belly.

   Face livid, Jacqueline looked like she was on the verge of fainting. Her eyes fluttered as she became limp in the flesh eaters’ embrace of death.

   Simone knew she had to run out the door now and save Jacqueline or it would be too late. Even though Simone knew Jacqueline’s life was on the line, she could not bring herself to move her feet. She could not move! She could only stand and watch in consternation, gawking, eyes wide, as the three flesh eaters polished off her sister in a welter of steaming blood that sluiced into the street amidst the riot of hysterical patients spewing out of the hospital to their deaths at the hands of the ravenous creatures in an orgy of bloodletting. Chaos.

   Simone smashed her fist into the mirror with an explosive mixture of anger and fear. The glass shattered on impact, slicing and bloodying her hand. Shards of glass clattered into the sink. Simone screamed as much at the pain in her hand as at her impotence to save her sister.

   The bathroom door swung open.

   Victoria rushed in. She brought up in consternation at the sight of Simone’s bloody hand and the broken glass and blood spilled in the sink.

   “What are you doing?” she cried.

   She grabbed a white towel from the rack on the wall to her right, snatched Simone’s bleeding hand, and wrapped the towel around it.

   Simone fell to sobbing, tears streaking her face. 

   “I couldn’t save her,” she muttered.

   “It wasn’t your fault. You can’t keep dwelling on it. It’s over.”

   “What’s going on?” said Swiggum, slipping through the doorway behind Victoria.

   “She had an accident,” said Victoria. “That’s all.”

   Swiggum leered at the bloodshed and broken glass and left.

   Halverson appeared in Swiggum’s place. “Do you need help?”

   “No,” said Victoria. “We can take care of this.”

   






   

   CHAPTER 36

   

   Halverson backed out of the bathroom into the main room, where Swiggum was waiting for him.

   “I’ve been watching how you move, and I saw how you tried to head-butt the guard,” said Swiggum. “You know how to take care of yourself. I’m thinking you’re Special Forces. Am I right?”

   “No,” said Halverson. “I’m a journalist.”

   “You knew what your were doing when you went in for that head-butt. You took off like a rocket into that guy.”

   Halverson massaged his sore jaw where Wolfman had landed his fist. “And he clobbered me.”

   “Only because they knew you were coming. If we had caught them off guard, it would’ve been lights out for that guy after you butted him.” 

   “That was the plan.”

   “So you are Special Forces?”

   Halverson didn’t want to give Swiggum the whole story, but he decided he should give him something. 

   “I was in the marines,” said Halverson. “I was in Afghanistan.”

   “I knew it. Special Forces?”

   “No. Nothing fancy. I did my tour of duty and left the military.”

   “How come?”

   “Watching my buddies get their arms and legs blown off by IEDs had something to do with it.”

   “Whereabouts were you?”

   “The Bagram Airfield.”

   “Place must’ve been a meat grinder,” said Swiggum, shaking his head. “I hope you wasted plenty of the Taliban.”

   “I did my part.”

   “I knew you had to have some kind of military background.”

   “Nothing special. Just a grunt,” lied Halverson.

   “You still got it, though, buddy.”

   “Got what?”

   “The skillset to fight.”

   Halverson said nothing.

   There was no way he was going to reveal to Swiggum that he worked for the National Clandestine Service at the CIA, especially not with Guzman eavesdropping on everybody in the room. The NCS, not the marines, had trained Halverson to fight at the Farm at Camp Peary.

   “Did the war mess you up?” asked Swiggum, his voice low.

   “I don’t sleep that well.”

   “Do you have what do you call it? Post-traumatic stress disorder?”

   “Would you mind changing the subject?” said Victoria, overhearing them as she exited the bathroom with Simone.

   “What happened to her?” said Nordstrom, eyeballing Simone’s hand wrapped in a bloodstained towel as Simone and Victoria walked toward him.

   “Just an accident,” said Victoria. “She’ll be all right.”

   “What’d she do? Break her hand?”

   “She nicked herself on the mirror. Don’t worry about it.”

   Nordstrom glanced toward the bathroom, which had its door ajar that blocked his vision of the mirror and sink. 

   He scratched his head. “How do you nick yourself on a mirror?”

   Victoria said nothing. 

   Nordstrom angled into the bathroom. He saw the broken mirror. Wincing, he saw the blood-spattered glass fragments in the sink.

   He left the bathroom. “A doozy of a nick.”

   “I’ll clean up in there,” said Victoria. “You keep Simone calm.”

   Victoria retreated into the bathroom.

   Nordstrom ambled toward Simone, who was holding up her towel-swathed hand near her face as she stood next to the table of leftovers. “You OK?”

   Lethargic and dazed, Simone didn’t answer.

   “We have to figure out how to get out of here,” Halverson told Nordstrom under his breath.

   “Why do you want to get out of here?” Nordstrom swept his eyes across the tabletop. “We just had a scrumptious dinner.” Smiling, he patted his full stomach.

   “There’s something not right here,” said Swiggum, joining Halverson and Nordstrom.

   “Not that I can see,” said Nordstrom. “They fed us and untied us. What more do you want?”

   “But we’re still locked up.”

   “And why won’t they decontaminate us?” said Halverson. “That’s what’s bothering me. If they think we’re contaminated, they should be decontaminating us.”

   “They said it was hopeless,” said Nordstrom, turning glum. “Thanks for reminding me.”

   “How can they know that?” said Swiggum.

   “That’s why they’re running blood tests on us,” said Halverson.

   “That answers your question, then,” said Nordstrom.

   “How so?”

   “They’re no gonna decontaminate us until they get the results of the blood tests.”

   Halverson wasn’t satisfied. “They ought to be decontaminating us as a matter of course. The longer you delay it, the less effective it is.”

   Nordstrom shrugged it off. “You worry too much. It makes perfect sense to me. There’s no point in decontaminating us until they know we’re infected.”

   “But they do know we’re infected,” said Swiggum. “Didn’t you listen to Hector?”

   Nordstrom pulled a face. “He was blowing hot air.”

   Swiggum paced around in a circle. “No, he wasn’t. If you had listened to him, you would have seen he was manipulating us. It’s some kind of psyops campaign.”

   “Whoa. Wait a minute. You lost me there.”

   “He’s manipulating us by telling us we’re all gonna die from radiation poisoning.”

   “Why?” said Nordstrom incredulously. “What’s the point?”

   “He wants to exert control over us and break us. Scare us into submission.”

   Nordstrom shook his head in bafflement. “I don’t get it. Psyops? Isn’t that military shit? Were you in the military or something?”

   “No. But I know how they operate. It’s all about control. Break down the prisoner’s will then get him to do whatever you want.”

   “You’re paranoid. That’s what you are.”

   Halverson put his oar in. “Swiggum’s right. We need to get out of here.”

   “You too?” said Nordstrom, not believing his ears. “OK. If you guys are so smart, why do they want to control us? What do they want us to do?”

   “I don’t know yet,” said Swiggum, scratching his chin, looking puzzled. “It can’t be good, though.”

   At that moment the guards flung the door open and kicked a man into the room. The guy stumbled forward and sprawled onto the center of the floor with a groan.

   The guards slammed the door shut. 

   






   

   CHAPTER 37

   

   “Look what the cat dragged in,” said Nordstrom.

   The thirtysomething guy looked like a schlub, decided Halverson as he helped the man to his feet.

   The guy had black scruffy hair, a stubbly round face, and blubbery lips. His baggy jeans hung low on his hips in peril of falling off any moment. His white T reached halfway down to his waist, ending up just over his bellybutton, exposing his hairy paunch that had the color and consistency of dough. When the guy hiked up his pants, Halverson could see his black high-tops were laced only three-quarters of the way up the uppers, leaving portions of their tongues lolling over their dirty laces.

   The schlub didn’t bother to thank Halverson for helping him off the floor. Standing up, the guy looked about five eight.

   “Fuck those guys,” he said, glaring at the shut door.

   “Who are you?” asked Halverson.

   “Sam Klecko.” 

   “I’m Chad Halverson.” Halverson introduced the rest of the group.

   Klecko picked up on the leftovers on the table. “I wish I’d gotten here sooner.”

   “They serve a good dinner here. I’ll say that for them,” said Nordstrom.

   Klecko sidled over to the table and plucked a stale roll out of a serving dish. He took a large bite out of the roll.

   “What happened?” asked Swiggum.

   “A pack of flesh eaters attacked me in the desert. That guy called Wolfman and a bunch of his buddies saved me and hauled me here in a black four-by-four.”

   “You got lucky,” said Victoria, overhearing their conversation as she walked out of the bathroom.

   “I wouldn’t call it luck,” said Klecko, brushing off his flanks with his hands. “The scumbags kicked me in here like a dog.”

   “That’s Victoria,” said Halverson.

   Klecko nodded at her.

   “You could’ve been killed at the hands of the flesh eaters,” said Nordstrom. “That’s why you’re lucky to be here.”

   Klecko snickered. “Yeah, I’m lucky to be a prisoner now.”

   “You’re safe from the flesh eaters. That’s the main thing. Nothing worse than getting eaten alive by those filthy things.”

   Klecko scoped out the room. “I sure don’t want to be stuck in this dive for the rest of my life.”

   “Why not? You won’t get radiation poisoning here,” said Nordstrom.

   “Being locked in a room isn’t my idea of a good time. You can’t tell me you guys actually want to stay cooped up here.”

   “We sure don’t,” said Swiggum.

   “Speak for yourself,” said Nordstrom.

   Swiggum gave Nordstrom a look. “I always do.”

   “I want out,” said Klecko. “No way can you tell me this is a good deal.”

   “We’re on the same page.”

   “So what’s the plan?”

   “How’d you get here?” said Halverson. He wanted to know more about Klecko before answering. 

   “From Carson City.”

   “How is it there?”

   “Wasted, like everywhere else. First the plague hit. The zombies tore everybody apart. Then there was radiation sickness after the nukes rained out of the sky.”

   “Are you alone?”

   “I am now,” answered Klecko, distraught. Grimacing, he ran his hand down over his face. 

   “What do you mean?” asked Swiggum.

   “My wife and son bought it along the way. They made it out of Carson City with me, but they came down with radiation sickness.”

   “I’m sorry to hear that,” said Victoria.

   “How come you didn’t get it?” asked Swiggum.

   “I guess I wasn’t exposed to it as long as they were,” answered Klecko. 

   “They got my sister,” muttered Simone. 

   “What?”

   “The flesh eaters did.”

   “Oh,” said Klecko, reluctant to pursue the conversation.

   “Did you meet Hector?” asked Halverson.

   “No,” said Klecko, bemused. “Who’s this Hector guy?”

   “He’s the one that rules the roost.”

   “The warden, huh?”

   “He’s not a warden,” said Nordstrom. “This ain’t the slammer.”

   Klecko glanced at the locked door. “Run that by me again.”

   “You don’t see any iron bars, do you?”

   “That proves nothing.”

   Probst decided to put in his two cents. “I don’t think it’s any slammer. We’re safe from the flesh eaters here, and we got a good meal.”

   “Agreed!” said Nordstrom.

   “Except for the fact that we’re locked in,” said Swiggum. “And I don’t trust the suit calling himself Hector.”

   “Why not?”

   “Why won’t he meet with us in person? Why do we have to have this wall of bulletproof Plexiglas between us?”

   “Sure sounds like the joint,” said Klecko.

   “What do you know about joints?” asked Swiggum.

   “Nothing. Knock on wood. I’ve never done time.”

   “You wouldn’t like it.”

   “Did you do time?”

   Swiggum said nothing.

   “Just asking,” said Klecko. “No offense meant.”

   “There’s something hinky about this Hector guy with his humongous blast shelter in the middle of nowhere.”

   “You can say that again. Let’s get out of here while the getting’s good. Where you gonna head once you’re out?”

   Swiggum was going to answer, but Halverson cut him off with a lie. “We haven’t figured it out yet.”

   Halverson knew where he was going. Back east to find out what was left of the government. He had no intention of revealing his true plans to anyone as long as he knew Guzman was eavesdropping on him. 

   






   

   CHAPTER 38

   Mount Weather Emergency Operations Center

   

   Mellors opened the door to his office with a shock to his system as he set eyes on his office. It was a mess. The room had been rifled. Papers were strewn everywhere. On the desk. On the floor. On his chair.

   But more importantly, and what elicited a gasp from him, was the fact that Coogan’s silver laptop had disappeared from the top of Mellors’s desk.

   Mellors belted to his desk. Maybe the laptop had fallen off the desk when the crook had ransacked the room, Mellors hoped. He cast around on the floor behind the desk and in the kneehole. Helter-skelter papers mantled the floor and even his chair’s seat, but he saw no sign of Coogan’s laptop.

   Mellors unlocked and yanked open the bottom drawer of his desk. 

   He fetched a sigh of relief. 

   His own laptop was safely ensconced in the bottom of the drawer. At least the thieves had not taken it. He was thankful for that. He wondered what else the crooks had filched. He could not tell right off the bat. Papers were strewn all over the place, but he had no idea if anyone had actually run off with any of them. He would have to sort through them to make sure. Even then he would be hard-pressed to know if any documents had been swiped. 

   The only thing he was sure was missing was Coogan’s silver laptop. He knew he had left it sitting on the top of his desk when he had departed from his office.

   What if the laptop was the only thing the crooks had ripped off? wondered Mellors. Could that be the case? Why would they glom only Coogan’s laptop and toss papers all over the place? To make it look like they had taken more than just the laptop? To obscure the fact that the laptop was the sole purpose of their theft?

   It bore thinking about, decided Mellors. A break-in in the bunker for Christ’s sake! What next? He had thought that only America’s finest had been selected to be saved in the Mount Weather Area B bunker. Did America’s finest consist of B&E artists, as well? He should talk. He ran the NCS, the CIA’s black ops division, the division responsible for break-ins, bribes, and assassinations. But not with their own people as targets. Stealing from your own side was beyond the pale.

   What the hell is going on here? thought Mellors. 

   He debated with himself who to tell about the break-in, if anyone. Could he trust anyone with that knowledge? On the other hand, what difference did it make who he told? The crook already knew about the theft. But did Mellors really want everybody to know Coogan’s laptop had been swiped?

   What the crook didn’t know, and this was the reason Mellors wasn’t even more upset than he already was, was that Mellors had migrated all of the documents on Coogan’s laptop to his own laptop. To wit, he still had access to every single one of Coogan’s documents regarding both the Orchid Organization and the apocalypse equation.

   Still, shouldn’t he tell somebody about the theft? Wasn’t there anybody he could confide in?

   There was definitely something underhanded going on inside the bunker, he decided. Of this he had no doubt, what with Hilda Molson’s so-called suicide and now the theft of Coogan’s laptop from his office. But who was orchestrating the shady doings and to what end? Was there just one guy behind it? Or was there a cabal involved?

   Cui bono? he wondered. Who stood to benefit from the theft? Either somebody who wanted information contained in Coogan’s laptop or somebody who did not want anybody else to see the info in the laptop. Or perhaps a combination of both.

   Mellors shuddered at his next thought. 

   His life hung in the balance. If Molson’s murderer thought Mellors knew as much as Molson, what was to stop the guy from killing Mellors? Mellors decided he had to keep his mouth shut about Coogan’s laptop, or the murderer and the thief would suspect he knew enough about them to imperil them, or him, if they were one in the same.

   Mellors would have to tread warily from now on.

   If he could only find out what the significance of the Orchid Organization and the apocalypse equation was! How did they tie in to the spreading of the plague? What was Orchid’s goal now?

   He had slathers of questions but no answers.

   






   

   CHAPTER 39

   Nevada

   

   Corpses sprawled in the thoroughfare among abandoned cars in a small desert town. Flies buzzed over the corpses’ blood that lay in puddles that were coagulating on the street’s asphalt as well as on the sidewalks’ cement. Severed arms and legs that were gnawed to the bone lay here and there amidst overturned trash and the broken glass from shattered display windows that lined the sidewalks.

   A pack of wild dogs was roaming through the streets sniffing and eating leftover body parts from deceased humans.

   A yellow fire hydrant that had been broken by an out-of-control car spewed water onto the sidewalk. The car ended up half-buried in the side of a cellphone store as gushing water pooled inside the store. One of the mutts took a break from gnawing on human bones, loped into the store, and noisily lapped up water with his slopping tongue.

   Broken telephone poles bowed into the streets, trailing telephone wires which emitted sparks now and then.

   The fetid air reeked of burning tires and rotting garbage combined with moldering corpses. 

   Several twentysomething persons had died in a computer store’s display window with laptops in their hands as they were in the act of looting the store when the flesh eaters had descended on them and torn them apart at the seams. In some cases, only the amputated arms with the laptops in them were left of the corpses. In no cases were the mangled bodies left in one piece.

   One victim’s rib cage had been torn out of his body, picked clean, and then discarded by the flesh eaters. It had landed in the middle of the street in front of a desolate sedan’s grille. 

   Silence pervaded the street save for the buzzing of flies, the occasional baying of dogs, and the chatter of a TV in the broken picture window of an appliance store. President Cole’s image was speaking on the TV screen as the color image slipped and flickered courtesy of poor reception. Dressed in a dark business suit, he was smiling. His hair was greyer than it had been a year ago, and his middle-aged avuncular face had more lines in it, complemented by spreading crow’s feet.

   “My fellow Americans, we have won the war against the plague. The infected zombies have been wiped out by the concentrated attack of our nuclear arsenal. At last, we are victorious.” His face became somber. “However, our task is not complete until we rebuild America, until we make America the strongest nation in the world once again. This is the dawning of a great new age.” His eyes sparkled at the prospect.

   His face became grave again. “Be advised that you should not leave your blast shelters yet. The air is still contaminated with radioactivity. Keep your radios and TVs on and we will let you know the minute it’s safe to go outside.”

   A flesh eater shambled along, picking its way through the corpses on the street, searching for living flesh to gorge on. The creature glanced at the president’s face on the TV set then continued maundering along the sidewalk in its quest for food. 

   






   

   CHAPTER 40

   

   “Were there any flesh eaters in Carson City when you left?” Halverson asked Klecko in their locked room in Guzman’s bomb shelter.

   “Some were there when the atomic blast wave hit,” answered Klecko. “After that, it’s anybody’s guess.” He paused. “I thought the nukes were supposed to wipe the things out.”

   “Supposed to.”

   “You mean, they didn’t?”

   “We met up with a swarm of them outside of Vegas after a nuke atomized the place.”

   “Maybe it takes ’em a while to die,” chipped in Swiggum. “The radiation’ll get ’em in the end.”

   “I don’t know,” said Halverson.

   “Is any place safe out there?” asked Klecko.

   “It doesn’t matter. We need to get out of here, no matter what.”

   “Out of the frying pan into the fire.”

   Halverson signaled to Swiggum and nodded to the bathroom. Swiggum followed him inside it.

   “What’s this all about?” said Swiggum.

   Halverson stepped to the sink. He twisted on both of the water cocks. Water gushed full blast out of the tap into the sink. He did the same with the cocks in the shower stall and kept the stall door open. The bathroom sounded like a waterfall, echoing with the sounds of rushing, plashing water.

   “I don’t want Hector to hear us,” said Halverson. 

   Frumpy Klecko sidled into the bathroom with them, looking hangdog.

   Halverson spared a glance at him.

   “What’s with the mirror?” asked Klecko, eying the broken mirror over the sink.

   “An accident,” answered Halverson.

   “Seven years bad luck.”

   “What don’t you want Hector to hear?” said Swiggum, ignoring Klecko.

   “We need to get out of here,” said Halverson. “I don’t want him to know we want out. We need to make our escape plans.”

   “Why are you so dead-set against staying here?” Swiggum paused a beat. “Do you know something we don’t?”

   I know Guzman is a cutthroat billionaire drug dealer who would kill anyone as soon as look at them, thought Halverson. He could not tell them that, though. It would raise too many questions about himself and his true profession. 

   There was no telling what anyone might do if they found out he worked for the CIA. After all, Swiggum and his buddies were cons. Halverson didn’t think they would hold a high opinion of the CIA. As for Klecko, Halverson wasn’t going to confide in him either about working for the Agency. The fact was, Halverson wasn’t going to tell anyone about his chops as a spy. He had never even told Victoria, though he had been through a lot with her in California when they were fleeing the flesh eaters there.

   “I know we’re locked up,” said Halverson. “What does that tell you?”

   Klecko scratched his naked hairy belly. “This place gives me the creeps,” he wheezed.

   “It could be worse,” said Swiggum. “But I admit I’m not a big fan of Hector’s either.”

   “Then we need to hatch an escape plan,” said Halverson, as the water gushed all around him impinging on the porcelain tub and sink, resonating through the enclosed area of the bathroom, drowning out their voices.

   “What’s your plan?”

   “We need to jump the guards when they open the door.”

   Swiggum cleared his throat. “As I recall, that didn’t work out too well the last time we tried.”

   Halverson massaged his jaw. “I’m trying to forget that. The thing is, our hands were tied that time. Now they aren’t.”

   “True. But how are we gonna know when they’re at the door, so we can get ready to rush them?”

   “Good point.” Halverson thought about it. “We could stage a diversion. The room’s wired for sound, and it’s got a video camera in there, too, somewhere. We can use that to our advantage.”

   Swiggum nodded. “Might work. It’s worth a try.”

   “I’m in,” said Klecko. “I don’t want to be locked in here for the rest of my life.”

   Halverson thought he heard a commotion taking place inside the room, but he could not be sure thanks to the roaring sound of the water sluicing out of the bathroom faucets. 

   “Did you hear that?” he said, pricking up his ears.

   “What?” said Swiggum. “All I hear is water pouring all over the place.” Watching the sink filling with water, he screwed up his face.

   Halverson turned off the cocks on the sink.

   He heard somebody talking in the room. It sounded like a guard’s voice.

   






   

   CHAPTER 41

   

   Halverson coaxed open the bathroom door and slipped into the main room.

   Smiling, Probst was sashaying toward two guards that had appeared in hazmat suits at the door to the hallway.

   “What’s up?” said Halverson.

   “They’re starting the decontamination procedure,” said Probst. “They’ve picked me to be the first one to be decontaminated.”

   “Why are they doing it one at a time? Why not do all of us at once?”

   “I don’t know and I don’t care. I’m fine with it,” said Probst, standing at the side of a guard. “I don’t want to die of radiation poisoning.”

   “What if it’s painful?” said Victoria, standing the better part of five feet from the guards.

   “What?” He gawped. “Nobody said anything about it being painful.” He searched the guards’ inscrutable faces behind their faceplates.

   “Let’s ask Mr. Know-it-all,” said Swiggum. He turned to Halverson. “What about it? Is it painful?”

   “Why do you think I know?”

   “You were the one who told us about it in the first place. You must know what it’s like.”

   “I wrote an article about it once for a science magazine.”

   “There. I knew it,” said Swiggum triumphantly.

   “It shouldn’t be painful. Mostly it’s just a thorough shower.”

   “Then why can’t we do it ourselves?” piped up Nordstrom, who had been listening to the conversation.

   “They have to do a lot of other things,” said Halverson.

   “What kinds of things?” asked Probst, looking worried.

   “They need to clean your body cavities using swabs.”

   “Do we really need to go into this?” chimed in Victoria.

   “I want to know,” said Probst. “I’m the one going through this.”

   “First, you remove all of your clothes,” said Halverson. “They’ll burn those or hold them for inspection purposes. Then you take a shower. They clean your body cavities, like your nose with nasal swabs.”

   “Too much information,” said Nordstrom.

   “I’m sorry I asked,” said Swiggum, throwing up his one arm in surrender. “Enough.”

   “They’ll wash out your eyes with saline solution,” Halverson went on. “You’ll need to shampoo your hair several times to be sure you get out all of the radiation. If they can’t get all of the radiation out of your hair, they’ll cut your hair off.”

   “What!” blurted Probst.

   “If you have foreign bodies embedded in your flesh, the medics will remove them with metal forceps.”

   “Foreign bodies in my flesh? What kind of foreign bodies? What the hell are we talking about here? Atomic ticks or something?”

   “Radioactive bomb shrapnel that might have hit you during the explosion.”

   Probst heaved a deep sigh. “Count me out. I wasn’t anywhere near the bomb when it blew up.”

   “I want to know more about these atomic ticks,”’ said Nordstrom.

   Swiggum waved him off. “That was Probst. There aren’t any.” He turned to Halverson. “Are there?”

   “Not that I know of,” said Halverson.

   “How do you know all this?” asked Nordstrom.

   “I told you,” answered Halverson. “I wrote an article about it.”

   In fact, his employers at the CIA had clued him in on decontamination procedures soon after the pandemic had spread around the world and it had become apparent that they could not forestall its progress.

   Halverson faced Probst. “After decontaminating you, they’ll dress you in white Tyvek coveralls.”

   “Are those anything like the hazmat uniforms these guards are wearing?” asked Swiggum.

   Halverson nodded. “Except they don’t have hoods and booties.”

   “On second thought, do I have to be first?” said Probst, cringing from the guards now.

   “Look at it this way,” said Victoria. “If you go first, you’ll get it over with. Then you won’t have to stand around waiting for your turn, like the rest of us.”

   “I guess,” said Probst, not convinced.

   The two guards grabbed him roughly and ushered him out of the room, making sure to lock the door behind them.

   “Better him than me,” said Swiggum.

   






   

   CHAPTER 42

   

   “Let’s go back to the bathroom,” said Halverson, gesturing for Swiggum to follow him.

   “Do we have to?”

   Grudgingly, Swiggum followed Halverson into the raucous bathroom. Halverson turned on the cocks at the sink again to increase the uproar.

   Uninvited, Klecko sidled along after Swiggum.

   “Do you think we could be anywhere near Area 51?” said Halverson.

   “Whoa!” said Swiggum. “What are you talking about? Are you talking Roswell and space aliens and that stuff?”

   “Not Roswell. That’s in New Mexico. I think we’re still in Nevada. You think we’re in New Mexico?”

   “No. I don’t know much about Roswell. Isn’t there some connection between it and Area 51? Frankly, I don’t know where the hell we are. I would say Nevada.”

   “Area 51’s in southwest Nevada.”

   “All I know about Area 51 is it’s off limits to the public. I know it’s around Vegas somewhere. The military controls it.”

   “Area 51,” said Klecko. “You think we’re in this bunker with a bunch of aliens from outer space?”

   “No,” said Halverson. “I didn’t say anything about aliens.”

   “We got enough problems without aliens.”

   “So what if this is Area 51?” said Swiggum. “So what?”

   “It might explain some stuff,” said Halverson. “Like this bunker being out here in the middle of the desert.”

   “Nevada has scads of bomb shelters because the government used to test A-bombs here. That’s all.”

   “There are rumors the government is conducting experiments in Area 51.”

   “What kind of experiments?” said Swiggum, his head cocked toward Halverson, his expression intense.

   “New aircraft. New weapons. That would also explain why they have a decontamination center here. Not every bomb shelter would be outfitted with one of those. This has to be a state-of-the-art blast shelter.”

   “I can’t argue with that. But I don’t like this idea that they’re conducting experiments here.”

   “Me neither,” said Klecko. “Nobody said anything about experiments.” He scratched the exposed mound of his belly.

   Halverson paced back and forth in the cramped room, lost in thought. “I’m just trying to figure out why they have this massive, cutting-edge bunker in the middle of the Nevada desert.”

   “Whoever these guys are, they’re smart. They were prepared for the nukes that wiped everybody else out.”

   “Too smart, if you ask me.”

   Swiggum quirked an eyebrow. “What are you getting at?”

   “I think they knew in advance somehow that A-bombs were gonna be dropped.”

   “You know what you’re saying?”

   Halverson nodded. “That they might have been involved in having them dropped.”

   Could Hector Guzman somehow be working hand in glove with the government? Halverson wondered. If so, to what inconceivable end? The idea beggared belief. A billionaire drug dealer at the top of the Ten Most Wanted list working in collusion with the government? And yet . . . the government had worked with crooks before under the assumption that the end justifies the means. During World War II the government had suffered no pangs of conscience when they employed the mobster Lucky Luciano.

   Guzman and the government in bed together. If true, what did it mean? Halverson wondered.

   He was probably jumping to conclusions. He had no evidence. He had to find out more about what Guzman was doing here before he could reach a conclusion. If Halverson didn’t watch out, pretty soon he would be connecting Guzman to the Majestic Twelve or to some other equally as outlandish conspiracy.

   But how had Guzman known the nukes were going to be dropped unless he was in on it? And he would have had to been in on the nuclear option from its very inception, since this massive bunker complex must have taken years to build. 

   






   

   CHAPTER 43

   

   The two guards shepherded Probst down the cement corridor to a door with the number 208 on it. Underneath the number was affixed a sticker of a yellow and black biohazard symbol. 

   Probst realized the lead guard was Wolfman, now that he got a good look through the helmet’s faceplate at the guy. Wolfman slid a key card into the metal slot below the steel handle. The electronic lock beeped twice, and a tiny green light flashed in the slot. He twisted the handle and opened the door.

   “This doesn’t look like a shower room,” said Probst, gazing into the white-painted room as the door swung open on creaky hinges.

   “Go inside,” said Wolfman through the mike in his helmet.

   Probst refused to budge. “Where’s the shower?”

   “Go inside and take off your clothes. The shower’s in the bathroom.”

   Probst screwed up his face suspiciously and stood his ground. “This doesn’t look like a decontamination room to me.”

   Of course, he had never seen a decontamination room, he realized, but from what Halverson had told him this room did not fit the bill.

   The second guard, who had not spoken and was standing behind Probst, cocked his foot and kicked Probst in the butt. Caught off guard, Probst groaned and stumbled into the room. 

   “It’s not like you have a choice,” said Wolfman and shut the door behind Probst.

   Probst was liking this less and less. He had not been looking forward to being decontaminated in the first place, after his chat with Halverson. Now Probst was even less eager to proceed.

   Why did the screws kick him in here if it was for his own good? he wondered.

   He took stock of the room. Like the other room he had been in, this one had windowless white-painted walls. This room measured about half the size of the previous room and had a claustrophobic feel to it. He noticed that the ceiling was lower than the other room’s, which no doubt added to the room’s pokiness. 

   He picked up on a door in one of the cement walls. It must lead to the bathroom that the guard had mentioned. 

   Probst wasn’t about to shed his clothes until he knew more about what lay ahead of him. He approached the door, turned its brass knob, and opened it. As he opened it, he noticed the door had neither latch nor latch strike. He found that curious.

   He hated being in this place. This whole bunker setup gave him the willies. It reminded him of the joint. The rooms seemed more like jail cells than rooms. Actually, this place was worse because there was no view beyond the walls. At least in a prison you could see beyond the steel bars. Not that you wanted to see the depressing sight that lay beyond them, but at least you had the option.

   Here you were hemmed in by monotonous white cement. You had no choice of scenery. Just the eternal whiteness that locked you in like a tomb.

   He had hated being in the slammer. He didn’t belong there with those sadistic lowlifes. He was an algebra teacher for Christ’s sake. He wasn’t a thug. As a child in high school he was the one that got bullied by other students. He was the victim of thugs, not a thug. The last place on earth where he belonged was the slam. He wasn’t some tattooed homicidal maniac that would shiv you as soon as look at you. He had no business being in the slammer. 

   So he forged a check. So what? It was a victimless crime. Why did he have to serve time for such a petty crime? Forgery wasn’t like murder or rape. He didn’t belong with those animals. He knew it, and they knew it. He could feel their eyes glaring at him in the yard, taking measure of him, as they waited for their chance to pounce.

   He sighed. At least here in this tomb he had no predatory convicts to worry about. He supposed that was something to be thankful for.

   Then again, what did he have to look forward to, anyway? Waking up in a world that was nothing but a nuclear wasteland where plague-infected flesh eaters roamed around foraging for human flesh. Not much of an improvement over the joint.

   He was bumming himself out thinking too much. 

   He guessed he better get on with the decontamination procedure. But he wasn’t going to take off his clothes yet. He wanted to see what awaited him beyond the door.

   






   

   CHAPTER 44

   

   Gingerly, he opened the door and saw a hallway, painted white, of course. Where was the bathroom? No sign of a shower anywhere. He could not understand it. Halverson had said the first thing Probst would have to do during the decontamination process was to take a shower.

   It must be at the end of the hall, decided Probst.

   Fluorescent strip lights in the ceiling bathed the hall in a garish gleam.

   Silence all around him. It was so quiet he could hear his heart beating. It was accelerating as he entered the corridor. No rooms on the sides. That must be a room at the other end of the hall. There wasn’t any other place a room could be. It was a process of elimination. He thought he could make out a door there. What if it didn’t lead to a room? What if it led to a closet? Then what? It was baffling—and consternating at the same time.

   It was difficult to discern the outline of the door at the end of the corridor in the ocean of whiteness that surrounded him. Even the door, if it was a door, was white, as was the doorknob, if it was a doorknob.

   He ambled toward the door, not in any hurry, but he did want to get this over with as soon as possible. Still he could not convince himself to move any faster. There was something nerve-racking about walking down this long corridor to . . . to what? To some unknown destination that might be a decontamination room. 

   As he neared the door (it definitely was a door, he could now see), he could hear something moving beyond it. It sounded like shuffling. Decontaminators shuffling behind the door, waiting for him to enter?

   He brought up in front of the door, wondering what to do. Should he knock or walk right in without warning? It was like going to the dentist. You knew it was going to be bad, but, at the same time, you were in a hurry to get it over with because you knew you would feel better later.

   Heart racing, he placed his hand on the doorknob and felt the door push inward even though he had not turned the knob. As the door inched open he could see it was missing a latch like the door at the other end of the hall.

   He winced at the odor that crept out of the room into his nostrils. Maybe it was the reek of the antiseptics the medics used in the decontamination procedure. Whatever it was, it was a stench he could do without, thank you. He put the kibosh on an urge to shut the door to keep the noisome stench bottled up inside the room. 

   He wasn’t eager to find out what was waiting for him on the other side of the door. Still, he pressed on. Waiting was the hardest part. He could not stand prolonging his misery by waiting any longer. He wanted to get this over with. Get decontaminated and get out of here, he told himself. 

   He pushed the door open the rest of the way with his hand.

   Christ! he thought.

   It wasn’t what he had suspected. Not by a long shot.

   The room was full of shambling flesh eaters.

   Reeking of death they stared at him with their glazed, blank eyes as he swung the door completely open.

   The one nearest him was a male pushing thirty and wore a red bandana spangled with white stars tied around its head. The flesh eater had no arms. Two stumps protruded from its shoulders where arms used to be.

   Its mouth gaping with saliva dribbling from its corners, the creature slogged toward Probst.

   The creature beside Armless wore a grime-smeared navy blue suit and looked thirtysomething. This flesh eater had arms and reached out with them to grab Probst.

   Probst turned tail and ran. Adrenaline coursing through his system, he kited down the hallway to the other room and slammed the door behind him, gasping for breath. He pelted to the front door of the room, grabbed the doorknob, twisted it, and tried to open it.

   The door didn’t budge. He should have figured as much. Wolfman had locked him in. The bastard! Decontamination chamber, my ass! thought Probst.

   Hector and Wolfman knew these zombies were in here. This was a setup. Hector was feeding Probst to the creatures. Hector had to have known the infected flesh eaters were gathered in that room. Probst cursed Hector. But why? wondered Probst. Why would Hector deliberately send him into a room full of flesh eaters?

   Probst didn’t have time to think about it. He had to save his life. He dashed to the door that had no latch. Frantically, face beading with sweat, he pressed his shoulder against the door, leaning all of his weight into it to keep the door shut, to keep the flesh eaters out.

   He could hear the creatures grunting and staggering down the hallway toward him. They would reach the door any minute. There had to be at least a couple dozen of them. There was no way he could keep them out if they ganged up against him and exerted their combined weight against the door. 

   Probst screamed for help at the top of his lungs.

   He felt his feet sliding across the floor, losing purchase, as the creatures pressed their weight against the door, forcing their way inside the room.

   The creatures burst into the room, pouring inside.

   Probst ran.

   But he had nowhere to flee.

   Like a caged rat he darted back and forth between the walls, as the creatures swarmed into the room, cutting off his retreat, catching him in their arms, tearing at his clothes, biting him.

   Arterial spray from his carotid arced toward the ceiling, splattered the white paint, then splashed onto flesh eaters that waited greedily for it with gaping mouths and drank it down, as their neighbors tore Probst apart in a wanton feeding frenzy.

   Probst’s last scream for help died in his throat. 

   




 

   

   CHAPTER 45

   

   Nordstrom was standing near the table in the guest room, absorbed in surfing through the pictures he had snapped with his digital camera.

   “Those really must be interesting pictures,” said Swiggum, watching him.

   “I’m telling you, there’s more truth in photos than in reality,” said Nordstrom.

   “Do you have any nude women in there?” said Swiggum, peering over Nordstrom’s shoulder with a leer, trying to catch a glimpse of the photos he was rapt in. “That’s the kind of truth I want to know.”

   “No,” said Nordstrom. “Not in this camera. You’d like my other camera, though. I took pictures of models with it.”

   “Where is it?”

   “They confiscated it when they threw me in the joint.”

   “The screws got all the juicy snaps? Figures.” Swiggum paused. “What are you looking for?”

   “I snapped a picture of Hector. I wanted to take a look at it.”

   “Our friend Hector. Why do you want to look at him?”

   Victoria glanced at her wristwatch. “Where’s Travis? That’s what I want to know. He’s been gone over three hours.”

   “Good question.” Swiggum gazed at Halverson. “How long does it take to get decontaminated?”

   “It shouldn’t take that long,” said Halverson, looking concerned.

   “One helluva long shower, if you ask me.”

   “Something’s screwy.”

   “This whole setup is screwy.”

   The door to the room opened.

   Halverson and the others turned toward it, expecting to see Probst enter the room.

   No Probst. Only soldiers in hazmat uniforms, guns at the ready, entered. Carrying cots they placed them on the floor.

   “I guess we’re staying overnight,” said Swiggum.

   “Where’s Probst?” Halverson asked the soldiers.

   They said nothing. They deposited the cots, left the room, and locked the door behind them.

   “What was that all about?” said Swiggum, watching the door close in befuddlement.

   “Only six cots,” said Halverson, inspecting the khaki canvas and wood cots.

   Swiggum did a headcount, singling out individuals with his forefinger. “That’s because there’s six of us.”

   “So where’s Probst’s?”

   Silence fell in the room.

   “He must not be coming back,” said Simone, who had become interested in the conversation and, cradling her wounded arm, was standing up in the corner where she had been slouched.

   “Welcome back to the land of the living,” said Victoria, watching Simone get to her feet.

   “Is that what you call this?”

   “It’s better than being dead.”

   Simone shrugged noncommittally. “So what happened to Probst?”

   “That’s what I want to know.”

   “Yeah,” said Klecko. “That’s what we all want to know.”

   “Did he flunk the decontamination process?” said Swiggum.

   “You can’t flunk it,” said Halverson.

   “Why not? What if you have too much radiation in your system?”

   Halverson shook his head, no. “That wouldn’t have any effect on the decontamination process.”

   “Can you die from it?”

   “I don’t see how.”

   “I don’t get it.”

   “I don’t like the looks of this,” said Victoria.

   “Look at this,” said Nordstrom, taking his camera and showing it to Halverson.

   Halverson gazed at the picture displayed on the back of the digital camera. It was a picture of Hector.

   “When did you take this?” asked Halverson.

   “I took it when he was standing in the next room behind the Plexiglas,” answered Nordstrom.

   “I didn’t see you taking pictures.”

   Smiling, Nordstrom winked. “I did it on the sly.”

   “What’s the big deal?” said Swiggum, watching Halverson examine the camera.

   “There’s like a halo over Hector’s head,” said Nordstrom.

   Swiggum frowned in confusion. “Like for an angel?”

   “More like a cloud,” said Halverson.

   “I didn’t see any cloud over his head when we were talking to him.”

   “Neither did I,” said Victoria.

   “That’s what I’m talking about when I say photos never lie. There’s more truth in them than in reality,” said Nordstrom.

   “It’s probably a reflection off the Plexiglas,” said Halverson, scoping out the nimbus above Guzman’s head in the photo.

   “I doubt it. I’ve seen millions of photos, and I’ve never seen any reflection that looked like that before.”

   “Then what is it?”

   “Maybe he’s an angel with a halo,” joked Swiggum, pulling a face and fluttering his hand above his head.

   “Stop,” said Victoria, sickened by Swiggum’s antic display.

   “Well, what do you think it is, smarty-pants?”

   Victoria shook her head in disgust, but said nothing. 

   “I think he’s giving off emanations,” said Nordstrom. 

   “Emanations?” said Victoria.

   “Emanations that are invisible to the naked eye, that can be picked up only by a camera. The camera never lies. It always sees the truth.”

   “Oh no,” said Swiggum. “Are we back to aliens from outer space again?”

   “What kind of camera is this?” Halverson asked Nordstrom. “Does it have thermal imagery?”

   “No,” answered Nordstrom.

   “Infrared?”

   “No.”

   “It’s gotta be a reflection off the glass.”

   “I’m telling you, he’s giving off emanations.”

   “What kind of emanations?”

   “Beats me.”

   “This sounds like an old Twilight Zone,” said Victoria. “We’ve got Hector giving off emanations and Travis has disappeared.”

   Swiggum laughed.

   “I don’t think it’s funny,” said Klecko.

   “I don’t either,” said Victoria. “He wouldn’t be laughing if he was the one who was missing.”

   “You’re the one cracking the jokes,” said Swiggum.

   “No, I wasn’t.”

   “What’s it mean?” said Klecko.

   “It means we’ve got problems,” said Halverson. “But it’s not aliens from outer space. There’s a reflection on this photo, and Hector’s done something with Probst.”

   He handed the camera back to Nordstrom.

   “Yeah, but what?” said Victoria.

   “What could they possibly want with Probst?” said Nordstrom.

   Filled with misgivings about Probst, Halverson said, “Not anything good.” He felt sure Guzman was up to something, but at this point Halverson had no idea what.

   “I hope I’m not the next one that gets decontaminated.”

   Nordstrom’s words left a chill in the room.

   “Are you saying we’ll only need five cots when somebody else gets decontaminated?” said Victoria.

   “Looks that way.”

   “Maybe they won’t decontaminate the rest of us,” said Simone.

   “That wouldn’t make any sense,” said Nordstrom.

   “Why not? If the decontamination process killed him, it would make sense to discontinue it.”

   “I doubt that’s what happened to Probst,” said Halverson. “There’s no way decontaminating somebody is gonna kill them.”

   “Then where is he?” said Victoria.

   “You’re not a scientist,” Simone told Halverson. “How would you know?”

   “I know we need to get out of here,” said Halverson.

   What the hell did Guzman do to Probst? And why? he thought.

   “You’re all overreacting,” said Nordstrom.

   Halverson gave him a look.

   “What makes you think they killed Probst?” Nordstrom went on. “Maybe they put you in a different room after they decontaminate you. We’ll all probably end up in the same room that he’s in right now, happy as clams.”

   “Not gonna happen.” Not with Guzman running the show, decided Halverson.

   “Think about it. After they decontaminated him, they wouldn’t bring him back here to get contaminated all over again by us. That wouldn’t make any sense.”

   “You have a point,” said Victoria.

   “Of course, I do. You know I’m right.”

   “He’s gone,” said Swiggum. “Permanently. And we’ll all be next.” 

   






   

   CHAPTER 46

   Mount Weather Emergency Operations Center

   

   FBI Director Harold Paris was the only one Mellors could trust—up to a point, anyway. Which was saying more than Mellors could say for anyone else in Area B.

   Mellors was sitting now across from Paris in Paris’s office as the FBI director sat behind his desk.

   “I’m reporting a crime,” said Mellors.

   “What kind of crime?” said Paris.

   “Theft. Somebody ripped off Coogan’s laptop from my office.”

   Paris’s hatchet face registered annoyance. “Who is this Coogan you keep harping on?”

   Mellors was eying Paris’s blond comb-over and wondering if it was real or a toupee thanks to the odd way it sat on Paris’s head.

   “He’s a black ops agent in my remit,” said Mellors. “He found out that the government was involved in the funding of the creation of the plague and then he was killed.”

   In fact, I killed him, thought Mellors, after he told the intel to Halverson over the phone.

   “It sounds like petty theft,” said Paris. “What’s all the excitement about?”

   “Somebody rifled my office and cribbed the laptop. How would you like it if they did that to you?”

   “Did the crook take anything else?”

   “Not that I can tell. But the only thing I had of any importance was Coogan’s laptop.”

   “What’s so important about it?”

   Mellors wasn’t sure how much he could tell Paris. Mellors didn’t trust Paris implicitly. Mellors had to tell him something though, or this conversation would accomplish nothing.

   “There’s top secret encrypted intel about the Orchid Organization on that laptop,” said Mellors.

   “The transhumanist group?”

   “Yeah.”

   “I told you before, they’re a harmless bunch of kooks.”

   “I’m not so sure of that. I’m convinced they were involved in the creation of the plague pathogen at Erasmus.”

   “Do you have proof?”

   “The proof’s in the laptop that was stolen. It also contains an eyes-only encrypted document entitled ‘The Apocalypse Equation.’”

   “What’s that about?” said Paris negligently.

   “I haven’t been able to open it,” said Mellors in frustration. “I’m convinced it’s the key to Orchid’s involvement in the pandemic.”

   Paris shook his head. “You’ve got squat.”

   “If there’s nothing important on that laptop, why did somebody rip it off?”

   “If the laptop was so important, why did you leave it lying around in your office? Don’t you have tradecraft in the Agency for dealing with top secret intel? Shouldn’t you have locked the laptop up somewhere whenever you left your office?”

   “Of course, under normal circumstances. But we’re living in a high-security bunker.”

   “That’s no excuse. It was plain lousy tradecraft on your part to allow the laptop to be confiscated.”

   “So now it’s my fault the laptop was stolen,” said Mellors, his voice tight with indignation. “Is that what you’re saying?”

   “Why didn’t you keep Coogan’s laptop in a secure location?”

   “My office was locked at the time.”

   “We at the Bureau have stricter rules on tradecraft for securing top secret intel, it seems,” Paris said, his expression smug.

   Paris’s haughty attitude was ticking Mellors off. “You’re not my superior. I don’t have to take the third degree from you.”

   “Do you deny it was sloppy tradecraft on your part?”

   “How was I supposed to know this bunker is penetrated with moles with sticky fingers?” said Mellors, at the end of his rope. “Securing it is your business. You’re the one who’s falling down on the job.”

   “You as an intelligence officer ought to know that we can never let our guard down, whether we’re in a bunker or elsewhere.”

   “Then you admit we have a mole in the bunker?”

   Paris bolted to his feet and fell to pacing around his office, his face animated. “I’m not admitting anything. The fact of the matter is, you’ve given me nothing. You say somebody swiped Coogan’s laptop from you, but it’s not your laptop in the first place, so why are you calling it a theft? You’re the one who’s the thief. You stole it from Coogan.”

   “Coogan’s dead, for Christ’s sake. His property belongs to the Agency.” Mellors shook his head at Paris’s splitting of hairs. “You spent too many years in law school. You don’t even know the difference between right and wrong anymore.”

   Coming to a halt near his desk, Paris pinched the bridge of his nose. “You gotta give me more than you’ve given me so far for me to start an investigation.”

   “All right. What about Hilda Molson’s murder? Why did they murder her?”

   “Who’s talking about murder? That was a suicide.”

   “You and I both know that was no suicide. Left-handed people don’t shoot themselves with their right hands.”

   “What are you saying?”

   “I’m saying, the killer shot Molson to shut her up about Orchid and then filched Coogan’s laptop, again to protect Orchid.”

   Paris sat down in his chair and ran his hand through the hair on the back of his head, mulling over Mellors’s answer. “What’s Orchid got to hide?”

   “Intel that incriminates them.”

   Paris leaned forward and folded his hands on his desktop. “What exactly do you want me to do about it?”

   “Tell me which members of Cole’s administration belong to Orchid. Then we can interrogate them.”

   “That’s a tall order. I already told you, only the president has access to that intel.”

   Mellors didn’t know if he could trust the president. For all Mellors knew, even Cole could belong to Orchid. It was no secret Cole was a Skull and Bones man. Why not an Orchid man, as well?

   “The president and you,” said Mellors. “That’s why I came to you. You’re the one that vetted these guys when they joined the administration. You know who belongs to Orchid.”

   Paris wiped sweat from his brow with the back of his suited arm. “You’re asking me to go over the president’s head on this.”

   “The less people who know about this, the better.”

   “I can’t reveal this info to you without obtaining the president’s permission.”

   “Protocol be damned!” burst Mellors. “We gotta get to the bottom of this.”

   Paris bridled at Mellor’s access, pulling back his folded hands from the desktop. “Intimidation tactics won’t get you anywhere with me.”

   Mellors shut his eyes and tried to calm down. He had no desire to antagonize Paris. Paris was Mellors’s last resort. Mellors didn’t know who else he could go to for help in exposing Orchid’s apocalypse equation. Other than Cole, Paris was the only one who knew which members of Cole’s administration belonged to Orchid.

   “I’m not trying to intimidate you,” said Mellors, settling down and opening his eyes. “I’m trying to get to the bottom of this.”

   “The bottom of what?”

   Mellors closed his eyes again and massaged them with his finger and thumb. Opening his eyes he crossed his arms. “This conspiracy.”

   “Another Grassy Knoll theory?” said Paris wearily.

   “This has nothing to do with JFK’s assassination. This is about the spread of the plague and how Orchid was involved in it.”

   “The problem is, you don’t have a shred of proof.”

   “That’s what I’m trying to get—if you’d help me.” Mellors gazed at Paris earnestly.

   Paris thought about it. “Even if I tell you the names of the members, how does that get you any closer to the meaning of the apocalypse equation?”

   Mellors slouched in his chair. “I’m not really sure.”

   “If you question them, they’re not gonna tell you the truth, if they have an ulterior motive.”

   “True. But at least I’ll know who to focus my investigation on.”

   “You need to open that apocalypse equation document, if that’s what reveals Orchid’s subterfuge. And how can you open it now without Coogan’s laptop?”

   Mellors’s eyes lit up for a moment. He knew he had a copy of the document on his own laptop. He caught himself before he was about to reveal that fact to Paris. Mellors decided there were some things better kept to himself. In the end, he could not trust anybody in Cole’s administration, which could be riddled with Orchid members, for all he knew. If he confided in the wrong person, he could very well wind up a “suicide” on a slab like Molson.

   If Mellors could convince himself to confide in the NSA director, Holmes with his background of eavesdropping and code breaking might be able to decrypt the apocalypse equation document. However, Mellors trusted Holmes even less than he trusted Paris. Of the ones Mellors had talked to (to wit, those who were still alive), he thought Paris was his best bet. But Paris had no chops in decryption. It wasn’t the FBI’s bailiwick. It wouldn’t hurt to ask, though.

   “How are you at opening encrypted documents?” said Mellors.

   “What difference does it make? You said somebody boosted the laptop that contained the document.”

   Mellors bit his tongue. He had to watch what he said. At this point he didn’t want to let Paris know about the copy of the document stored on his personal laptop.

   “I’m just wondering if you could open the document if somehow I got it back,” said Mellors.

   “We might have decryption software. Of course, the go-to guy in decryption is Tony Holmes at the NSA. Those guys in the Puzzle Palace can decrypt anything.”

   “Where do they keep their equipment nowadays?”

   “The whole second floor is theirs.” Paris paused, sizing up Mellors. “Don’t go getting any bright ideas. It’s off-limits to nonmembers.”

   “I wouldn’t even think about invading their turf,” lied Mellors. He was, in fact, thinking about doing just that.

   “All you need is the password to decrypt the document. Am I right?”

   Mellors nodded.

   “That’s the easiest and fastest way to open an encrypted document,” Paris went on. “Otherwise, you would have to decrypt the entire document, which could take ages, depending on its length.”

   “We get the password, we’re in.”

   “There’s only a finite number of possibilities for a password. It’s just a matter of how long it will take to decrypt it. It’s not if we can decrypt it but when.” Paris paused, thinking about it. “I’m not gonna kid you, though. It could take a long time. A very long time.”

   “I don’t believe we have a long time.”

   “What are you talking about?”

   “If there’s a conspiracy, I mean.”

   “A conspiracy to do what?”

   “I don’t know.”

   “You’re a big help.”

   “If only we had his laptop.”

   “Do you know the password to it?”

   “I can access Coogan’s laptop. I opened it before it was stolen.”

   “You’ve already got one foot in the door then.”

   “That’s not the problem.”

   “I still think you’re like a dog chasing its own tail by going after Orchid. You’re wasting your energy on nothing.”

   The more he thought about it, the more he wanted to open that apocalypse equation document, decided Mellors. He was certain it would tell him what Orchid was up to. 

   






   

   CHAPTER 47

   Nevada

   

   Halverson wondered whom Guzman would take next to get “decontaminated.” Halverson didn’t have to wait long to find out. 

   His companions were roaming around restlessly in the guest room, waiting apprehensively to see who would go next to meet Probst’s fate. All except Nordstrom, who didn’t seem concerned about being selected. Nordstrom sat at the table, fiddling with his camera. He believed nothing dire had befallen Probst. Nordstrom believed Hector had put Probst in a different room after decontaminating him, and the rest of them would be joining Probst shortly. Probst had the better deal, Nordstrom figured. After all, Probst was decontaminated, while the rest of them weren’t.

   Halverson didn’t see it that way. He knew Guzman was a ruthless drug dealer and figured the gangster could not care less what happened to any of them. However, Halverson was sure there was some method to Guzman’s actions. The question was, what was Guzman up to?

   Simone retreated back into herself, mentally kicking herself for being a coward for not helping her sister, and withdrew from the others to slouch in her corner.

   “I hate waiting,” said Swiggum, pacing around. “I feel like a caged rat in here.”

   Halverson debated whether he should tell the others Guzman’s true identity. The problem with doing so was that they would wonder how he knew who Guzman was, which might make them suspicious of Halverson. Halverson decided not to risk telling them about Guzman. What would it accomplish? In the long run, it would just increase their fears.

   “We need to find out what Hector’s up to,” said Halverson.

   “He’s decontaminating us,” said Nordstrom, not looking up from fiddling with his camera.

   “That’s not what I mean. Why does he have this humongous bunker in the middle of the desert?”

   “He must have been a Boy Scout. You know their motto: always be prepared.”

   Swiggum laughed.

   “Being locked up like this isn’t funny, if you ask me,” said Victoria.

   “Chill out,” said Nordstrom. “It’s not as bad as you think. After we’re decontaminated we’ll probably have the run of the joint.”

   “You think so?”

   “I know so.”

   Halverson shook his head. “It’s not gonna be like that. Hector’s using us for something.”

   “What makes you say that?” said Swiggum.

   “This whole complex is too well thought out. He knew A-bombs were gonna fall, and he knew it years in advance.”

   “You keep harping on that, but what’s it prove?”

   “That he was involved with the spreading of the plague.”

   Swiggum sniggered. “You’re making this up on the fly.”

   “It’s the only explanation that makes sense.”

   “You journalists can really spin a tale.” Swiggum waved his hand dismissively.

   Halverson wheeled around with a start when he heard the door open. 

   Two figures in hazmat uniforms entered, scoped out the room, and made a beeline for Simone. The duo was packing H&K MP7s, Halverson noted. The soldiers grabbed Simone by her arms and jerked her up off the floor. She tried to fight them off, but to no avail.

   She did manage to plant a backward kick with one of her stiletto heels on Wolfman’s shin as they hauled her to the door. He howled and changed his grip on her, holding her lower, pulling her in such a way that her heels dragged on the floor, preventing her from kicking.

   “Let me go!” she blurted, trying to break free from their grasps.

   They continued ushering her toward the door, as she continued to resist them.

   “We’re taking you to be decontaminated,” said Wolfman. “It’s for your own good.”

   “I don’t want to be decontaminated,” said Simone, dragging her feet across the floor, hobbling their progress.

   Halverson made a move to help her.

   Wolfman picked up on Halverson’s movement and whipped his MP7 toward him. One look at the MP7’s muzzle staring at him was all it took to stop Halverson dead in his tracks.

   “Wait your turn and we’ll be fine,” said Wolfman into his helmet’s mike.

   “She doesn’t want to go with you,” said Halverson.

   “It’s for her own good. The sooner we get all of you decontaminated, the better.”

   “Why are you taking us one at a time?”

   “The decontamination room is only big enough for one.” Wolfman added sarcastically, “What do you think?”

   Simone was fighting like a maenad. She all but managed to break free. “Let me go, damn it!”

   Wolfman tightened his grip on her arm. “Knock it off. It’s not gonna hurt. It’ll be over with in two shakes.”

   He and the other soldier hauled her to the door, where armed figures were waiting in the hallway. 

   If it wasn’t for them, maybe Halverson would have tried to make a run for it. He figured he and Swiggum might be able to overpower only two opponents, but not the half dozen that were waiting beyond the doorway. Halverson didn’t even know if he could count on Swiggum to lend a hand if Halverson sought to take on the soldiers to free Simone.

   Attacking the soldiers on the spur of the moment wasn’t going to work, Halverson knew. He had to coordinate a plan with Swiggum and the others in advance for them to have any chance of success at winning a mano a mano against armed foes.

   “Good-bye, Simone. We hardly knew you,” said Swiggum, as the soldiers manhandling her closed the door behind them.

   He scratched his acne-scarred face reflectively.

   “You act like it’s a death sentence for her,” said Nordstrom, pooh-poohing Swiggum.

   “It probably is,” said Halverson, face set.

   “I’m with you, Jake,” said Victoria. “I wish we had gotten to know her better. She had issues over her sister, but once she gets over them she’ll be fine.”

   “She can’t get it into her head that she’s not to blame for her sister’s death,” said Nordstrom. “It’s just some hang-up she’s got and can’t shake.”

   “We can’t hold it against her that she’s a call girl.”

   “I’m sure not holding it against her. We all gotta make a living somehow.”

   “You and her are cut from the same cloth, if you ask me,” said Swiggum. “She’s a hooker and you’re a pornographer. Not a whole lot of difference between youse.”

   “You’d be the last person I’d ask. Armed robbery isn’t exactly gonna get you sainthood.”

   Swiggum bridled. “Yeah? At least I didn’t make a living exploiting underage girls.” 

   Hacked off, Nordstrom jumped out of his seat. “Who said anything about underage girls? The models I took photos of were all over eighteen and signed documents to prove it.”

   “Yeah? Right,” said Swiggum, nodding smugly. “We know how that goes.”

   “Are you calling me a liar?” said Nordstrom, leveling a pernicious glare at Swiggum.

   “Stop busting each other’s chops,” said Halverson, disliking the tone the conversation was taking. “Getting into a brawl isn’t gonna help any of us.”

   “I don’t like being called a liar.”

   “How about being called a smut peddler?” said Swiggum.

   “Will you stop riding me? I ought to take a swing at your ugly face.”

   “What’s stopping you?” Swiggum snarled.

   “You have only one arm.”

   Swiggum snickered. “You feel sorry for me?”

   “I don’t want to take advantage of an amputee,” said Nordstrom, backing down.

   “I could whip a putz like you with no arms.”

   “You better shut up, or I’ll change my mind.”

   “Do it!”

   “We gotta figure out how to blow this joint,” butted in Halverson. “Just take it easy, both of you.”

   Nordstrom shrugged and, suppressing his anger, repaired to his seat at the table where he busied himself with tinkering with his camera, careful to avoid looking in Swiggum’s direction.

   Swiggum followed Nordstrom’s retreat with a look of disgust then turned to Halverson. “Getting out of this bunker is gonna be about as easy as busting out of the joint, I hate to tell you. This thing’s built out of reinforced concrete thick enough to withstand a direct strike by a nuke.”

   “We can’t give up,” said Halverson. “If we give up, we’re all of us dead.” 

   




 

   

   CHAPTER 48

   

   Simone was struggling so hard with Wolfman and his buddy that she almost lost her stiletto heels, as the two creeps dragged her down the corridor.

   Fuck them, she thought. She wasn’t going to make it easy for the screws, that was for sure. They would have to drag her kicking and screaming the rest of the way to the decontamination room. So be it.

   Twisting her body as they held onto her, she was trying to knee the two of them in their groins but wasn’t having any success hitting her targets what with the awkwardness of her position and the bulky hazmat uniforms that protected their bodies.

   “Stop it, bitch,” said Wolfman. “This is for your own good.”

   He came to a halt and kicked one of her flailing legs with his boot.

   She groaned at the pain in her leg. “Where’s Travis?”

   “You’ll find out as soon as you get decontaminated.”

   Despite her pain, she kept struggling to break free. She launched another knee at what she guessed was Wolfman’s groin ensconced in the hazmat uniform, but she didn’t feel her knee smash home. Her knee ended up hitting nothing other than the baggy uniform, which concealed the silhouette of his body and absorbed the blow of her attack.

   He resumed dragging her until they reached a door with the number 208 on it. Wolfman unlocked the door with a key card and, with his cohort, hurled her into the empty white room. 

   “Take your clothes off. It won’t take long,” said Wolfman as he slammed the door behind her and locked it.

   Like hell she was going to take her clothes off, decided Simone.

   Her hair frazzled, she sat there motionless for a moment, worn out from struggling with them, panting for breath. 

   She was fast reaching the point of total indifference. What more could they do to her except kill her? Why should she care if they did? Annihilated by plague and then by nukes, the world had turned into a virtual wasteland. Where was she going to go, even if she managed by some miracle to get out of this tomb in one piece? She shook her head at the answer. She wasn’t going to think about it. 

   She wasn’t ready quite yet to curl into a ball in a corner and die.

   Indifference would be her weapon of last resort against the bastards. 

   She got to her feet unsteadily. It wasn’t easy standing up on stiletto heels. She had half a mind to take them off. They weren’t the most comfortable shoes in the world. But she had mastered the art of wearing them through long practice. Since they were boots, and tight at that, she could not remove them easily. If it wasn’t for the fact that they were boots, she would have lost them for sure in her scuffle with the two goons.

   She scoped out the small room. Another white room, she decided. They needed to fire the interior decorator for this bunker. She could not wait to get out of here. She would go stir crazy in no time if they kept her locked up in here much longer. Not a whole lot better than the slam. 

   She approached one of the walls. She marveled at their immaculate whiteness. They seemed to gleam, in fact. She wondered how Hector and his gang could keep the white paint so pristine. Maybe they had painted the walls recently. She walked close enough to the nearest wall to touch it.

   Surprised, she ran her fingers along the smooth surface. It wasn’t paint at all. It was some kind of porcelain like they used in bathtubs. Originally she had thought the walls were made out of cement painted white, like in the other room Hector had locked her and the others in. Maybe those walls were constructed out of porcelain too, for that matter. She had not thought to inspect them.

   The fact that they were porcelain explained how Hector could keep them so clean. It was a lot easier to scrub porcelain clean than it was to clean a painted surface. But why porcelain? she wondered. Why would anyone want to construct a room with porcelain walls?

   She gazed down at the floor. Stooping, she ran her hand along its surface. It, too, was smooth and cold to the touch. She had not even realized it when Wolfman had flung her onto it, but it, also, was constructed of porcelain. Curiouser and curiouser, she thought, knowing how Alice in Wonderland felt.

   Simone straightened up. She tilted her head toward the white ceiling. She wondered if it was porcelain to boot. It was certainly shiny enough to be porcelain. She would bet her bottom dollar it was porcelain. The ceiling was too high, though, for her to reach it and verify her supposition.

   A porcelain room, she decided. Didn’t that beat all? Maybe the whole room was a shower. But where was the showerhead? She canvassed the ceiling to no avail. There was no sign of a showerhead. And there was no shower stall—unless it lay beyond that white door that hung ajar in front of her. 

   It was at that moment out of the corner of her eye that she caught sight of a drain in the middle of the floor. The drain was difficult to discern because it was the same color as the floor. Then she realized that the floor shelved slightly down toward its center.

   Why have a drain in the room when there was no running water available? she wondered.

   How did she get into this mess? Her life was the proverbial train wreck. 

   Her first boyfriend Mario who she thought was a dashing Prince Charming turned out to be a piece of work. He was in fact a pimp who had introduced her to a career of hooking in Vegas. The curse of being born with a killer body, she decided. Plus she watched her diet and took care of herself. Her body wasn’t all nature’s handiwork.

   When she showed no interest in such a livelihood, the bottom-feeder beat her up several times to change her mind. He told her it was easy money and she could make a gazillion bucks thanks to her looks. He preyed on her loneliness in the world and her lack of a father, who had run off, abandoning her and her mother, when she was nine. Mario deftly exploited Simone’s hatred for her father as he played her like a fiddle and lured her into a life of prostitution. 

   That was how she met skanky lawyers and even skankier politicians who would pay thousands of bucks for her charms. The skeevy rich drug lawyer who wore makeup, donned a wig, and wore a dress when he had his sessions with her. The sleazy politician with shifty eyes who wanted a golden shower before every trick she turned with him. She would rather have given him the golden shower afterwards so she wouldn’t have to smell his rank body during their tricks. The billionaire software maven who taped a picture of his mother over their bed every time Simone turned a trick with him. Did these slimeballs have issues or what? Or were they just like every other man, save for one difference—they had scads of money so they could indulge their twisted fantasies?

   Whatever, she decided. If her johns were willing to pay her thousands of dollars for their skeevy fantasies, she experienced no guilt obliging the idiots. She would go laughing all the way to the bank. She had no hang-ups about fleecing scumbags.

   That was then. This was now. 

   She wasn’t turning tricks anymore. 

   Now she was trapped in a bunker in a radioactive world devoid of human life with nothing to look forward to other than surviving another day. In a giant bathtub no less, she decided with a rancorous laugh, surveying her porcelain cell.

   She massaged her temples. To tops things off, she had a killer headache, and her eyes were burning. Her prospects were looking up, she decided with a caustic sense of humor.

   When was the decontamination process going to start? she wondered. Maybe this wasn’t the decontamination room, after all. Maybe she was supposed to go through that door to it.

   She approached the white door and opened it. She noticed it was smooth like the walls. She rapped on it. It made a hollow sound. A porcelain door. Nothing surprised her anymore in this place. But it had no latch, she saw. What was the point of having a door without a latch?

   Her curiosity aroused, she opened the door and peered down a white corridor. She didn’t get it. Where was the decontamination room?

   






   

   CHAPTER 49

   

   She entered the hallway, thinking bleak thoughts.

   All her life she felt like a victim. Her crummy father victimized her when he deserted her. Her boyfriend victimized her when he scammed her into becoming a whore. Her johns victimized her in bed. But at least with them she got money out of them when they used her body. Still, she felt like a victim as a hooker. When would all the victimization end? she wondered.

   She reached the middle of the corridor and halted. She smelled something. She sniffed the air. It smelled fusty and rotten, like spoiled garbage.

   The white door at the end of the hall opened. 

   Her heart stopped at the sight, not of the door but of what passed through it.

   Half a dozen zombies spilled out into the corridor and schlepped toward her.

   “Jesus Christ!” she screamed, eyes wide.

   The first thought that came unbidden into her mind was to flee in fear. It was the same thought that had paralyzed her as she had watched safely from Jacqueline’s apartment as the flesh eaters had torn Jacqueline apart in the street.

   Simone decided she wasn’t going to cave in to fear this time. She refused to be a victim anymore. This time she would stand up to the flesh eaters. She was going to kill them. But how? She had no weapons. Then she remembered her stiletto heels. 

   The creatures slogged toward her, an armless one at the front of the marching herd. 

   Hurriedly, she yanked off her boots, difficult as it was thanks to their tightness. The adrenaline coursing through her had no doubt helped her remove them. She dropped them to the floor. Crouching down she snagged one of them. She straightened up, boot in hand, the stiletto heel pointed outward.

   She was primed now to attack. This time she would attack. She wasn’t going to stand by passively, as she had when the creatures had torn Jacqueline apart and consumed her.

   This time was going to be different.

   Working herself up she charged the lead creature, boot in hand, screaming her lungs out. She thrust the tapered heel into the flesh eater’s white-filmed eye. The cornea burst, and aqueous humor spurted out of the eye socket like yolk from a broken egg.

   Grinding her teeth, she swiftly removed the heel from the ruptured eye, drew a bead on the creature’s other eye, and stabbed the narrow, pointed heel into it—with the same result. Another burst of aqueous humor spilled out, landing on her face and hand. Disgusted, she brushed the filthy ooze off her cheek with the back of her hand.

   She pulled away from the blinded creature. Without eyes it could never find her.

   Now it was the next creature’s turn, she decided. A fat zombie in a grimy suit with a smutched pink silk tie dangling around its necrotic neck. She didn’t even want to think about what the smutches consisted of. The creature reminded her of one of her slimy politician johns. The one who wanted only blow jobs. Perfect. It was going to feel good to gouge its eyes out. Like the time she bit his dick so he couldn’t come because of the pain. Only this would feel better than that. This time she would kill him.

   And after him she would do the same thing to the bare-chested tattooed creature behind him. The one wearing a Mohawk the better part of an inch high. With the tattoos all over his muscular body he reminded her of one of her drug dealer johns. She was going to enjoy blinding these scumbags. 

   She didn’t feel fear of the infected creatures anymore. All she felt was hate. Pure, distilled hate.

   Ready or not, here I come! she thought.

   Stiletto heel in hand, snarling, she lunged at the porky creature that was baring its jagged teeth at her. 

   






   

   CHAPTER 50

   

   From his office, surrounded by CCTV monitors that showed Simone from various angles, Guzman watched her die in a welter of bloodletting.

   She had done better than the teacher had in defending herself, he decided. He would grant her that. She had lasted much longer than that putz. She was in the pink and had an excellent figure. No wonder she had had such a successful career as a call girl. He could see the firm contours of her body quite well on the monitor’s high-res screen as the infected ghouls first tore her clothes off then tore her body apart with her blood jetting all over them as they cavorted in a mad danse macabre wolfing down her toned flesh.

   Her sensuous body was arousing him now even as he remembered her when she was in one piece.

   If circumstances had been different, he would have spared her life and made her one of his mistresses.

   After the zombies had polished off Simone, Guzman reached for the phone on the desktop in front of him and told the cleanup crew to start hosing down the “decontamination” room and preparing it for the next guinea pig.

   The crazy bitch had actually managed to put three of the creatures out of commission. She had attacked them like a whirling dervish on steroids with that stiletto heel of hers. He didn’t have to worry about it, though. There were plenty more ghouls where those came from. He would have to have the three blind ghouls eliminated. They were useless to him in their condition.

   Thinking of steroids he realized it was time to shoot up. He pulled out his desk’s top drawer, removed a hypo and a vial, inserted the hypo’s needle into the vial, and filled the hypo with the clear fluid inside the vial. He held the tip of the hypo up and squirted a tiny spritz out of it.

   Then he shot himself up in the crook of his arm with human growth hormone. It wasn’t steroids that created supermen but growth hormone. This particular hormone, one that increased the size and receptivity of the brain, was the one he and his fellow transhumanists used to achieve their superiority over the hoi polloi. As the transhumanists knew, true power was acquired not through physical strength but through mental strength. Not only was his brain bigger in physical size than the average human’s, it was also capable of utilizing all of its potential, unlike the average human’s.

   The transhumanists were the next stage in man’s evolution. Where the Nazis’ Mengele had failed in his experiments with eugenics, the transhumanists had succeeded with the use of drugs to create a superman, as Guzman himself was. It wasn’t simply about selective breeding, as Mengele had believed, it was about drugs and chemicals injected into the body that created a superman. Whereas selective breeding would take generations before it would create a superman, the transhumanists’ use of drugs worked immediately.

   His father SS-Oberfuhrer Oswald Gutman had helped Mengele with his experiments, which had come to naught thanks to the demise of the Third Reich. After Oswald sought refuge in Argentina, he did not pursue Mengele’s experiments in eugenics. However, Hector became fascinated with the subject (he even suspected he himself was a product of selective breeding), and it was his interest in it that had brought him into contact with the transhumanists, who were pursuing the same end result—the next link in the evolution of man, a superman.

   Hector’s vast amount of money opened doors to him that would otherwise have remained shut. His fortune enabled him to buy his way into the Orchid Organization, a collection of wealthy philanthropists bent on improving the human race by means of science and technology. One of the philanthropists he had met, in fact, wanted nothing less than to transform himself into a computer so he would never die. Guzman had no interest in becoming a computer, but he did want to become the next phase in the evolution of mankind.

   The transhumanists, he believed, were onto something, and he wanted to be part and parcel of it. Their goal was to make the world a better place to live. The means of accomplishing that were developed in the top secret document entitled “The Apocalypse Equation.”

   On one of the monitors Guzman watched a knot of his men in hazmat uniforms herd the zombies into their room with ten-foot-long electrical prods that shocked the creatures and forced them to retreat.

   Once the door had shut behind the last flesh eater, Guzman flipped a switch at his console that electrified the steel door to their room to prevent them from trying to escape.

   Meanwhile, his men hosed down the blood-soaked carnage of what remained of Simone that littered the corridor’s floor and walls. The water sluiced a slurry of bloody nubbins of shredded human flesh and cracked bones along the floor into the decontamination room. Once there, the water and blood sloshed down the drain, while the body fragments that the zombies had not consumed gathered around the drain’s perimeter like sediment deposited by a river.

   The cleanup crew then collected the insoluble items from the floor and deposited them in galvanized steel buckets that they transported out of the room, leaving the room as spick-and-span as it had looked when Simone and Probst had entered it.

   Who would be next? Guzman wondered.

   He was pondering the answer when the hum of his encrypted satphone in his trouser pocket snapped him out of his reverie. His bleeding-edge Iridium satphone was his only contact with the outside world. Courtesy of the satellite dish mounted aboveground, he was able to receive calls from anywhere in the world. Each room in the bunker was wired to transmit and receive the radio signals of satphones via the dish.

   “Hello,” he said.

   “Plato?”

   “Yeah.”

   “This is Socrates.”

   “What’s up?”

   Guzman hated using these stupid code names, but it was the only way to keep the identities of the Orchid Organization’s members secret.

   “How are the experiments proceeding?” said Socrates.

   “We haven’t found a new method of elimination yet.”

   “How long do you think it’ll take?”

   “No idea. We brought in some new guinea pigs recently. They should help speed matters along.”

   “We need more methods of elimination. Do you roger that?”

   “Yeah,” said Guzman.

   “The A-bombs were not successful. I repeat, the A-bombs were not a hundred percent successful. Do you copy?”

   “Roger. I copy,” said Guzman, not surprised by Socrates’ revelation. He knew flesh eaters were still roving the earth. What did Socrates think he was using in his experiments?

   “We need new methods of destruction yesterday.”

   “All right, already. I get the point,” said Guzman, ticked off at Socrates’ reiteration. “My hearing’s fine.”

   “Let me remind you—”

   “Remind me nothing,” cut in Guzman. “Who put you in charge?”

   “Nobody’ll be in charge if your experiments don’t succeed. I can’t impress upon you strongly enough their importance. We need an effective means of elimination.”

   “Repeating your request isn’t gonna make it happen.”

   “What’s the holdup?”

   “The problem is, it may take a while before we can see the results of our experimentation.”

   Socrates paused a beat. “We’re counting on you. You’re a vital member of our team.”

   He hung up before Guzman had a chance to answer.

   Sneering, Guzman glared at his mute satphone.

   He may have been a transhumanist, but he wasn’t a miracle worker. Socrates would just have to stick his thumb up his ass and cool his heels, decided Guzman.

   






   

   CHAPTER 51

   

   Halverson, Swiggum, and Klecko were constellated in the guest room’s bathroom. The shower was already running, hissing, and impinging on the tub, ginning up a racket. Halverson twisted the water cocks on the sink full blast, adding to the din. Steam commenced swirling in the room.

   If there was a video camera in here, the steam would prevent it from being able to read their lips, Halverson figured. 

   “What’s this about?” asked Swiggum.

   “We need to get out of here,” answered Halverson. “We can’t put it off any longer. They’re gonna take us out of here one by one and methodically kill us.”

   “I’m with you,” said Klecko, head canted to the side and shoulders hunched like he was hanging on every word. “We need a plan.”

   “We’ve covered this same territory before,” said Swiggum. “We’re trapped in a room by armed guards and we have no weapons. What’s changed? It’s hopeless.” He shrugged, puzzled why Halverson was broaching the subject again.

   “We do have weapons,” said Halverson.

   “What weapons? We can’t use the eating utensils because they’re plastic. A plastic knife is a joke against hazmat uniforms and MP7s.”

   “I’m not talking about plastic knives. I’m talking about the wooden chairs.”

   “You mean, club ’em with the chairs when they come in?”

   “Why not?”

   “Their heads are protected by those helmets,” said Klecko.

   “Those helmets are mostly made out of Tyvek like their coveralls, except for the glass faceplate. Tyvek’s not gonna hold up against a blow to the head.”

   Wheezing, Klecko puckered his face in bemusement. “What’s Tyvek?”

   “The cloth the uniforms are made of.”

   “But how can we ambush the guards with the video camera watching our every move?” said Swiggum. “The guy monitoring the CCTV will see us standing at the door with the chairs in our hands and report us to the guards.”

   “We need to create a diversion, and we can’t stand at the door with the chairs raised over our heads. We can’t telegraph our intentions to the monitor. As soon as the door opens, we’ll have to move quickly to grab the chairs and club the guards.”

   “What kind of diversion?”

   Halverson thought about it. “Maybe Victoria can pretend to be having a convulsion in the middle of the room as the guards enter. While they’re distracted, we can ambush them with the chairs.”

   “I don’t know,” said Swiggum. “What about the guards in the hall. They’re gonna come to the aid of the guards we’re attacking.”

   “We need to shut the door behind the guards after they enter and cut off their retreat.”

   Swiggum fetched a sigh. “The timing will have to be spot-on.”

   “If we shut the door, how will we escape?” said Klecko. “The guards in the hallway will lock us in.”

   “After we overpower the guards in here, we’ll swipe their keys, snag their guns, and shoot our way out,” said Halverson.

   Swiggum screwed up his face. “Our chances are slim and none, if you ask me.”

   “Do you have a better idea? If we don’t get out of here soon, Hector’ll waste all of us.”

   “Yeah,” said Klecko, sniveling thanks to the water vapor misting around them as the warm water streamed out of the showerhead and rattled against the porcelain tub.

   “Maybe if we had more people in on this,” said Swiggum. “What about enlisting Nordstrom?”

   “He doesn’t think we’re in any danger,” said Halverson.

   “He thinks Probst and Simone are fine and dandy and waiting for us in another room,” said Klecko.

   Halverson nodded. “That’s the problem with Nordstrom. I don’t know if we can count on his help.”

   “What about Victoria?” asked Swiggum.

   “She’ll help.”

   “How can you be sure?”

   “She wants out of here as much as we do.”

   Swiggum paced around the stuffy bathroom. “The question is, how will we know when the guards are gonna open the door? They don’t give any warning. The door just suddenly opens.”

   Halverson massaged his chin reflectively. “That’s the tricky part. We need to be ready for them when they enter.”

   “They never come at the same time.”

   “Somebody will have to stay close enough to the door at all times so they can hear when the guards are approaching.”

   The door swung open and slammed into Halverson’s back.

   






   

   CHAPTER 52

   

   Pain shooting up his spine, Halverson flinched. He slewed around on his heel and confronted Wolfman and one of his guards training their MP7s on him.

   “What are you doing in here?” demanded Wolfman. “Sharing a stall? Turn that damn water off!”

   Klecko turned off the shower, and Halverson followed suit with the water cocks on the sink.

   Wolfman jabbed his MP7’s muzzle into Halverson’s back. Halverson winced at the pain as he stood beside the sink, rubbing his back with his hand. He felt like driving his fist through Wolfman’s face, but he knew he would not have a chance of making contact with it with that faceplate that Wolfman wore acting as a shield.

   Halverson cursed at the pain that stabbed through his back.

   Wolfman mouthed the word “what?”

   “What’s your problem?” said Halverson.

   “You’re my problem.” Wolfman threatened to strike Halverson again with the MP7’s muzzle. “Didn’t you hear me call out for the next person?”

   “No.”

   “It’s no wonder with all this water you have running in here. What’s the big idea? This some kind of threesome sharing a shower stall?”

   Halverson had to think on a dime to come up with an answer. “We were seeing if the water works in here.”

   “Yeah, right.”

   “The water works.”

   “Bullshit. Don’t pull this stunt again or you’ll pay for it.”

   “There’s no point in doing it again. Everything works.”

   Wolfman glowered through his faceplate at Halverson for a moment then flourished his MP7 at him. “Get out of there! All of you!”

   Halverson, Swiggum, and Klecko filed out of the bathroom.

   “Why are you here anyway?” Swiggum asked Wolfman.

   “Haven’t you been listening? We’re here for the next person to get decontaminated.”

   Swiggum eyed Wolfman nervously.

   “No, not you,” said Wolfman. “You,” he told Klecko.

   Flustered, Klecko stepped back. “I don’t need it.”

   “You do need it.” Wolfman surveyed the others in the room. “Everybody here needs to get decontaminated. Nobody’s getting out of this. It’s for your own good.”

   Klecko balked.

   Wolfman waved his MP7 at him.

   Reluctantly, Klecko shambled toward the door to the hallway.

   “It’s easy,” said Wolfman. “All you do is take a shower.”

   “Then how come nobody ever returns?” said Swiggum.

   “They’re waiting for the rest of you in a different room. If we brought them back here, they’d get contaminated all over again by being with you guys.”

   “What’d I tell you?” said Nordstrom, smiling as he looked at Swiggum and Halverson. “You guys are paranoid.”

   “No,” said Swiggum. “You’re a naïve numskull.”

   Wolfman squired Klecko out the door.

   None too happy about it, Klecko dragged his feet toward the hall.

   Wolfman gave him a shove to kick-start him on his way into the hall. Wolfman pulled the door shut behind him and locked it as he left.

   “And then there were four,” said Swiggum grimly, taking in his companions.

   Nordstrom ignored him and returned to fidgeting with his camera.

   Five minutes later, surprising Halverson, the door swung open again.

   “Back so soon?” said Swiggum, puzzled.

   “What did you forget?” said Halverson.

   “We forgot you,” said Wolfman.

   He latched onto Halverson’s forearm with his gloved hand. Halverson resisted and tried to pull free.

   Wolfman scythed the MP7 in his other hand toward Halverson, acquiring Halverson in his sights. Halverson slapped his hand at the MP7’s barrel and knocked the weapon out of Wolfman’s hand. The MP7 clattered to the floor and slid toward the open door. Halverson dove for the gun.

   As Halverson dove, Wolfman launched a kick at Halverson’s head. The kick sent Halverson sprawling on the floor.

   Picking up on Wolfman’s MP7, eyes wide, Swiggum bolted toward it.

   At that moment three of Wolfman’s men barreled into the room, M4 carbines at the ready. One of the men sliced his M4 through the air and pistol-whipped Swiggum in the face.

   Grimacing in pain Swiggum stopped dead in his tracks and massaged his gashed cheek that was streaming blood.

   “Fucker,” hissed Swiggum.

   The beefy guard clouted Swiggum upside the head. Stunned by the blow, squinting his swimming eyes in agony, Swiggum reeled backward.

   As Halverson sprawled on the floor and tried to scrabble to his feet, Wolfman kicked him again in the head, leaned down, and snagged his MP7.

   Knocked senseless for a few moments, Halverson lay motionless on his stomach on the floor. When he came to, Wolfman was hauling him to his feet and frog-marching him to the door. The other three soldiers were guarding Wolfman’s retreat with their weapons trained on Swiggum and Victoria. 

   “I don’t understand,” said Swiggum, turning to Victoria and wincing at his slashed cheek. “Why’d they come back so fast?”

   “I don’t know, but I don’t like it,” said Victoria, biting her lip in consternation as she watched Wolfman haul Halverson out the door.

   “If you don’t fight these guys, they won’t bother you,” said Nordstrom. “You’re bringing this on yourselves.”

   “We have to get out of here,” said Swiggum. “I’m not gonna just sit here and wait to die like you.”

   Nordstrom blew out his cheeks with frustration. “You just don’t get it, do you?”

   “You’re gonna get it in the neck, like Probst and Simone. You’re just too stupid to know it. Our lives are at stake here.”

   The guards retreated out of the room and locked the door behind them.

   “Why’d they come back so fast for Halverson?” muttered Swiggum, mulling it over with a scowl.

   He plucked a handkerchief out of his rear trouser pocket and stanched his bleeding cheek.

   “Does that mean we get only five minutes now till their next visit?” said Victoria, visibly agitated by the prospect.

   “It means it’s time to take a nap,” said Nordstrom.

   He approached a cot, yawned, and stretched out supine on it.

   






   

   CHAPTER 53

   Mount Weather Emergency Operations Center

   

   President Cole had gathered his administration together in Area B’s Situation Room. Secretary of Defense General Eugene D. Byrd, CIA Director Ernest Slocum, FBI Director Harold Paris, Director of Homeland Security Sheila Klauss, NSA Director Burton Holmes III, and the deputy director of the National Clandestine Service Scot Mellors sat around the large rectangular walnut table with Cole.

   “I’ve summoned all of you here on account of recent reports I’ve been receiving,” said Cole at the head of the table.

   His careworn avuncular face now sported predominantly light grey hair. The pandemic of plague combined with his subsequent nuking of the world to eradicate the disease had literally turned his hair white.

   Holmes peered over his rimless spectacles at Cole. “What kind of reports, Mr. President?”

   “The nukes didn’t kill all the infected flesh eaters. Some of the infected are still out there wandering around cannibalizing what’s left of humanity.”

   “I can’t believe that,” said General Byrd and jutted his equine face out over the tabletop. “There’s no way in hell any living thing could survive our nukes.”

   “That’s the problem,” said Mellors. “They’re not living. They’re already dead to begin with.”

   “If they’re walking around, they’re alive,” said General Byrd. He turned to Cole. “How sure are we of these reports you’ve gotten, Mr. President?”

   “My sources are reliable,” said Cole.

   “Then what do we do now?” said Holmes.

   “You took the words right out of my mouth, Tony.”

   “Increase the megatonnage of the A-bombs we blast the suckers with,” said Byrd. “Bomb their asses to hell and back.”

   “But the A-bombs didn’t work the first time,” said DHS Director Sheila Klauss. “Why should they work this time?”

   “Because we didn’t use enough megatonnage. That’s the only explanation.” Byrd choreographed his sentence with a demonstrative wave of his hand.

   “We can’t have a whole lot of nukes left, can we?”

   Shrugging, Byrd grunted. “We didn’t use ’em all.”

   “What about another means of destroying them? There might be another way that’s more effective.”

   “We’re working on that,” said Slocum.

   “I’m still convinced those things are dead,” said Byrd. “They just don’t know it yet. They’ll keel over soon. For some reason, it’s taking them longer to die than it did the others.”

   “What do you mean?” said Cole.

   “I mean, they soaked up so much radiation, it’s just a matter of time before they drop dead.” Byrd opened his catcher’s mitt of a hand above the table’s surface then clenched his fingers into a fist, signifying the destruction of the flesh eaters.

   Cole looked thoughtful. “I wish I could believe you about that.”

   “You can, Mr. President. Mark my words, it’s just a matter of time. Anything alive and aboveground that absorbed as much radiation as we spread with our massive arsenal of nukes can’t possibly stay alive much longer. It’s a lead-pipe cinch.”

   He nodded his head with a violent jerk to punctuate his remark then challenged everybody’s face at the table one at a time with a direct stare as if to convince them of the truth of his words.

   “Can I quote you on that?” said Slocum skeptically.

   Byrd cast a glare at Slocum. “You’re a bunch of worrywarts at the Agency.”

   “Does that mean the Pentagon isn’t working on any other means of killing the infected flesh eaters?”

   “As a matter of fact, we are. I don’t believe in leaving anything to chance. At this time, however, until we have an alternative, I still think we should load up the flesh eaters with more radiation via A-bombs. Contaminate them with enough radiation, and they’ll drop dead.” Byrd pumped his fist in the air in a victory salute.

   Cole stroked his chin meditatively. “I wish I could share your conviction.” He paused. “We need to be prepared for any contingency.”

   “What do we do next, Mr. President?” said Klauss.

   “We can’t tell the public about this development. They need to believe all of the flesh eaters are dead, that we killed all of the infected with the nukes.”

   “Or they’ll blame us not only for failing to kill the things but for blowing up the entire country in the bargain,” said Mellors.

   “I don’t need you to tell me what they’ll think.”

   Mellors cleared his throat. “Sorry, Mr. President.”

   Mellors had no desire to get on the bad side of Cole. In fact, Cole might be the only one who could help him with his investigation of the Orchid Organization, if he could ever finesse a private session with Cole. Cole was the last person Mellors wanted to alienate. 

   “The problem is, the public will panic if they find out any flesh eaters are still alive,” said Cole. “At this point, panic is our greatest enemy, even greater than both nuclear radiation and the infected cannibals.”

   “Yes, sir.”

   “I wonder how many citizens are still alive out there,” said Slocum, adjusting his watered foulard necktie.

   “Anyone in a bomb shelter is safe,” said Byrd.

   “How long is it gonna be before they start coming out? They’re not gonna wait in their shelters forever.”

   “I’ve made announcements telling them to stay in their shelters until I give the all-clear signal,” said Cole.

   “What about when they run out of food and water?” said Slocum. “They won’t have any choice but to leave the shelters.”

   Cole turned on Slocum. “What do you want me to do about it, Ernest?”

   Slocum flinched, not expecting Cole to jump down his throat. “No disrespect meant, Mr. President. I’m just trying to clarify what the circumstances are so we know what we’re dealing with.”

   “Let me make this clear. Above all else, we must not panic the public. There’s no telling what a hysterical mob of people will do. They could inflict more damage than the plague and the atom bombs combined.”

   “A panicked mob won’t be good, I can tell you that,” said Byrd.

   “They might even turn against us,” said Mellors, voicing what everybody else at the table was thinking.

   Cole gave Mellors a look.

   Mellors wondered if he had put his foot in his mouth again. He was going to apologize, but thought better of it. Since Cole had not called him on the carpet, Mellors decided to keep his own counsel.

   The room fell silent. 

   At last, Cole said, “I’ll prepare an address advising them that they’ll be able to leave their bunkers soon. We must inspire the public and keep them optimistic.”

   Or else, thought Mellors.

   “Everybody’s getting cabin fever at this point, I’m sure,” said Byrd. “For that matter, so am I.” He brushed sweat off his brow with a swipe of his hand.

   “I hope I don’t need to remind you, ladies and gentlemen, that nothing we say here in this room ever goes beyond these four walls,” said Cole.

   He swung his gaze around the room, searching everybody’s face, observing several nods of agreement.

   Mellors held his hand up to draw Cole’s attention. He felt like a kid in a schoolroom.

   Cole nodded at Mellors. “What is it?”

   “Could I ask you one question, Mr. President?”

   “If it’s not wasting my time.”

   Mellors couched his words with considerable care. “It has to do with the creation and spread of the plague.”

   “Proceed.”

   “Have you ever heard of the Orchid Organization or the apocalypse equation?”

   “No to both. Meeting adjourned.”

   Taken aback by the curtness of Cole’s response, Mellors all but started in his seat. Before standing up with the others, he caught Slocum eying him with a puzzled expression mixed with a tinge of censure.

   What was that all about? wondered Mellors. He probably would have been better served if he had managed to ask Cole in private, but he didn’t see how he could score a tête-à-tête with Cole. Mellors figured if he didn’t ask Cole here and now, he might never get the chance to ask him.

   






   

   CHAPTER 54

   Nevada

   

   From his seat behind his desk, Guzman watched Klecko shuffle and sidle into his office. Guzman could see that Klecko wasn’t dressed for success, but attire counted for nothing in this place, Guzman knew. What counted was whether the schlump had found anything out.

   “Well?” said Guzman, as Klecko brought up in front of Guzman’s desk and, head canted, wheezing, peeked at him.

   “You were right,” said Klecko. “Halverson and Swiggum are planning to break out.”

   “How?”

   “With chairs. They’re gonna waylay the guards with chairs when the guards enter the room.”

   “Idiots,” said Guzman. “Do they really think that’ll work? We’ll see them with the CCTV.”

   “They’re gonna stage a diversion. And they’re not gonna grab the chairs till after the guards enter the room so the CCTV won’t give an advance warning.”

   Guzman harrumphed. “It’s still a half-baked plan.” He paused a beat. “Is there anything else you have to tell me?”

   “No. That’s it.”

   “Personally, I despise snitches like you.”

   “I did what you told me to do,” said Klecko, acting offended.

   “Don’t worry about it. For your reward I’ll let you live.”

   Klecko’s sheepish brown eyes looked blank.

   “Go,” said Guzman, waving his hand at Klecko.

   Expressionlessly, Klecko shambled out of the office.

   Putz, decided Guzman with scorn, watching Klecko waddle out of the room. Still, he had his purposes. Now Guzman knew Halverson and Swiggum would be problems. 

   Not that Guzman had any illusions about the twosome in the first place. Any guy whom he could not ID with his facial recognition software had to be bad news. That guy was Halverson. Guzman pegged him for a possible intelligence officer, but for which country? Who else but a spy would leave no trace of himself in cyberspace? It just could not happen by accident. 

   All Halverson had to do was use a credit card just once in his entire life to leave a footprint in cyberspace. And yet the guy had left no footprints. It had to be a deliberate shielding of his existence. Unless he was a homeless bum without any credit. But Halverson didn’t strike Guzman as a bum who could not take care of himself. Halverson was just too . . . what was the word? Too aware. Yeah, that was it. Halverson was no panhandler. To a man, out-of-it panhandlers had spaced-out eyes. Halverson’s eyes were on the ball.

   If Halverson wasn’t a spy, he would have to be some kind of master criminal who had never been caught. Guzman doubted such a criminal could exist without his knowledge. Guzman was too well versed with the underworld, his own backyard, for a major player to exist in it without his knowledge.

   Whatever and whoever this guy Halverson was, he spelled trouble, decided Guzman.

   Somebody knocked on Guzman’s door.

   “Come in,” he said.

   Wolfman and a guard ushered Halverson into the office. Three additional armed guards strutted in behind them.

   Wolfman shoved Halverson toward Guzman’s desk and removed his helmet.

   Halverson stumbled forward, came to a halt, then looked back and shot a glare at Wolfman.

   Wolfman grinned.

   Guzman pulled out the top drawer in his desk and withdrew an FN 5.7 semiautomatic. He jerked back the slide, chambering a cartridge. 

   “Don’t get any ideas,” he said, displaying the pistol to Halverson and laying it on the desktop with a thud within easy reach.

   






   

   CHAPTER 55

   

   Watching Guzman’s hand release the FN 5.7, Halverson picked up on a steel letter opener shaped like a poniard near the edge of Guzman’s desktop.

   “It’s time for you to come clean,” said Guzman.

   Just as Halverson had figured, Guzman had not neglected to search for Halverson’s ID in his database when he had searched for those of the other members of Halverson’s group. Guzman had deliberately kept quiet about what he had discovered about Halverson, because, as Halverson well knew, Guzman had found nothing.

   Guzman stood up. “What are you doing here?”

   “It wasn’t my idea. Your guys brought me here.”

   “I mean, why did you come to this bunker?”

   “Same answer.”

   “What is your mission?”

   “Mission?” Halverson shrugged. “I’m trying to stay alive.”

   “If you keep giving me wisecracks like that, you’re gonna fail.”

   “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” said Halverson, looking puzzled.

   “Who are you?”

   “Chad Halverson.”

   “What’s your job?”

   “Journalist. When we had jobs, that is.”

   “Why isn’t there any record of you on the Internet?”

   “The Internet’s not working.”

   “I can access their database via my satellite.”

   “Good for you.”

   Guzman got to his feet and walked around his desk toward Halverson. “Who are you?”

   “I already told you.”

   “I don’t like repeating myself,” said Guzman with an air of menace.

   “Neither do I.”

   Halverson figured he knew where this conversation was headed, but there was nothing he could do about it. He decided to change the subject.

   “Is this Area 51?”

   Guzman seemed taken aback by the question. “There is no Area 51.”

   “Only the government says that. Everybody else knows otherwise.”

   “Then everybody is a fool. Area 51 doesn’t exist.” Guzman studied Halverson’s face, chewing over Halverson’s words. “Is that your mission?”

   “What?”

   “Infiltrating Area 51?”

   “How many times do I have to keep telling you? I’m not on a mission.”

   “Then why do you keep asking me if this is Area 51?”

   “I want to know where I am.”

   “Why?”

   “I want to know why there’s this huge installation in the middle of nowhere.”

   “It’s none of your business. You don’t seem to understand your position here.”

   “You mean, here in Area 51?”

   “I mean, you’re not calling the shots here,” said Guzman, losing his patience with Halverson. “Now tell me, what is your mission here?”

   “I don’t have a mission.”

   Heaving a sigh Guzman tried a different tack. “What do you know about waterboarding?”

   “Is it like surfing?”

   Guzman paced away from Halverson.

   In the interim, Halverson backed toward the desktop, snagged the letter opener behind his back, and secreted it in his waistband. To conceal it from Guzman and his guards, he thrust it in so deeply it all but fell out through his pant leg. 

   Guzman returned toward Halverson. “Let’s stop fooling around. What do you know about waterboarding?”

   “Not much.”

   Guzman’s face registered disgust. “Would you like to learn firsthand?”

   “Not really.”

   “Do you understand what I’m saying to you?”

   “Are you making a veiled threat?”

   “If you don’t tell me who you are, I’ll teach you about waterboarding.”

   “I’m Chad Halverson.”

   Fit to be tied, Guzman shook his head.

   “I have a question,” said Halverson.

   Guzman glanced askance at him. “What?”

   “Why aren’t you wearing a hazmat uniform when you’re with me, like the others are?” Halverson nodded toward Guzman’s guards.

   Of the lot, only Wolfman had doffed his helmet. 

   “Maybe the level of radiation in your body isn’t hazardous to others,” said Guzman.

   “Then why are you keeping me locked up in that room?”

   Guzman pulled a face and snorted, making him look almost comical, except Halverson wasn’t laughing. “I’m not letting you out of there till you tell me who you are.”

   “How many times do I have to tell you?”

   Guzman scratched his ear, fed up with Halverson’s refusal to cooperate. “This is getting us nowhere.” He turned to Wolfman. “Take him to the next room and secure him to the board.”

   Wolfman smiled at the idea of torturing Halverson then gathered his men and hustled him into the communicating room.

   






   

   CHAPTER 56

   

   Wolfman and Shorty strapped Halverson faceup on a wooden table in the room adjacent to Guzman’s office as Guzman watched.

   “Do you think I’m gonna talk if you waterboard me?” said Halverson, struggling to free his arms from the leather straps that secured his entire body, including his head, to the tabletop.

   He could feel the letter opener digging into the small of his back.

   “I hope not,” said Guzman with half a smile. “I want to torture you for as long as possible.”

   “Why are you so scared of me?”

   “Whatever gave you that idea?”

   “You wouldn’t go to all this trouble unless I worried you.”

   “I don’t understand why there’s no record of your existence anywhere. You must be covering your trail, but why? What have you got to hide?”

   “Nothing.”

   Halverson knew something like this would happen sooner or later after Guzman had been unable to find any record of him on the Internet. Guzman had not gotten to the top of the drug world’s food chain without being paranoid. Apprehensively, Halverson waited for Guzman to commence waterboarding him.

   Guzman picked up a gallon of bottled water off the floor near the table and signaled to Wolfman. 

   Wolfman retrieved a damp towel from the sink that lined the wall.

   Guzman nodded to him.

   Gloating over Halverson, Wolfman laid the damp brown towel over Halverson’s face. 

   Halverson knew what to expect. Even though he himself had not taken part in any waterboarding sessions, he was well informed about the procedure, which the Agency had employed against al-Qaeda terrorists at home and abroad in extraordinary renditions after 9/11.

   The fact that he knew what was going to happen and the psychology behind it may have helped him in battling the torment induced in waterboarding. The object of waterboarding, he had been trained at Camp Peary, was to induce a feeling of drowning on the victim. Drowning was one of the worst ways to die. If a victim thought he was drowning, it would terrify him into talking—at least, that was what Halverson’s CIA trainers had taught him.

   Everything went dark after Wolfman applied the moist towel to Halverson’s face. Knowing what was to follow, Halverson closed his eyes and held his breath in anticipation. He didn’t want the water to get into either his eyes or his lungs.

   “Who are you?” he heard Guzman say above him.

   Halverson said nothing. 

   He continued to hold his breath, waiting for Guzman to pour water over his face. Not only would Halverson think he was drowning when the treatment began, the waterboarding would also disorient him, making him feel like he was floating helpless through space.

   “Suit yourself,” said Guzman and fell to pouring the water out of his gallon plastic jug onto the towel that covered Halverson’s face.

   Halverson contrived to hold his breath for a couple minutes, but the rapid beating of his heart militated against it. With his heart beating madly, he needed more air. He could not hold his breath any longer. He felt like he was sinking.

   Inhaling the water, he coughed as water burned through his nostrils and down his throat. He could not believe a gallon of water could take so long to empty. He fancied he could discern silhouettes of people through the wet towel on his face. He didn’t know whether he could really see these silhouette or they were, in fact, chimeras of his imagination. The presence of the silhouettes would indicate other persons besides Guzman were pouring water over Halverson’s face. In that case, Halverson knew, he could experience indefinitely the sensation of drowning as each figure could reload with more water bottles as another figure poured. Either that, or he would actually drown.

   Suddenly, he felt the water cease pouring onto the saturated towel.

   Eyes popping out of his head, Halverson gagged for air. He felt like he was choking to death. Was that possible? he wondered. To choke to death? He believed it was. He recalled reading somewhere that one of the popes who had Parkinson’s disease had choked to death. He could not remember the pope’s name. John Paul, was it? What difference did it make what his name was? The fact was, it proved you could choke to death.

   Halverson was still choking and coughing on the water that filled his throat, nostrils, and lungs, cutting through them like burning razors.

   Guzman whipped the dripping towel off of Halverson’s face. “Who are you?”

   Halverson opened his burning bloodshot eyes, blinking rapidly, trying to orientate himself, trying to shake the feeling that he was sinking helplessly to a watery death.

   “Chad Halverson,” he croaked.

   “What is your job?”

   “Journalist.”

   “What is your mission here?”

   Halverson could not talk anymore. His throat and water-soaked lungs felt like they were on fire.

   “There’s no such person as Chad Halverson, journalist,” said Guzman. “And your photograph is not available in any facial recognition database. How do you explain that?”

   “An oversight,” said Halverson, coughing and choking, his dripping face flushing.

   “You’re the man who wasn’t there.”

   To live as though he never lived, to exist as though he never existed, thought Halverson. The life of a spy.

   “Stop lying to me!” barked Guzman. “What is your job?”

   Halverson blew out his cheeks in an effort to control his breathing and calm down. “Journalist.”

   “Do you like being tortured? Is that why you keep lying?”

   “I’m not lying.”

   “Who’s employing you?”

   “Nobody, now.”

   “Who was employing you?” said Guzman, irritated that he had to repeat himself.

   “My publisher.”

   “Lies!” spat Guzman.

   Worked up, he paced around the room, weighing his next move.

   “Why don’t we just kill him and get rid of him, boss?” said Wolfman.

   “I need to know who he’s working for.”

   “What difference does it make? If we kill him, he can’t tell anyone anything.”

   “If his employers know we’re here, they’ll send somebody else to infiltrate us if Halverson doesn’t report back to them.”

   “Maybe he’s just a nobody. That’s why there’s no record of him. If we kill him, nobody’ll miss him.”

   Guzman shook his head, no. “You can’t leave no trace of your existence, unless you’re doing it deliberately. If he’s doing it deliberately, he’s some kind of spy and we have to find out who he’s working for.”

   Wolfman twisted his blubbery lips, thinking it over. “Let’s waterboard him again.”

   With bated breath, Halverson waited for the treatment to resume.

   “You know what we used to do with our enemies in Mexico?” said Guzman, coming to a halt.

   “What?” said Wolfman.

   “We stuffed them in fifty-five-gallon drums, poured oil into the drums, and set them on fire.”

   “Christ,” said Wolfman, grimacing at the image.

   Halverson was liking the direction of this conversation less and less.

   “But they died from that,” said Guzman.

   “I guess,” said Wolfman. “But it works for me. Why not just incinerate this guy in a drum and to hell with him?”

   “Because I want him to talk before he dies.”

   “Then let’s keep waterboarding him.”

   “I have a better idea. We’ll let his companions find out for us.”

   “What?” said Wolfman, flustered, not believing his ears.

   “They’ll get out of him who’s pulling his strings. They’ll shake it out of him if they have to.”

   “I don’t get it. Why would they want to?”

   “You’ll see,” said Guzman with a smile flickering on his lips.

   






   

   CHAPTER 57

   Mount Weather Emergency Operations Center

   

   Mellors was walking down a hall in the Area B bunker complex, wondering if he should take the chance of sneaking onto the floor that housed the NSA and trying to decrypt the apocalypse equation document, when a shot rang out behind him. A bullet ricocheted off the cement wall beside him and whistled down the corridor, eliciting a whiff of dust from the wall where it had struck near his head and pitted the cement.

   Mellors flinched, shoulders hunched. He yanked out his Glock semiautomatic from his waistband and wheeled around to confront his attacker in a crouch. To his surprise nobody was there.

   Then Mellors picked up on a hand snaking around a corner of an intersecting corridor at the other end of the hall. Inside the hand was a pistol. 

   Mellors loosed a shot at the pistol then spun on his heels and fled toward the opposite end of the hallway. Adrenaline coursing through his system, gasping for breath he ducked around the corner of the nearest hallway. Another shot sang behind him. 

   He had no intention of standing in the hall and engaging in a gun battle without cover. He was a sitting duck in the hall. For that same reason, he doubted his assailant would pursue him. If Mellors’s attacker did give chase, he would be exposing himself to Mellors’s gunfire without anywhere to seek cover.

   Mellors wondered what was going on. He crept toward the corridor’s intersection and peeked around the corner toward the area where he had spotted the gun. The coast was clear. He saw no one.

   Mellors had no intention of hanging around here waiting for the shooter to attack again. Mellors had to get out of the hall. Scoping out the rooms around him, he realized he was standing across from FBI Director Paris’s room.

   In fact, Paris’s door was opening this very minute.

   Gingerly, Paris squeezed his head through his doorway into the corridor. With a start he clapped eyes on Mellors, who was standing less than ten feet away from him, gun in hand. 

   “What’s going on?” said Paris, noting Mellors’s gun with concern etched on his face. “I thought I heard gunshots.”

   Eyes wide, heart hammering, Mellors scampered toward Paris. “Somebody tried to bushwhack me. Can I come in?”

   Paris surveyed both ends of the hallway on the qui vive. “I don’t see anybody.”

   “I think he took off. I’d rather not stand out here and find out otherwise.”

   Paris made to leave his office. “I’ll help you track this guy.”

   “The problem is, there’s no cover out here.”

   “Well, there’s two of us,” said Paris, entering the hall. “That’s two against one. Unless—”

   “Unless what?”

   “How many attacked you?”

   “I saw only one gun aimed at me.”

   “Then the odds are in our favor.”

   “Do you have a piece?”

   Paris withdrew an automatic from his leather shoulder rig under his jacket as they approached the corner.

   They reached the end of the hall and peeked down both ends of it. 

   Out of nowhere, Ernest Slocum came barreling around the corner at the other end of the hall, his bespoke Brooks Brothers jacket flapping open at his sides. Mellors was in the act of training his Glock on Slocum when he realized that Slocum was unarmed.

   Slocum pulled up short when he spotted Mellors’s Glock. “What the hell’s going on? I heard gunshots.” Taking in Paris, eyebrows quirked, Slocum realized Paris was armed as well.

   “Somebody tried to kill me,” said Mellors, lowering his weapon.

   How could he be sure it wasn’t Slocum who had opened fire at him earlier? Mellors wondered. He could not imagine Slocum trying to blow him away, but somebody sure had tried to take him out, and that somebody had been in the area from where Slocum had emerged.

   Seeing that Mellors had lowered his pistol, Slocum strode down the hall toward Mellors and Paris.

   “What’s this all about?” said Slocum in a lather.

   It was Paris who said, “I heard gunshots. I came out to check. And I spotted Mellors here. He said somebody tried to kill him.”

   “Did you see a shooter down there?” Mellors asked Slocum, gazing down the corridor beyond Slocum.

   “No,” said Slocum.

   “Why would somebody take a shot at you?” Paris asked Mellors.

   “I don’t know for sure, but I have theories,” answered Mellors.

   “Such as?”

   “Such as I’m asking too many questions about the Orchid Organization and the apocalypse equation.”

   “Why would anyone care about them?”

   “It’s the same person that killed Molson, I’d wager.”

   “Molson killed herself,” said Slocum.

   “In a pig’s eye,” said Mellors.

   Slocum shook his head. “You’re jumping to conclusions.”

   “The fact is, somebody just tried to kill me. You can’t argue with facts.”

   “This whole thing seems blown out of proportion,” said Slocum, unable to get his head around it. “What’s the point of shooting you?”

   “They want me to stop asking questions about Orchid.”

   “So this is a warning? Is that what you’re saying?” said Slocum and scratched the grizzled sideburns on his temple.

   “Either it was a warning or the shooter bungled his shot.”

   Slocum didn’t buy it. “This is insane.”

   “Let me get this straight,” Paris told Mellors. “Are you saying there’s some kind of sinister cabal at work here running the show behind the scenes?”

   “It sure looks that way,” said Mellors. “Why else would somebody try to kill me?”

   “That’s what I want to find out. The president’s life could be in danger if what you say is true.”

   “Let’s get our facts straight before we go running off to the president with this half-baked cockamamie idea about a cabal,” said Slocum.

   “It’s the only explanation that makes sense,” said Mellors.

   “It sounds too far-fetched to make any sense to me.”

   “What’s your explanation?” said Mellors, put out that nobody would take him seriously.

   “I need more facts before I can come up with an explanation. Quite frankly, none of what you’re saying adds up.”

   “Jesus H. Christ! What more do you want? You want me dead on a slab before you’ll believe me?”

   “Are you trying to buffalo me? Remember, I’m your superior, Scot,” said Slocum, bridling.

   “Let’s dial it down a notch, gentlemen,” said Paris. “We’re not gonna accomplish anything flying off the handle.”

   “Somebody tried to waste me,” said Mellors heatedly. “I have the right to blow my stack.”

   “Take it easy. Having a cow isn’t gonna solve anything.”

   “The point is, we’ve got a murderer running around this bunker. Who knows where he’s gonna strike next?”

   “We don’t know for sure that there’s a murderer running amok,” said Slocum. “Who’s been murdered?”

   Mellors was still annoyed at Slocum. “We have a difference of opinion on that. For anyone who has eyes it’s easy to see Molson was murdered.”

   “We’re not gonna solve anything by bickering in the hall,” said Paris.

   Slocum spun on his heel impatiently and peeled off. “I don’t have time for this. I have work to do.”

   Mellors turned to Paris, peeved that nobody would believe him. “Do you believe me?”

   “I know I heard gunshots. Did you return fire?”

   “You better believe it.”

   “Did anybody else see the shooter?”

   “Not that I know of.” Mellors paused and frowned. “Wait a minute. Are you saying I made him up?”

   “You could have fired all the shots yourself.”

   “Why would I do that?” said Mellors, exasperated.

   “I have no idea.”

   “There was a shooter.”

   “I don’t understand why somebody would try to kill you.”

   “I’m turning over too many rocks every time I ask questions about the Orchid Organization and the apocalypse equation.”

   “I don’t know,” said Paris, looking puzzled.

   “If I can show you a copy of the apocalypse equation document, will you believe me then?”

   “I’ll certainly read it. Believe it or not, I want to know what really happened with this plague business as much as you do. If this apocalypse equation you’ve been yammering about had anything to do with it, I want to read this document.”

   There was nothing else for it, Mellors decided. He would have to take his laptop with him, break into the NSA on the next floor, and decrypt the document. He knew in his bones there had to be something in that document that explained the cause of the outbreak, whether it was the result of an accident or of something far more sinister.

   The problem was, even with the NSA’s bleeding-edge software, Mellors knew, it could still take many months or even years to ascertain the password that would open the encrypted document. There were just too many possible permutations. By then it might be too late to matter what the apocalypse equation was. Unless Mellors could figure out the password himself. Maybe it was something so simple it was staring him in the face.

   But that was a long shot.

   Maybe he had another option. The NSA had the most massive database of information anywhere in the world. If he could just log into their intranet, he might be able to find mention of the apocalypse equation there. It was worth a try, he decided.

   All he had to do was break into the NSA. Piece of cake! he thought.

   There had to be a way . . .

   “Maybe I should try Himmler,” he said.

   “Who?” said Paris, his brow furrowed.

   “I mean Holmes. Haven’t you ever noticed his resemblance to the SS Reichsfuhrer Heinrich Himmler?” 

   “Can’t say that I have. I don’t believe he’d appreciate the comparison.”

   






   

   CHAPTER 58

   Nevada

   

   Followed by a dozen guards, Wolfman steered Halverson down the hallway to the guest room. In front of them Halverson was astonished to spot two guards manhandling a flesh eater with a snake grabber. One of the guards was guiding the flesh eater in front of him, keeping the creature away from him by means of the snake grabber’s steel pole whose wire at its far end was looped around the neck of the slobbering, growling creature. The creature flailed its arms in futility.

   “You have flesh eaters in here?” said Halverson.

   “What’s it to you?” said Wolfman and jabbed Halverson in the gut with his MP7’s muzzle.

   Halverson winced.

   Wolfman chortled, a leer on his face.

   Guy doesn’t like living, thought Halverson. 

   Bridling his wrath he wondered what the significance of the presence of flesh eaters in the bunker was, if any. Why would Guzman be keeping the infected creatures in here? Halverson was convinced there was more going on here than met the eye. Whether this was Area 51 or not, he figured the government might be involved in some manner, though he had to admit his suspicions were groundless as yet. 

   Wolfman opened the door to the guest room and escorted Halverson inside, making a point of not shoving him, which Halverson found surprising, given Wolfman’s treatment of him in the hall. 

   “Remove the chairs,” Wolfman told his retinue.

   The guards obeyed and hustled into the room to gather all of the chairs that surrounded the dinner table.

   “Get a move on it,” said Wolfman.

   The guards bustled out into the corridor with the chairs. Wolfman locked the door behind them.

   It wasn’t difficult for Halverson to figure out why Wolfman had taken the chairs away. It also explained why Wolfman hadn’t shoved him into the room. Halverson wondered anxiously how this would play out. 

   Victoria, Swiggum, and Nordstrom looked shocked to set eyes on Halverson.

   “What happened?” said Victoria with astonishment.

   “They brought me back,” said Halverson.

   “They never brought anyone else back,” said Nordstrom suspiciously. “Why you?”

   “Yeah,” said Swiggum. “Did they decontaminate you?”

   “No,” said Halverson.

   “I don’t understand. Where’s Klecko and Probst and Simone? How come you’re the only one to come back?”

   “How should I know? All I can tell you is that they didn’t decontaminate me.”

   “Then why did they take you?” put in Victoria.

   Halverson didn’t know how much he should tell them about his session with Guzman. Halverson figured he should not tell them too much. If he told them about Guzman’s trying to ID him, they would start suspecting him like Guzman did. Halverson didn’t have time to answer.

   The other shoe finally dropped for Swiggum. “Hey, wait a minute. Why’d they take our chairs away? You saw that, Nordstrom.”

   “Yeah, I did,” said Nordstrom. “What’s that all about?”

   “We were gonna use them to escape. How did they know about that unless somebody told them?” Swiggum gazed accusingly at Halverson.

   “I didn’t tell them about the chairs,” said Halverson. “Think about it. Why would I do that? It was my idea to use them to escape. Remember?”

   “And right after these guys bring you back, they take the chairs away. All you got to do is put two and two together to figure the answer out. You snitched.”

   “What else did you tell them?” said Nordstrom, equally worked up. “That’s what I want to know.”

   Swiggum advanced on Halverson threateningly.

   Swiggum had only one arm, Halverson knew, but Swiggum was a big guy that was in shape and he would not be a pushover in a fight. A heavyweight, he had a size and weight advantage over Halverson. The long and the short of it was, Swiggum looked like he could take care of himself.

   Halverson figured he could take Swiggum in a mano a mano. After all, Swiggum had only one arm and Halverson was a trained black ops agent. But what if Victoria and Nordstrom ganged up on him, as well? 

   Halverson had no desire to pick a fight with any of these guys. He needed all of them on his side if they were ever going to escape this cement prison.

   “Look,” said Halverson. “I didn’t tell them anything about the chairs.”

   “Then why did they take them?” said Swiggum, not believing him, eyes dark with menace.

   “I have no idea.”

   “What did they ask you?”

   Halverson had to improvise. “They asked me how long I was exposed to radiation from the nukes.”

   “Sounds like bullshit,” Nordstrom butted in. “I have a built-in BS detector. I know bullshit when I hear it.”

   “Let’s beat the crap out of him,” said Swiggum.

   “It is strange that as soon as he comes back here, they swipe our chairs.”

   “Why would he rat us out, though?” said Victoria, confused.

   “That’s easy,” said Swiggum. “He’s working for them now.”

   “Why would he want to work for them?”

   “Who knows? Maybe they’re paying him. It could be anything. Let’s beat him to a pulp.”

   Sneering, Swiggum took another step toward Halverson.

   He remembered he had the letter opener wedged inside his rear waistband. He wanted to avoid a brawl. If they killed or wounded each other, it would reduce their force when they mounted an escape, decided Halverson. If need be, however, he would defend himself.

   






   

   CHAPTER 59

   

   Who was the rat? Halverson wondered. Somebody had told Guzman about the chairs. There was no way Guzman could have overheard him, Swiggum, and Klecko when they were in the bathroom hatching their escape plan. The gushing water from the tap and the showerhead had drowned out their voices. Swiggum was right about one thing. Somebody had ratted them out.

   “Don’t you believe me?” Halverson asked Victoria. 

   The two of them had been through a lot together during the plague and the ensuing atomic holocaust. He figured she should trust him by now.

   “I’m not sure,” she said, massaging her brow. “I don’t know what’s going on.”

   “There’s no percentage in me ratting you all out.”

   “Maybe you did it to save your own skin,” said Swiggum.

   Halverson thought about it. If it wasn’t him and it wasn’t Swiggum, it must have been the schlub Klecko. Klecko must have been a plant. It had to be Klecko.

   “Klecko was the mole,” said Halverson.

   “Klecko?” said Victoria, bewildered.

   “That’s right,” said Swiggum sarcastically. “Blame somebody else. You’re just like the cons in the joint. Always blame somebody else.”

   “Don’t you see?” said Halverson. “It had to be him. He was the only other one in the bathroom when we hatched our escape plan.”

   “They why didn’t he come back? How come they killed him, while you came back alive? Do you take us for fools?”

   “Where is Klecko?” said Victoria.

   “Dead with the others. And that’s the way we’re gonna be, now that our escape plan’s foiled.” Swiggum glanced at Nordstrom, balling his hand into a fist. “What say you grab a hold of Halverson while I turn his face into a slab of meat?”

   Nordstrom relaxed a bit and settled onto the tabletop amidst the paper plates, plastic utensils, and leftovers. “Why don’t they clear the table?”

   “What!” exclaimed Swiggum, bent out of shape.

   “I don’t know why you’re making such a big to-do about this.”

   “What are you talking about? He’s a mole.”

   “The thing is, we don’t need to escape. Simone and the others are waiting for us in another room after we get decontaminated. What’s the problem with that?”

   “You’re all messed up, man. They’re all dead, like we’ll be if we don’t get out of here.”

   “Even if Halverson did betray us, I don’t see how it screws us.”

   “Because we can’t escape now. You need to wake up to what’s really going on here. Grab Halverson and I’ll rearrange his face. He’s a stinking traitor.” Swiggum raised his fist and brandished it at Halverson.

   “What’ll that accomplish?”

   “He’s working for them,” said Swiggum, ticked off at Nordstrom’s indifference.

   “So what if he is?”

   “What? Are you chicken or something?” Swiggum squawked like a chicken. “Is that what it is? You’re scared of him.”

   “There’s nothing to worry about,” said Nordstrom, not allowing Swiggum to bait him.

   Swiggum shook his head in disgust at Nordstrom and, glowering, turned to Halverson. “It looks like it’s a mano a mano between you and me.”

   Halverson didn’t want to draw the letter opener because he knew the CCTV was recording everything that was taking place in this room. Once Guzman saw the letter opener, he would confiscate it. It was the only weapon Halverson had and he wanted to hold onto it as long as possible. He would need it for their escape attempt. 

   Regardless of what Nordstrom had said, Halverson knew they had to break out of the bunker or they would wind up dead. Like Swiggum, he believed Guzman had killed Probst and Simone. Halverson wasn’t sure what had happened to Klecko. If Klecko was indeed Guzman’s mole, Klecko’s life might have been spared.

   As for Guzman, Halverson didn’t know why the guy was taking out their whole group. Halverson didn’t have enough to go on to figure it out. There had to be some reason Guzman was whacking them, but for the life of him Halverson didn’t know what it was. Maybe it was just ill will on Guzman’s part, but Halverson doubted that. The guy was no fool, Halverson knew. There had to be a reason for the murders. And what about the flesh eaters Guzman had imprisoned here? There had to be a reason for that, too.

   “I got bad news,” said Halverson.

   “Don’t try to change the subject, mole.”

   “Hector’s keeping flesh eaters inside this bunker.”

   Swiggum assimilated Halverson’s information with surprise. “Why would he be harboring those filthy murdering things in here?”

   “I’m convinced something’s going on here.”

   “And you’re in on it, mole,” said Swiggum.

   Scowling, he took another step toward Halverson.

   “What could be going on in here?” said Victoria.

   “I bet it has something to do with that decontamination room,” said Halverson, keeping a wary eye on Swiggum. 

   “Did you see it?”

   “No.”

   “Did you see any flesh eaters?”

   “I saw one out in the hall.”

   “Enough of this,” said Swiggum. “We can’t believe a word he says.”

   “I don’t think he’s the mole,” said Victoria. “Or why would he be telling us all this?”

   “To save his neck.”

   The door opened.

   Halverson whipped his head toward it. 

   Wolfman slipped inside the room. “Nordstrom, you’re next.”

   “Finally,” said Nordstrom with a broad smile, hopped to his feet from his seat on the tabletop, and strode toward him.

   






   

   CHAPTER 60

   Mount Weather Emergency Operations Center

   

   Mellors approached Holmes’s office and rapped twice on the door.

   “Time is money,” came the response from inside.

   Did that mean he wasn’t permitted to enter? wondered Mellors. Maybe everybody in the NSA talked in riddles. Whatever.

   Mellors cracked the door and exposed his head for Holmes to see.

   Clad in a black suit which conferred on him the aura of an undertaker especially when added to his pallid complexion, Holmes was sitting behind his desk peering with his blue grey beady eyes over his rimless spectacles at Mellors. “Don’t you have anything else to do other than bother me?”

   Mellors angled into the office and shut the door behind him. “This is important.”

   “My work is important,” protested Holmes and shuffled papers on his desktop.

   Mellors approached Holmes’s desk. “I’d like to access one of your NSA computers. Your intranet is working, right?”

   “Of course. But you don’t have clearance to enter the NSA floor.”

   “I know that. That’s why I’m here. Could you loan me a key card to the NSA?”

   Crossing his arms over his chest, Holmes leaned back in his chair with his head drawn back, accentuating his double chin. “Absolutely not.”

   “Why not?” 

   “You don’t have clearance.”

   “That’s why I’m here asking you for a key card.”

   “You’re missing the point. You still don’t have clearance. It’s way above your pay grade.”

   “I’m the deputy director of the NCS for Christ’s sake.”

   “Not good enough.”

   “So how do I get clearance?” said Mellors, champing at the bit.

   “You have to go through channels.”

   “I don’t have time for all that red tape. This is an emergency!”

   “This may be the end of the world, but that doesn’t change the fact that we must follow protocol.”

   “Protocol be damned!”

   Mellors leaned over the desktop and took a swing at Holmes’s plump cheek with his fist. Holmes’s spectacles flew off his face and skittered across the floor as his head jerked to the side, absorbing the brunt of Mellors’s blow. Out cold, Holmes slumped in his chair.

   Mellors dashed behind the desk and rifled Holmes’s pockets in search of an NSA key card. Mellors dug a wallet out of Holmes’s trousers and flipped through it. Pawing through the plastic credit cards, Mellors located Holmes’s NSA key card. Pocketing it Mellors fled out of the room and shut the door behind him. He had to get into the NSA before Holmes came to and alerted the guards.

   Mellors whisked through the corridor and punched the button at the elevator. The elevator seemed to take forever. Mellors kept glancing back toward Holmes’s office to make sure Holmes had not regained consciousness and was giving chase.

   “Come on,” said Mellors, drumming a flurried tattoo on the elevator’s steel door with his fingers.

   He had hit Holmes as hard as he could, but there was no telling how long the guy would be out. Mellors had to get a move on it.

   At last the elevator’s door whooshed open.

   Mellors darted inside the elevator and with the heel of his fist pounded the plastic button to the NSA’s floor.

   The elevator stopped at the floor, but did not open. Mellors hammered the button on the control panel again and again. Nothing doing. The door didn’t budge.

   The key card, he decided. He needed to use the card to open the door. That must be it. But where? Where was he supposed to insert the key card?

   He scrutinized the control panel, casting around for a slot that would accommodate the NSA key card in his hand. He located several slots lined up in a row. He shook his head in bafflement. Which one? he wondered.

   He would just have to try all of them. 

   He inserted the key card into the first slot on the left. Nothing doing. He tried the second slot. No soap. He was running out of time, he knew. He had to get onto the NSA floor before Holmes woke up.

   Breaking into a sweat, Mellors tried the third slot. What would he do if this slot didn’t work? he wondered. Why was he so keyed up about this apocalypse equation anyway? The world was already demolished. What difference did it make who caused it?

   A lot of it was guilt, he decided. He felt guilty for wasting Coogan, the black ops agent that had tumbled to the involvement of Orchid in the debacle at the Erasmus Medical Center. Coogan had also found out about the apocalypse equation. Mellors had known nothing of either Orchid or the apocalypse equation at the time that he killed Coogan. Mellors had shot Coogan because Coogan was revealing over the phone to Halverson eyes-only intel about the CIA’s involvement in the funding of the Erasmus plague experiments. Now, it turned out, Coogan had known more about what was actually happening at Erasmus than had Mellors.

   Guilt was eating away at Mellors. He should never have killed Coogan. Instead, Mellors should have picked Coogan’s brains about his knowledge of the spreading of the plague.

   Maybe Mellors was seeking atonement by getting to the bottom of the meaning of the apocalypse equation and how Orchid tied into it. Or maybe he was simply trying to find the truth. Probably, he decided, it was a combination of both that motivated him. In any case, he was emotionally invested in the search and he wasn’t about to give up on it.

   






   

   CHAPTER 61

   

   As Mellors fed the key card into the third slot, the elevator door slid open, startling him out of his reverie.

   Heart racing, Mellors bucketed into the spacious office.

   He took stock of his whereabouts. To his left he quickly noticed a cubicle that housed an NSA operative hunched over a computer, deep in concentration.

   Mellors barreled into the cubicle and slugged the short twentysomething guy in the chops before he knew what hit him. Mellors shoved the weedy operative’s limp body out of his chair and took a seat in front of the computer terminal. 

   He googled the term apocalypse equation. Unbelievably, he spotted an entry by that name near the top of the screen and clicked on it. It was the title of a master’s thesis that had been written by a member of the counterterrorism division of the CIA, of all places. The author’s name had been redacted.

   Mellors skimmed through the article.

   The sustainable population of human beings on earth was only 1.5 billion, whereas now there were over 7 billion persons, said the article. The reason for the rapid increase in the population was due to oil, which helped feed additional people because it provided fuel for transportation of food. The problem was, according to this article, that the world’s oil reserves would soon run dry. The need for oil was what was precipitating all of the wars in the Middle East. But the fact remained, even with access to all of the oil in the Middle East, there would reach a point in the near future when the oil would run out—which would trigger economic collapse worldwide.

   The article then discussed “Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs.” He had heard about Maslow before. Somebody had told him recently about Maslow. Mellors racked his overheated brain trying to recall who had told him about Maslow. Christ, it was Slocum, Mellors remembered, which figured when you thought about it. The author of this thesis worked for Slocum in the counterterrorism division of the Agency. The thesis was no doubt part of the author’s CV that Slocum had vetted somewhere down the line.

   In fact, this whole article was jogging Mellor’s memory about his conversation with Slocum, who had also talked about overpopulation and the inevitable depletion of the world’s oil reserves.

   Fascinated, Mellors read further in the article that he was scrolling through on the computer’s monitor. 

   The only solution to the problem of the impending collapse of modern societies was “mass genocide,” which would shrink the population to a “sustainable level commensurate with our earth’s resources.” In short, the population had to be reduced or it would mean the end of the world. The best way to reduce the population was with a “limited nuclear conflict” in major urban areas of the world that had the densest concentrations of people. Another viable agent of population control was the release of plague and toxic chemicals to infect masses of human beings.

   There it was in black and white! decided Mellors. This article suggested that the infection of the world with plague was no accident but a deliberate attempt to reduce the number of human beings on the planet. Not only that, the article advocated the use of nuclear weapons as well. 

   It was mindboggling. Mellors could not believe his eyes. The outbreak of plague and the nuclear annihilation of the earth that followed may have been engineered by somebody or, more likely, some cadre! A deliberate secret plot to reduce the population. Who had dreamed up this mad scenario? And worse, who had implemented it?

   Mellors had to know.

   This thesis had been written by a member of the CIA, but that did not necessarily mean the CIA had deliberately unleashed the plague on the world. It could have been anybody at the Erasmus Medical Center who believed in the validity of the apocalypse equation that had deliberately infected the world with the pathogen.

   What about the Orchid Organization? thought Mellors with a flash of insight. He knew that Orchid was involved in the creation of the zombie virus in Rotterdam. It stood to reason that they were also the ones that willfully exposed the world to it. 

   It was appalling to consider that anybody in his right mind would go to such lengths to prevent overpopulation, decided Mellors, and yet somebody had. The annihilation of the world, first by plague, then by nukes—just as prescribed in “The Apocalypse Equation”—served as proof.

   Now he had to ID the members of Orchid to find out which of them were government officials. If any of the group had infiltrated the government, and Paris had told him that they had, there was no telling what they might do next with their influence in the corridors of power. What was the next step in their conspiracy?

   Mellors flinched. 

   He felt a cold steel ring pressing against the nape of his neck. He tensed.

   There was a handgun pointed at his neck. 

   A bullet exited the gun’s muzzle, entered Mellors’s brain, exited with gobbets of brain and spalls of skull from his forehead, and flew into the computer’s screen, shattering it. A slumgullion of blood, brain nubbins, and bone fragments splattered the broken monitor.

   






   

   CHAPTER 62

   Nevada

   

   Clad in their hazmat uniforms, Wolfman and Shorty escorted Nordstrom into room 208.

   “Thanks,” said Nordstrom, smiling.

   Wolfman and Shorty looked at him with blank eyes through their visors then retreated from the room, locking its door behind them.

   Nordstrom shrugged in bafflement. What was with the thousand-yard-stare routine from those two? he wondered. Unlike the fools back in the guest room, Nordstrom wanted to get decontaminated. He didn’t want to walk around for the rest of his life with radiation in his system eating him alive. If Halverson and those guys wanted to die of radiation poisoning, that was their problem.

   Now where was the shower? he wondered, flicking his eyes around the pristine white empty room. He inspected the ceiling. No showerheads in it. He looked down. He did, however, spot a drain in the floor.

   Strange, he decided. Why did the room need a drain if there was no running water in sight?

   There wasn’t even anything to take a picture of. Just an empty room. If he wasn’t snapping pictures, he wasn’t living, as far as he was concerned. Despite the emptiness and monotony of the room, he raised his camera to his face and snapped pictures of a couple of the walls as well as one of the drain. That was when he spotted something near the drain. He could barely make it out because it was white like the floor.

   Hiking up his trousers at the knees, he squatted down to get a better look at it. The better part of an inch from the drain’s circumference lay a broken tooth. It looked human, decided Nordstrom, pinching it between his forefinger and thumb and lifting it for a closer look. 

   There was no doubt about it. It was a human tooth. A chipped incisor, to be exact. 

   Nordstorm had no idea what was going on. Why would the decontamination procedure break a tooth? How could you break a tooth taking a shower? What kind of a procedure was this anyway? he wondered.

   Mulling it over, he straightened up. Whose tooth was it? he wondered. Was it Probst’s or Simone’s or somebody else’s? He inspected the tooth again. It looked smaller than a man’s tooth. Maybe it was Simone’s. He flicked it to the floor.

   Apprehension gripped him. Maybe the others were right about not wanting to come here. There was something hinky about this place. He felt his heartbeat skyrocketing.

   His gaze settled on the door on the other side of the room. He stole toward the door and cracked it gingerly. It opened onto a white corridor. What was with all the whiteness? On closer examination he realized the walls and floor were ceramic. It was like being in a giant toilet bowl. What the hell? 

   Was he supposed to wait in this room for the decontaminators to come to him or was he supposed to walk down that hall to meet them? he wondered.

   He made out a door at the end of the hallway. The door was difficult to discern thanks to its whiteness that blended in with the walls and floor.

   Time to go check the other end of the toilet bowl, he told himself. Maybe the decontaminators were waiting for him in that room.

   He padded down the corridor, snapping pictures of the surrounding whiteness all the while.

   He never made it to the end of the corridor.

   The door swung open, propelled by flesh eaters that stumbled out of the room, elbowing their way toward him.

   Nordstrom took snapshots of the creatures as they piled out of the room slobbering on the floor. 

   As he realized what he was photographing he lowered his camera and screamed, “No!”

   There must be some mistake, he decided in a funk. What were infected flesh eaters doing inside the decontamination area?

   He took more photos as if by some magic he could freeze the creatures in place the same way his camera froze them in a photograph. In many ways he saw his camera as a weapon. It provided him with a livelihood and it served as testimony of crimes against him. He like to had a mystical relationship with his camera.

   But it wasn’t working. No matter how many photos he snapped of the approaching mob of flesh eaters, the creatures just kept coming. His photographing them had no effect on them. 

   He took a powder to the main room and shut its door behind him. He could not lock it, he soon realized, as the knot of zombies exerted their combined weight against the door till it gave and Nordstrom retreated to the other side of the room, breaking into a cold sweat of fear.

   The lead creature that was fat and had a partially bald head plodded toward Nordstrom. Nordstrom hauled back and took a swing at the creature’s necrotic face that was oozing pus. Nordstrom’s fist landed splat in the middle of the creature’s cheek, which promptly disintegrated and suppurated onto his knuckles.

   At the same time, Fats jabbed his hand into Nordstrom’s stomach, pierced the flesh, snagged an intestine, and yanked the gut out as he walked away from Nordstrom with his prize in his grasp. 

   Nordstrom howled in pain. He didn’t know which was worse—the pain in his stomach or helplessly standing by and watching his entrails pour out of his body. 

   Puzzled, the other flesh eaters watched Fats, wondering what he was doing.

   Fats drew twenty-odd feet of the entrails out, then pirouetted back toward Nordstrom, coiling the innards around himself, wrapping himself up in the bloody guts as though luxuriating in them. He looked for all the world like a child gamboling with a huge stretch of taffy.

   Soon, Fats crashed into Nordstrom and buried his green-tinted broken teeth into Nordstrom’s screaming face. 

   






   

   CHAPTER 63

   Mount Weather Emergency Operations Center

   

   President Cole was sitting in his office behind his desk across from FBI Director Harold Paris.

   “I don’t understand,” said Cole, concern etched on his broad-featured face.

   “Somebody shot to death Scot Mellors, the deputy director of the National Clandestine Service,” said Paris.

   “I already got that part. But who did it?”

   “We don’t know. All we know at this time is that somebody murdered him on the NSA floor.”

   “Could you run that by me again, Harry?” said Cole, squinting, not sure he had heard Paris right.

   “The murder took place on the NSA floor.”

   “What was Mellors doing there? He’s not in the NSA. Nobody gets in there but members of the NSA.”

   “That’s what we’re looking into, Mr. President.”

   Cole reached for the phone on his desk. He punched in a series of numbers. “Hello. Tony, I need to talk with you in my office . . . Are you all right? . . . You sound like you just woke up . . . OK.”

   Cole hung up.

   Paris knew Cole had just phoned Holmes, the NSA director.

   “Wasn’t Mellors the one that thought Hilda Molson was murdered?” said Cole.

   Paris nodded. “And somebody took a shot at him in the hall outside my office a short while back.”

   “What!” said Cole, flabbergasted. “Why didn’t you tell me about this? What else don’t I know? Who shot at him in the hall?”

   “I was gonna tell you, sir. It just happened a little while ago.”

   “That’s no excuse. I need to know something like that as soon as it happens.” Cole waved it off. “Anyway, what happened?”

   “That’s it. Somebody shot at Mellors in the hall. End of story.”

   “But you and I both know it’s not the end of the story, because that somebody probably killed Mellors in the NSA.”

   “Looks that way.”

   “So who did it? Who shot at Mellors in the hall?”

   “Nobody got a good look at him.”

   “Not even Mellors?”

   “Not even him. All he saw was a gun pointed at him from around a corner—”

   A knocking at the door cut off Paris’s sentence. Holmes ID’d himself at the door.

   “Come in, Tony,” said Cole.

   Nursing his bruised cheek Holmes slipped into the room, looking wobbly on his feet, and shut the door behind him.

   “What in blue blazes happened to you?” asked Cole.

   “Mellors slugged me,” answered Holmes, moving his jaw with care as he spoke, wincing.

   “Am I the last one to find out about anything in this place?” said Cole, exasperated. “Who do you people think is running the show here? Does the word president ring a bell?”

   “I just came to when you phoned me, Mr. President. It was the ringing of the phone, in fact, that roused me from unconsciousness.”

   “All right. Let’s have it.”

   “That SOB Mellors coldcocked me with a sucker punch.”

   “Why?”

   “He wanted me to let him inside the NSA.”

   “So?”

   “So I wouldn’t lend him my key card to the NSA floor.”

   “Why did he want to get inside the NSA?”

   “He’s been asking questions about the Orchid Organization and the apocalypse equation,” said Holmes with annoyance.

   “He won’t be asking you questions anymore.”

   Holmes stopped massaging his bruised cheek and looked puzzled.

   It was Paris that said, “Somebody shot him in the NSA.”

   Holmes looked nonplussed.

   “If you didn’t lend him your key card, how did he get in?” Cole asked Holmes.

   “I don’t know, but I think I can find out,” answered Holmes, who withdrew his wallet and inspected its contents. He offered a lopsided smile. “He swiped my NSA key card . . . and the spare too, it seems.”

   “The spare?” said Paris.

   “He took both,” said Holmes, flipping through his wallet a second time to make sure. “Yep. They’re both missing.”

   “Why would he take two key cards?”

   “Unless somebody else took it,” said Cole, thinking out loud. “Like Mellors’s killer.”

   “That would explain how the killer got onto the NSA floor, if he wasn’t an NSA employee,” said Paris.

   “Wonderful,” said Cole, leaning back in his chair, his face long. “Now we’ve got a murderer stalking the hallways. As if my plate isn’t already full with a plague and a nuclear apocalypse.”

   “Aren’t you forgetting something, Mr. President?”

   “What?”

   “The flesh eaters.”

   “Oh, how can I forget them,” said Cole, walling his eyes.

   “The thing is, Mr. President . . .”

   “Out with it.”

   Paris was couching his words in his mind. “The thing is, Mellors must have been right about Hilda’s death. She must have been murdered like he said.”

   “We can’t jump to that conclusion. We need to look at this with a clear head.”

   “But why did somebody kill Mellors?”

   “It’s pretty obvious somebody was stalking him, what with all you’ve said about the attack on him in the hallway and then the fact that the spare key card was lifted from Holmes’s wallet. It doesn’t take a genius to figure that one out.”

   Paris nodded. “The shooter was stalking Mellors when Mellors visited Tony then ripped off the spare key card when Tony was unconscious.”

   “The way I see it, that’s the most reasonable explanation.”

   “Does anyone have an aspirin?” said Holmes with a moan, still rubbing his sore jaw.

   “Is this shooter gonna start blasting away at other people?” said Cole. “That’s what we need to know.”

   “If we can figure out why he shot Mellors, that would go a long way to indicating if he’s gonna target anyone else,” said Paris. “Motive is the key.”

   “Maybe his murder was the result of a personal grudge. In which case, the shooter’s not gonna open fire on anyone else.”

   “Maybe. But I doubt it. Mellors was asking too many questions and sticking his nose where the killer didn’t want it. If any of us starts sticking their nose in the same place, we could wind up dead, too.”

   Mellors’s murder shed a whole new light on Hilda’s apparent suicide, decided Paris. If the shooter had already killed twice here in Area B, he might indeed kill again. 

   “Why would anyone want to kill the deputy director of the NCS?” said Cole, unable to get his head around the point of the murder. “What possible good does it do anyone?”

   “To stop him from asking more questions,” said Paris.

   “You think the shooter has something to hide?” said Cole, cocking an eyebrow at Paris.

   “It’s one possible motivation.”

   “Well, Mellors kept harping on the apocalypse equation and the Orchid Organization. He kept pestering me and several others about them.”

   “And?”

   “And perhaps the shooter has firsthand knowledge of these two subjects. In fact, he might even be a member of Orchid and might want to cover up that fact.”

   Cole shook his head, no. “All you’re giving me is supposition. Are you saying that the Orchid Organization is involved in a conspiracy of some sort?”

   “I’m saying it would explain a lot of things that have been happening around here with these shootings.”

   “I don’t want idle conjecture, Harry. I want facts. You’re the head of the FBI. The murder of a federal official is your remit. Get on this case and arrest the shooter before he has a chance to strike again.” 

   






   

   CHAPTER 64

   Nevada

   

   The more he thought about it, the more certain Halverson became that he could take Swiggum without using the letter opener. After all, the guy had only one arm, no matter how big he was. 

   Swiggum had no way of defending himself when it came to a slugfest, Halverson knew. If Swiggum blocked Halverson’s right-handed blow, Halverson could land a punch with his left. Swiggum could not move his single hand back and forth in time to fend off blows from Halverson’s right and left hands. There was no way Swiggum could defend himself from a flurry of blows unleashed on him by a two-armed assailant. At least half of them would connect.

   “Nothing I hate more than snitches,” said Swiggum.

   Halverson girded his loins for a scrape.

   Sneering, Swiggum was advancing on Halverson when the door opened, startling both of them.

   Wolfman entered and stuck his head around the door. 

   “You’re next,” he said, casting a glance at Victoria, training his MP7 in the direction of Halverson and Swiggum, who both turned their attention to this new threat.

   Begrudgingly, Victoria made her way toward Wolfman.

   “Why don’t you take me next?” said Halverson.

   “We already took you,” said Wolfman. 

   “You didn’t take me to be decontaminated.”

   “Yeah, we did.”

   “Liar!”

   “You’re the one who’s lying. What have you been telling your friends here?”

   Victoria hung fire, standing stock-still.

   “I didn’t tell you to stop walking,” said Wolfman. “Shorty, get in here and get her.”

   “My pleasure,” said Shorty.

   Shorty strode past Wolfman in the doorway and latched onto Victoria’s arm. He hauled her out of the room and into the corridor, as Wolfman kept his MP7 leveled alternately at Halverson and Swiggum, swinging the barrel to and fro.

   Wolfman backed out of the room and slammed the door shut behind him.

   Swiggum eyeballed Halverson. “So now there’s only two of us left.”

   “And if we kill each other off, there won’t be any of us.”

   “There’s that.” 

   




 

   

   CHAPTER 65

   

   Shorty tossed Victoria into room 208, not missing his chance to feel up her arm and brush his thigh against the contour of her buttocks as he did so, she couldn’t help but notice with a scowl. She wanted to lash out at him.

   He ran his leering eyes up and down her body. “It’s a shame they gotta decontaminate you too.”

   “What’s a shame about it?” said Victoria, not getting his drift.

   “What a waste of fine female flesh.”

   He peeked around behind him. Not seeing anyone he shut the door as he remained in the room with her.

   Victoria didn’t like the looks of this. She was here alone with the Jolly Green Giant. Not good, she decided. Not only was he bigger than her, he had a gun.

   He lunged at her before she had a chance to escape. Hugging her in his long arms, he pressed his body against hers, pressing hard against her breasts, crushing her, it seemed. She tried to fight him off and break free from his bear hug, but he was too strong. She could not even manage to scratch his face courtesy of his bear hug that pinioned her arms at her sides. She tried to knee his groin, but she could not raise her knee high enough to reach it. When he realized what she was trying to do, he squeezed his legs together to prevent her from raising her knees at all.

   She did the only thing she could think of. 

   She screamed for all she was worth.

   Incredibly, the door flung open. Wolfman was standing there, framed in the doorway, a glower on his face.

   “Let her go, you lamebrain!” he cried.

   “Why?” said Shorty, easing his grasp on Victoria but not releasing her. “Let’s have some fun with her before they decontaminate her.”

   “Because I said so,” said Wolfman, drew a bead on Shorty with his MP7, and racked the slide.

   “This is easy pickings anyway you look at it. You’re plumb crazy to pass up this side of meat. Can’t you see the rack on her? Or are you a fruitcake?”

   “Let her go,” said Wolfman in a voice that brooked no debate.

   “Ah, I was just having some fun with her,” said Shorty, releasing her, getting in a parting squeeze of her breasts. “What’s the big deal?”

   Victoria slapped his hand away from her.

   “We do exactly what the boss tells us to do,” said Wolfman.

   “Are you scared of him? Is that it?”

   “Get out of here.”

   Head down, Shorty reluctantly left the room.

   Wolfman stalked out after him, locking the door behind him.

   Victoria took stock of her surroundings. An empty white room, immaculately clean, so pristine it seemed to gleam.

   But where was the showerhead? she wondered.

   This whole place and Shorty’s molestation of her were bumming her out. Becoming depressed she started thinking about her daughter Shawna whom she had lost to the plague in Santa Monica. What kind of a life was it without her daughter to keep her company? Shawna had been cut down by the plague before she had even reached ten years of age. It was never right for a mother to outlive her offspring. 

   Where did this hellacious plague come from? she wondered. And then, adding insult to injury, the government had raked the world with A-bombs to destroy the plague. Not only did the bombs fail to eradicate the plague, they turned the world into a nuclear wasteland, wiping out much of what was left of civilization.

   She wondered why she should keep on living in such a debacle of a world. So what if she got decontaminated? Then what? At this point, she could care less if she got decontaminated.

   Her ears pricked up at a scraping sound that was emanating from beyond the door at the other end of the room. 

   Were the decontaminators heading her way? she wondered. She wished she could work up some enthusiasm about getting decontaminated, but it meant nothing to her.

   She stood in the room and waited for them to enter. 

   The world was going to hell in a handbasket, but somehow she had to keep going, she decided. She wondered where Simone, Travis, and Sven were. She would find out soon enough, she knew.

   The scraping/shuffling sound was getting nearer now. The door would open any minute.

   






   

   CHAPTER 66

   

   Halverson was surprised to see Shorty entering the guest room soon after he had left with Victoria for the decontamination room.

   “What a piece of ass,” said Shorty, flashing a broad grin on his face. “That Vicky was a great lay!”

   In one deft movement Halverson withdrew the letter opener from his waistband. He launched himself at Shorty, whipped the letter opener upward, and thrust it under Shorty’s jaw. The edge of the opener sliced easily through the soft underside of his jaw, through his tongue and palate, and deep into his brain. Shorty crumpled, eyes staring in shocked disbelief, dead before he hit the floor.

   Halverson snagged the MP7 from Shorty’s hands and opened fire on one of the two guards that were standing outside in the hall. The guard fell dead in a heap. Halverson kept the other guard alive and said, “Drop your gun.”

   Checking out Halverson’s MP7 with wide eyes, the guard complied.

   “Take me to the decontamination room,” said Halverson.

   They headed down the hallway, Halverson bringing up the rear. 

   Swiggum barreled out of the guest room, swiped the MP7 from the dead guard in the hall, and followed Halverson.

   “I guess you’re not a mole,” said Swiggum, catching up to Halverson. “Where’d you get that knife you put into Shorty?”

   “It wasn’t a knife. It was a letter opener.”

   “Cool.” Swiggum scoped out the hallway. “Now how do we get out of this tomb?”

   “I’m getting Victoria first.”

   “The sooner we get out of here the better.”

   “I’m not leaving without her.”

   Swiggum shrugged, displeased with Halverson’s decision.

   Nevertheless, Swiggum followed Halverson and the guard as they trooped down the hall.

   “Where is she?” Halverson asked the guard, his voice edged.

   The terrified guard nodded toward a door with the number 208 on it. “In there.”

   Halverson brought up in front of the door and tried to twist its handle open. It wouldn’t give. “Where’s the key card?”

   The guard delved in his trouser pocket and fished out a key card.

   As Halverson was inserting the key card into the door handle’s steel slot, the guard turned tail and fled. Except he didn’t get very far. A bullet from Halverson’s MP7 saw to that. The guard sprawled on the floor, a bullet lodged in his spine.

   Halverson swung open the door to the decontamination room.

   Flabbergasted, he stood in the doorway. It was pandemonium inside. A hodgepodge of moving bodies was migrating into the room. Halverson tried to figure out what was going on in the melee. A knot of shambling decrepit bodies with decaying faces constellated near the door in the opposite wall. It didn’t take long for Halverson to realize the schlepping bodies belonged to flesh eaters.

   Then Victoria screamed.

   Additional flesh eaters were barging through the doorway and slogging toward her. Packed close together, faces grimacing, slobbering, they plowed toward her like a single entity.

   Halverson swung into action. He took careful aim and fired deadly accurate three-round bursts into the heads of the three lead creatures, which dropped motionless to the floor and impeded the progress of the mob behind them.

   Victoria took advantage of the momentary lull in the throng’s progress to dart to Halverson’s side.

   She and Halverson bolted out of the room into the corridor.

   “You weren’t kidding about zombies being in this place,” said Swiggum, clapping eyes on the grisly mob scene inside the room. “What’s going on here?”

   “I don’t know, but I’m gonna find out,” said Halverson.

   He left the door to room 208 open.

   “What are you doing?” said Swiggum, alarmed. “They’ll get out.”

   “That’s the idea. It’s a diversion.”

   Halverson, Victoria, and Swiggum charged down the hall.

   “Do you have any idea where you’re going?” said Swiggum.

   “To Guzman’s room,” said Halverson.

   “Did I miss something?” said Swiggum, looking perplexed. “Who’s Guzman?”

   “Our friend Hector.”

   “Guzman? Is that who I think he is?”

   Halverson gave Swiggum a knowing look.

   “This is getting better by the minute,” said Swiggum.

   Having been hauled to Guzman’s office earlier, Halverson had no need of directions to find his way there.

   MP7 in hand, he slammed through the corridor full tilt, hoping he would not cross paths with any of Guzman’s guards along the way. He had only one clip and knew it wasn’t full. Hopefully, Swiggum’s was.

   If Halverson did run into any guards, he would blow them away and latch onto their weapons.

   Guzman was the key to this establishment, Halverson knew. Guzman had all the answers to what was going on here and why.

   “Why were zombies in the decontamination room?” said Victoria, breathing hard, running flat out to keep up with Halverson.

   “That wasn’t a decontamination room,” said Halverson. “I didn’t see any equipment in there, not even a shower.”

   “Then why’d they call it a decontamination room?”

   “It was a ruse to get us to go into it.”

   “But why?”

   “So the creatures could kill us,” said Swiggum.

   “But what does Hector gain from having infected creatures kill us?”

   “Good question,” said Halverson, spotting Guzman’s room up ahead. “There must be some point to it.”

   “The point is, he wants us dead,” said Swiggum.

   “Then why doesn’t he just line us up in front of a firing squad?”

   “Beats me. Maybe he’s a sadist. This is how he gets his jollies—siccing flesh eaters on people.”

   Halverson shook his head, no. “He’s up to something. This is all too well planned to be a thrill killing.” He pulled up in front of Guzman’s door. “We’re gonna find out what.”

   






   

   CHAPTER 67

   Mount Weather Emergency Operations Center

   

   Harold Paris was standing talking to President Cole in Cole’s office as Cole sat behind his desk lighting up a smoke.

   “I believe whoever killed Mellors did it to shut him up,” said Paris.

   “Shut him up about what?” said Cole, drawing a draft from his cigarette and putting out the match with several flicks of his hand.

   He tossed the spent, blackened match into a cut-glass ashtray on his desktop.

   “I thought you stopped smoking, Mr. President,” said Paris, eying the cigarette with distaste, not looking forward to inhaling secondhand tobacco smoke, especially in a confined space.

   “I did—for a while. Let’s cut to the chase. What’s this about, Harry?”

   “Mellors was asking too many questions about the Orchid Organization and the apocalypse equation.”

   “What’s bugging me about this is why the CCTVs in the NSA didn’t photograph the murderer when he shot Mellors.”

   “One of the CCTVs did videotape the shooter, but his back was to the camera. The guy knew where the camera was and shielded his face.”

   “Then at least we know it was a man.”

   “Yeah, it was a man.”

   “So what’s with this Orchid group?”

   “Don’t you know, sir?”

   Baffled, Cole shook his head. “Orchid? Am I supposed to know who they are?”

   “They’re a group of wealthy transhumanist philanthropists.”

   “Oh, yeah. Now that you mention it, I think I have heard of them. They seem harmless enough and go out of their way to avoid publicity. Isn’t that them? What do they have to do with Mellors’s murder?”

   “Don’t you remember? One of the members of your administration is a member of Orchid. I gave you his top secret CV to read after I vetted him. His membership in Orchid was listed there.”

   Cole shut his eyes and shook his head. “I see so many top secret documents, I can’t possibly recall everything that’s on them. Jog my memory.”

   “General Eugene D. Byrd, your secretary of defense.”

   Cole exhaled a cone of grey smoke, which he watched dissipate in front of him. “Where are you going with this, Harry?”

   “I’m just saying he’s a member of the Orchid Organization.”

   “And?”

   “Maybe he can tell us something about this highly secretive organization.”

   Cole reached for the phone on his desk and spoke into the handset. “This is the president, General. I need to see you in my office.” He turned to Paris. “Just what are you suggesting?”

   “Byrd can give us intel about the Orchid Organization.”

   “Let me get this straight, without your hemming and hawing. Are you saying that Orchid is involved in Mellors’s murder?”

   Paris didn’t want to commit himself. He had no evidence to that effect. “I’m not saying anything. I’m just asking questions.”

   “Let’s take this a step further. If Orchid is involved, where does that leave us? Are you talking conspiracy?”

   “I hate to say this, but it’s a possibility we have to consider.”

   There were three knocks on the door.

   Byrd cleared his throat out in the hallway. “Mr. President?” he said through the wooden door.

   “Come in, General,” said Cole.

   






   

   CHAPTER 68

   

   Clad in his navy blue army service uniform with a white button-down shirt and a dark necktie, Byrd entered and shut the door behind him. “You wanted to see me, Mr. President?”

   “Yes. Did you know that somebody murdered Scot Mellors of the NCS?”

   Taken aback, pausing in front of Cole’s desk in midstride, Byrd didn’t answer off the bat. “This is the first I’ve heard of it. Where did it happen?”

   Paris was studying Byrd’s reaction, trying to catch him out in a lie. Paris’s instincts as an FBI agent never left him. He considered everyone a suspect, especially Byrd since he was a member of Orchid, which Mellors had been investigating when he was murdered. Paris didn’t remark any facial tics or other tells that indicated prevarication on Byrd’s part.

   “On the NSA floor,” answered Cole.

   “I didn’t know he had a permit to go there,” said Byrd.

   “He didn’t. He stole one.”

   “The last thing we need in this place is a murderer running around loose.”

   “You don’t know anything about it?”

   Byrd shrugged his broad shoulders. “Why would I?”

   “What about the Orchid Organization?”

   “What about it?”

   “It has come to my attention that you’re a member.”

   “Is that a crime?”

   “I didn’t say it was. I’m trying to establish whether you’re a member or not.”

   “I am, and proud of it.”

   “Could you tell us something about the group?”

   “We’re a society of likeminded philanthropists. What else is there to tell?”

   “You’re transhumanists, too,” said Paris. “Is that correct?”

   Byrd nodded. “We believe man can evolve with the use of science and technology. He doesn’t have to wait thousands of years for natural selection to take care of evolution.”

   “Are we talking steroids and human growth hormone?”

   Byrd looked annoyed at Paris. “We’re talking anything that helps man evolve beyond his current physical and mental limitations.”

   “All of the members in your group believe this?”

   “Yeah. Are you trying to insinuate something? If you are, I resent it.”

   “We’re trying to figure out how the Orchid Organization fits into the escape of the plague at the Erasmus Medical Center in Rotterdam.”

   “Who told you this?”

   “Isn’t it true?”

   “Not to my knowledge.”

   “Mellors found documents that proved Orchid was involved in the running of the experiments on H5N1 at Erasmus. Those were the same experiments that created the so-called zombie virus, aka plague, that wiped out the world’s population.”

   Byrd cocked a bushy eyebrow. “Where are these documents? This is hard to believe.”

   “I don’t know. Somebody stole Coogan’s laptop that had the document on it.”

   “That’s the first I’ve heard of this,” said Cole, sitting bolt upright in his chair.

   “Mellors reported the theft to me. He was trying to decrypt some of the documents that had to do with Orchid and the apocalypse equation on Coogan’s laptop.”

   “So where is this laptop?”

   Paris shook his head. “No idea. We don’t even have a suspect in the burglary.”

   “I need to know about these kinds of developments as soon as they happen. Why am I being kept out of the loop?”

   “At the time of the theft, I didn’t think it was that important. Mellors was pestering me with a slew of questions, but I didn’t put much stock in what he was working on.”

   “Why not?”

   “He never showed me any evidence. It was all speculation. It seemed to me he had nothing but accusations built out of thin air.”

   “What’s this apocalypse equation you’ve been talking about? Tony was talking about that, too.”

   “The document is on Coogan’s laptop, according to Mellors, but the document was encrypted so he couldn’t open it.”

   Cole meditated as he puffed clouds of smoke. “What was Mellors doing in the NSA. Have we figured that out yet?”

   “He was looking for information about Orchid and the apocalypse equation.”

   Cole slapped his hands on his desktop with frustration. “Here we are back with Orchid and this damn apocalypse equation again. What does it mean?”

   “If we could figure that out, we might be able to figure out what he was onto.”

   “You think he was onto something.”

   “If he was willing to steal a key card and break into the NSA, yeah I think he was onto something.”

   “What was on the computer’s screen that he was working on when he got shot?”

   “I tried to find that out myself when I investigated the scene of the crime.”

   “Well?”

   “The person who found Mellors’s body said the screen was blank.”

   “The shooter must have turned off the computer,” said Byrd.

   Cole heaved a sigh. “Can’t your IT boys find the cookies or whatever they call them and find out what Mellors was looking at when he died?”

   “I asked the NSA techies that same question,” said Paris. “They told me they have special high-tech computers that don’t leave any trails, ‘footprints’ the IT guy told me.”

   “What’s the point of using such equipment?” said Cole, screwing up his face with a mixture of irritation and puzzlement.

   “So they don’t leave trails when they use the computers to hack into enemy computers. The NSA techies don’t want the enemy to know the NSA was the outfit that hacked them.”

   “Everything’s hush-hush, what they do over there, sir,” said Byrd. “You know how secretive those guys are.”

   “So what does that leave us with?” said Cole.

   “We need to crack the password to this apocalypse equation document,” said Paris. “Then maybe we can figure out what’s going on here with Mellors’s murder and find out what the shooter’s got to hide.”

   “How are we supposed to do that when we don’t even have the document?”

   “Maybe if we can figure out exactly what Mellors was doing in the NSA . . .” 

   






   

   CHAPTER 69

   Nevada

   

   Halverson was in luck. As he stormed down the corridor toward Guzman’s office, he noticed that the door was ajar. His finger to his lips, he turned to Victoria and Swiggum and slowed down to deaden the sound of his footsteps. Victoria and Swiggum followed suit. 

   “What’s up?” whispered Swiggum.

   “His door’s open,” Halverson whispered back. “We don’t want him to lock it before we get there.”

   Before anyone could close it, Halverson, Victoria, and Swiggum stole toward the door and piled into the office. Victoria closed the door behind them and locked it.

   Guzman was sitting behind his desk.

   Halverson was puzzled because Guzman revealed no surprise at the presence of the three intruders crashing his office. 

   “What took you so long?” said Guzman.

   Halverson’s eyes flicked toward the grainy black-and-white CCTV screens mounted on the wall to his left. One of the screens displayed the guest room, where Shorty sprawled dead in a small puddle of his own blood on the floor. He had not bled much, since he had died instantly. It didn’t take a genius to figure out Guzman had watched Halverson kill Shorty onscreen. Then why hadn’t Guzman sent for reinforcements? Halverson wondered. 

   Had Guzman also seen him liberate Victoria? Probably, decided Halverson. He could not be sure, however, since he wasn’t able to find the screen showing the decontamination room. One of the screens was dark, he noted. Could that be it?

   Did Guzman realize the flesh eaters had escaped their confinement in the decontamination room? Halverson wondered. Guzman might have been focusing his attention on Halverson to the exclusion of all else, or perhaps the screen had been dark when the flesh eaters had escaped. Halverson doubted the latter. Guzman must have switched off that specific CCTV after Halverson freed Victoria. However, it was possible Guzman had been watching Halverson and Victoria in the room and had not been watching the flesh eaters. The creatures might indeed by roaming around the bunker at large without anyone the wiser in Guzman’s camp.

   “I know what you’re thinking,” said Guzman. “I knew you’d head back here, so I didn’t sent an escort for you.”

   “I guess you’re tired of living,” said Halverson, training his MP7 on Guzman.

   “You won’t kill me,” said Guzman calmly. “Not just yet. You have too many questions you want to ask me. Isn’t that why you returned here?”

   “I want to know what kind of an operation you’re running here,” said Halverson, not impressed with Guzman’s mind-reading act.

   “I’m sure you do, because you’re some kind of an intelligence officer. Aren’t you?”

   “I’m the one asking the questions this time. Not you.”

   “I knew it,” said Guzman, snapping his fingers. “I knew you were. It’s the only explanation for there being no trace of you in any database.”

   Halverson brandished his MP7 at Guzman. “What are you up to here?”

   “Actually, I don’t mind telling you, because you’re not gonna live much longer anyway. I’m quite proud of what we’re doing. You see—”

   “I see you’re full of shit,” cut in Swiggum with a sneer. “Out with it. Let’s hear all of it.”

   “Go ahead and ask your questions.”

   “What happened to Probst, Simone, and Nordstrom?”

   Guzman startled when the satellite phone on his desk buzzed. He debated whether to answer it.

   From the expression on Guzman’s face, Halverson figured it might be an important call. Halverson didn’t want Guzman to alert his troops about Halverson’s escape. On the other hand, this call could be about another matter. It might have something to do with what was going on in this blast shelter.

   






   

   CHAPTER 70

   

   “Answer it,” said Halverson.

   Swiggum shot Halverson a questioning look. “He’ll warn his troops we’re here.”

   “I don’t think it’s them on the line.”

   “Go ahead,” said Halverson and waved his MP7 at Guzman. “So everyone can hear it.”

   Guzman took the hint. He lifted up his satphone and switched it on. “Hello.”

   “Plato?” said the electronically distorted voice on the other end of the line.

   “Yeah.”

   “This is Socrates. How are your experiments coming along?”

   “The results aren’t encouraging.”

   “No headway?”

   “None.”

   “Are we on the wrong track?”

   “I still have some more test subjects I haven’t experimented on yet. Is that all?”

   “No. We’re having problems at this end.”

   Brow knitted, Guzman looked intent. “What kind of problems?”

   “I had to eliminate Mellors. He was asking too many questions about us.”

   “Wet work?”

   “I had no choice.”

   “They know about us?”

   “Yeah, but I don’t think they know the whole story yet. They might try to shut us down.”

   “Who is that?” demanded Swiggum.

   The caller must have heard him because he hung up. 

   Guzman inserted the satphone into his trouser pocket.

   “Who was that?” said Swiggum.

   “He’s a fellow member of my organization,” said Guzman.

   “What are these experiments Electric Voice was talking about?” said Halverson.

   “I was getting ready to tell you when he interrupted us.”

   “You mean they have to do with Probst, Simone, and Nordstrom?”

   “What? You’re using them as human guinea pigs?” said Swiggum, outraged.

   “They were gonna die anyway,” said Guzman. “We might as well put them to good use before they kick the bucket.”

   “We’re all gonna die,” said Halverson. “What kind of twisted rationale is that for you to conduct fatal experiments on test subjects?”

   “So you admit you killed them?” said Swiggum.

   “It’s true they died during the experiments,” said Guzman.

   “You bastard,” said Halverson through his teeth.

   “It was for a good cause.”

   “I’ve heard that one before—the old end-justifies-the means argument.”

   “If you’d stop interrupting me, I’ll explain.”

   “I say we whack him right now,” Swiggum told Halverson.

   “Let’s hear him out,” said Halverson.

   “Your friends were gonna die soon from radiation poisoning,” said Guzman. “Their bodies were saturated with the stuff.”

   “What kind of sadistic experiments did you perform on them?”

   “Sadism had nothing to do with it. We’re doing this in the interests of science.”

   “Tell me about it,” said Halverson cynically.

   “We’re trying to determine how to kill the flesh eaters.”

   Bewildered, Halverson shook his head. “I don’t follow you. Spit it out.”

   “We want to find out if the flesh eaters will die if they eat human flesh contaminated with radiation poisoning, and, if so, how much poisoning is needed to kill them.”

   Halverson simply stared at Guzman. The entire room fell silent.

   At last, Halverson found his voice. “You fed our guys to the flesh eaters? Is that what you’re telling me?” 

   Aghast, Swiggum said, “And they locked me up as a criminal. What a joke.”

   “Don’t take this personally,” said Guzman. “These are experiments conducted in the name of science.”

   “Don’t take it personally,” mocked Swiggum. “You’re feeding us to the zombies and we’re not supposed to take it personally?”

   “We need to know how to kill the infected creatures.”

   “A shot to the head’ll work every time,” said Halverson.

   “And it’ll work with you, too,” said Swiggum, leveling his MP7 at Guzman.

   “But we need to have more methods of destroying them at our disposal,” said Guzman. “You don’t understand the gravity of the situation. We’re at war with these creatures. It’s either them or us that’ll inherit the earth. We need to eradicate every last one of them.”

   “I’m with you on that, but your methods are obscene. Feeding living human beings to flesh eaters to see what happens? That’s beyond the pale.”

   “It wouldn’t be so morally disgusting if you had killed them first before feeding them to the creatures,” said Swiggum. “You let the creatures tear them apart and eat them alive, for the love of Christ.”

   “You should talk about morals,” said Guzman in revulsion. “You’re an armed robber. And you know as well as I that the creatures don’t eat dead human flesh.”

   “I don’t care what either of you say,” said Victoria. “Whether you killed them before or after you fed them to the zombies, it’s appalling. How dare you call the act of murder science?”

   “Science is neither good nor bad. It’s beyond morality. Whatever we transhumanists do is beyond morality. You cannot judge us.”

   “Your father in the Waffen SS probably thought like that, too,” said Halverson.

   “I can’t believe we’re even having this discussion,” said Swiggum.

   “I don’t have to explain my actions to any of you,” said Guzman. “I’m a transhumanist. We’ve evolved past ordinary humans like you.”

   “I don’t know what you been smokin’, buddy,” said Swiggum and blew out his cheeks.

   “What’s this all about?” said Halverson.

   “Your mind is too small for it to comprehend what this is about,” said Guzman. 

   Halverson glanced at the bank of CCTV monitors on the wall. One monitor was showing flesh eaters shambling through a hallway. He hoped Guzman didn’t pick up on it. The less Guzman knew about the escaped creatures, the better, Halverson decided. He attempted to keep Guzman’s attention focused on their discussion.

   “Try me,” said Halverson.

   






   

   CHAPTER 71

   

   “I’m waiting,” said Halverson.

   “It’s a long story, but you deserve to know it before you die,” said Guzman.

   “That’s funny,” said Halverson, glancing at the MP7 in his hand. “It looks like you’re the one who’s gonna die.”

   Guzman ignored him. “We at Orchid are a group of transhumanists that want to better the world.”

   Swiggum made a show of yawning. “How long is this lecture, Professor?”

   “As long as it takes. We helped finance the creation of the so-called zombie virus at Erasmus Medical Center.”

   “So did the CIA.”

   “We had help, but we put up the lion’s share of the money.”

   “You sound like you’re bragging,” said Halverson. “That’s the same plague that wiped out the world’s population.”

   “It wasn’t supposed to do that.”

   “I guess not.”

   “It was only supposed to wipe out three-fourths of the population.”

   Halverson did a double take. “What?”

   “It was supposed to have a 75 percent kill ratio, not 100 percent.” 

   “What’s the point of decimating the human race?” said Halverson, flummoxed.

   “That’s why we released it.”

   “Am I hearing you right? I thought it was an accident. You’re saying it was deliberate?” Halverson could not believe it.

   “We released it deliberately at Erasmus. We don’t do anything by accident.”

   “Why kill everybody off?”

   “The world’s overpopulated.”

   “Not anymore.”

   “It was overpopulated. There were over 7 billion human beings on earth. The world can only sustain 1.5 billion. Do the math. A cataclysm the likes of which the world has never seen was inevitable unless we took action by eliminating about 5.5 billion individuals.”

   “You ended up killing more than that.”

   “If we hadn’t intervened, civilization would have collapsed with bloody turmoil, riots, mass starvation, wars, and pogroms the order of the day. We offered a humane alternative.”

   “Death by plague is humane?”

   Guzman looked annoyed at Halverson. “It was better than the alternative.”

   “I hate to tell you this, but you wiped out way more than 5.5 billion. More like 7 billion.”

   “That was a miscalculation.”

   Halverson snorted. “That’s one way of putting it.”

   “That was when we decided to nuke the world to cleanse it of the plague.”

   “You decided to do that? I thought it was our government.”

   Guzman smiled cryptically. “We have members in all of the major governments of the world.”

   “Let me get this straight. You corrected your mistake of infesting the world with plague by blowing up the world with A-bombs. Is that about it?”

   “We had to eradicate the plague to make the world inhabitable.”

   “You think the world’s inhabitable now?”

   “Not at the moment. It will be when the radiation level outside drops. Then we can rebuild civilization—a far better one than the one we replaced.”

   “What a crock!” said Swiggum.

   “So this is how the world ends?” said Halverson.

   “No,” said Guzman. “I plan on taking over Orchid and the world.”

   “I can’t wait,” said Swiggum, a sarcastic grin on his face.

   “How?” said Halverson.

   “Remember you asked me whether this was Area 51?”

   “How can I forget?”

   “You were right. This is Area 51, and it’s equipped with Minuteman missiles armed with nuclear warheads that are aimed straight at Mount Weather.”

   “You said you have fellow members in our government,” said Halverson, puzzled.

   “They made the mistake of thinking they rule me, when actually it’s the other way around. They’re about to find out their mistake when I launch the missiles at them.”

   “Then you, the billionaire drug dealer, can rule the world all by your loathsome self, the great humanist,” said Halverson.

   Guzman glowered at Halverson. 

   “All you’re gonna rule is a wasteland with nobody in it except zombies,” said Victoria.

   “Better to reign in hell than serve in heaven, huh?” said Halverson.

   “Milton with his silly take on Satan,” said Guzman. “What did Milton know? He was a blind man.”

   “He knew better than to wipe out the world with plague.”

   “In fact, it will be a better world when it rises from the ashes like the proverbial phoenix with me at the helm.”

   Swiggum burst out laughing. “You need to be locked up in a padded room.”

   “You think?” said Guzman and ducked under the kneehole in his desk.

   MP7 in hand, Halverson sprang around the desk. 

   Guzman was gone. He had disappeared through the floor’s clandestine steel trapdoor that even now was sliding shut to cover his escape.

   “Sneaky sumbitch had a bolt-hole,” said Swiggum, joining Halverson behind the desk.

   Halverson reached down to jam his MP7’s muzzle between the doorframe and the trapdoor as the door was whooshing shut, but he was too late. The door snapped shut with a harsh clang.

   Halverson jerked to attention at a loud rapping on the door to the room.

   “What’s that?” said Swiggum, slewing around on his heel to face the door.

   “Oh no!” exclaimed Victoria.

   “What?” said Halverson, looking at her.

   He found her gawking at the CCTV screen that showed the corridor outside the room. Armed guards were gathering en masse outside their door.

   “Looks like we stepped into a trap,” said Swiggum, checking out the image on the CCTV screen, his face falling. “That prick Guzman.”

   Even as Swiggum’s and Victoria’s wide eyes were riveted on the grainy black-and-white image of the soldiers converging outside the door, Halverson was scoping out another screen in the bank of CCTV monitors. The screen showed the hall that led to the entrance to the blast shelter. He could make out a pack of flesh eaters traipsing down the hall, roaming near the entrance. He figured they were the same ones he had released from the decontamination room. 

   The door handle jiggled as one of the guards outside tried to open the locked steel door to Guzman’s room.

   “Open up!” he hollered.

   “I don’t like our chances,” said Swiggum. 

   






   

   CHAPTER 72

   Mount Weather Emergency Operations Center

   

   Face grave, CIA Director Slocum entered the Situation Room and searched the faces of Cole, Paris, and Byrd, who were seated around the large conference table that occupied the center of the room.

   “This must be pretty important,” said Slocum.

   “Take a seat, Ernest,” said Cole, dispensing with the amenities.

   Slocum realized from Cole’s brusque tone that heads might be about to roll. Sitting down he hoped his would not be one of them.

   “General Byrd has admitted to us that he’s a member of the Orchid Organization,” Cole went on. “Let me get down to brass tacks. What about you?”

   Cole bored his eyes into Slocum’s.

   Slocum was wary of this line of questioning. “Why is this important, Mr. President?” he asked, stalling for time to frame his answer.

   “Answer yes or no,” Cole shot back.

   “Why is this relevant?”

   “Don’t give me any of your legalese doubletalk. This isn’t a courtroom. It’s relevant because I say it’s relevant. I’m asking you a direct question.”

   “I used to be a member, Mr. President, but what’s that got to do with anything?”

   “Did they throw you out, or what? Explain.”

   “Nobody threw me out. I quit.”

   “Why?”

   Slocum commenced squirming in his seat. As director of the CIA he wasn’t used to getting grilled. It was usually the other way around, and he preferred it that way.

   “I didn’t like the direction they were headed in,” he said.

   “Why didn’t you tell me about your membership in this group?”

   “I didn’t think it important. I’m not in it anymore, anyway.”

   “General Byrd is also a member of Orchid. Did you know that?”

   Slocum scratched his head, loath to answer. 

   “Well, did you know or not?” persisted Cole.

   “Yeah, I knew. But what’s the relevance—”

   Cole held up his hand, cutting off Slocum. “Stop with the legal jargon, already. I told you before.”

   “What General Byrd does is his business. How does that reflect on me?”

   “I just wish you had told me about what you know about the Orchid Organization before we got to this stage.”

   Slocum was all ears now. “What stage?” he asked, leaning forward in his seat.

   “Your deputy director of NCS was murdered.”

   “What!”

   “On the NSA floor.”

   “He hasn’t even got access to it. How did he get there?”

   Slocum could not make heads or tails of what was going on.

   “He coldcocked Tony here and used his NSA key card,” said Cole. “I don’t want to rehash this again.”

   Slocum glanced at Holmes, who was stroking his bruised chin with two fingers. “I had no idea.” 

   Slocum faced Cole again.

   “I’ll be point-blank with you, Ernest,” said Cole, holding Slocum’s attention with a steady gaze. “I have reason to believe you were involved in the murder.”

   “No way!” exclaimed Slocum, taken aback. “Why would you even think such a thing?”

   It was Paris’s turn to answer. “We believe that the Orchid Organization was involved in what amounts to the assassination of Scot Mellors. They found out that Mellors was onto some kind of skullduggery they’re up to, and they had to stop him.”

   “What’s that got to do with me?”

   “You were a member of Orchid.”

   “Were is the operative word.”

   “You must have something in common with them or you never would have joined them,” said Cole, squinting at Slocum.

   Slocum sighed loudly, flapping his cheeks. “They want to make the world a better place to live. So do I. To that I plead guilty.”

   “Then why’d you quit?” said Paris.

   “I didn’t like the way they wanted to go about changing it.”

   “We’re listening,” prompted Cole.

   “They were heavy into chemicals.”

   “Chemicals?”

   “Helping humans to evolve with the use of chemicals and science.”

   “Transhumanism?”

   “Yeah.”

   “Tell us what you know about the apocalypse equation.”

   Slocum shrugged it off. “That was a master’s thesis written by a member of the Agency when they attended the John F. Kennedy School of Government at Harvard.”

   “Did you ever read it?”

   “Yeah. It was nothing. I can’t even remember it,” said Slocum, gesturing with his arms. “What’s the big deal with it?”

   “Try to remember, Ernest. This is important.” Cole drummed a tattoo on the tabletop with his fingers, his patience wearing thin.

   Shutting his eyes, Slocum frowned in thought, trying to recall the gist of the article. He covered his mouth with his hand.

   “It was outlandish,” he said, opening his eyes. “If I recall correctly, it proposed the theory that the world was overpopulated and we had to start dealing with it immediately or the world would collapse into anarchy. Some mumbo jumbo like that.”

   “How did the writer say we should deal with it?” said Cole, leaning toward Slocum, hanging on every word.

   “He said we needed to reduce the population.”

   “Go on. How?”

   “Believe it or not, the writer advocated the use of biological warfare and limited nuclear attacks in order to thin out the population.” Slocum closed his eyes and pressed his eyeballs with his thumb and ring finger, remembering. “Basically, he wanted to kill off six billion humans.” 

   The room fell silent. Cole’s breath caught.

   “The only ones that would be saved would be scientists, politicians, doctors, captains of industries, IT boffins, and the like,” Slocum went on. “They would be herded into massive bomb shelters. Everybody else would be targeted for extinction.”

   “Is this on the level?” said Cole.

   “You asked me what was in that thesis, so I told you. It was off-the-wall malarkey. You can see why I forgot about it. Nobody could take it seriously.”

   Throughout the discussion, General Byrd had said nothing, his face impassive.

   Having been alerted by the president before Byrd had entered the room, Paris had been checking on Byrd periodically to pick up on his reactions to their conversation.

   “To anyone with half a mind it made a great deal of sense,” said Byrd, breaking his silence.

   “Then you read the paper, too, General?” said Cole.

   “Everyone in Orchid read it. We’re committed to doing anything we can to save the human race from extinction.”

   “Then we’re both on the same page.”

   “No, we’re not. You don’t have the cojones to take action. We do. If we have to spread the plague, we’ll spread the plague. If we have to nuke the world, we’ll nuke the world. The bottom line is we have to save humanity.”

   “You infected the world deliberately?” said Cole, pulling back in his chair, flabbergasted.

   “More humans died than we had planned on.”

   “Was Ernest in on this?”

   “No. He’s as weak-kneed as you are. This is all about balls. You two have none.”

   Whipping out his Glock 17 from his holster at his waist, Byrd bolted to his feet and trained the muzzle on Cole’s face.

   “Think about what you’re doing,” said Slocum, fixing his eyes on Byrd. “You’re holding a gun on the president of the United States.”

   “Correction. I’m holding a gun on a pussy who’s afraid to take action. I’m taking over.”

   Paris was gripping his pistol underneath the tabletop. He swung the pistol out from under it and, aiming at upper body mass, shot Byrd twice in the chest.

   Bewildered, Byrd clasped his chest, which sprouted blood in his uniform. He could not believe he had been shot. He looked down at his chest and saw blood diffusing through his jacket. He toppled to the floor with a thud.

   “The coup is over,” said Paris, leering down at Byrd’s body.

   “Are you sure?” said Cole.

   “What do you mean, Mr. President?”

   “Byrd wasn’t the only member of Orchid. More than him were involved in this junta.”

   “He was the only member of Orchid that I know of who was in what’s left of our government,” said Paris.

   “That you know of,” said Cole. “The fact is, gentlemen, we must accept the fact that there are more conspirators out there in bunkers spread around the country and that they pose a threat to our continued existence.”

   “They can’t touch us while we’re here in Mount Weather, Mr. President,” said Slocum. “We’re impervious to assault here.”

   “I hope you’re right, Ernest, for all our sakes.” 

   






   

   CHAPTER 73

   Nevada

   

   Halverson was watching the bank of CCTV monitors on the wall of Guzman’s office, as he listened to the commotion out in the hallway beyond the door. He saw an interesting sight.

   One of the CCTV screens showed the desert directly beyond the bunker’s garage entrance. Thousands of flesh eaters were stumbling around among the sagebrush and an odd Joshua tree here and there. Some of the creatures were even plodding down the cement escarpment that led to the garage entrance.

   Swiggum watched the door to Guzman’s office vibrate as soldiers pounded on it with their fists in the hallway. 

   “I’m pretty sure they can break down that door if they want to,” he said with concern.

   “We can’t stay here,” said Victoria. 

   “What’s the plan, Mr. Special Forces?” asked Swiggum.

   “If we open the door now, we’re dead where we stand,” answered Halverson, still surveying the CCTV monitors.

   “So what do we do?”

   “We need a diversion.”

   On one of the screens, Halverson picked up on a black Chevy Suburban four-by-four with smoked windows driving through the pack of flesh eaters in the desert toward the garage entrance, heedless of whether it ran over creatures in its way. The creatures gravitated toward the movement of the vehicle, following it down the escarpment that led to the garage door. 

   As the Suburban neared the door, one of the soldiers in the back opened fire through the rear window on the creatures that were already on the escarpment, mowing down the ones on the driveway with automatic weapons’ fire. 

   When the escarpment was free of living flesh eaters, the driver opened the garage door with a remote and drove toward the bunker’s parking garage.

   “This ain’t exactly a good time to become a couch potato,” said Swiggum, staring at Halverson.

   “We may have a diversion to help us,” said Halverson, eyes glued to the CCTV monitor.

   Flesh eaters that had been released from the decontamination room were milling around in the garage as the black Suburban entered. As a matter of fact, the four-by-four collided with half a dozen of the creatures and ground to a halt as the creatures got caught between the front wheels and their wells.

   Another dozen of the creatures swarmed around the motionless four-by-four. Two entered through the vehicle’s back window, which was still open, followed by six more that piled in. The soldiers in the Suburban opened fire on the creatures, blasting the heads of two of them apart, but there were too many flesh eaters, so many, in fact, that they overwhelmed the soldiers.

   Meanwhile, on the escarpment the clatter of the gunfire attracted the flesh eaters moseying around in front of the entrance. To check out the commotion the creatures stumbled down the escarpment and through the open garage door. 

   Inside the SUV the rattle of gunfire died off, as blood from the screaming passengers sprayed the inside of the windows like red spindrift, and the creatures squirmed among the mortally wounded, tore them apart, and gorged on their flesh.

   The driver died before he had a chance to close the garage door, Halverson noticed. The flesh eaters congregated outside the entrance were taking the opportunity to pour down the escarpment and into the garage.

   The knocking on Guzman’s door grew louder.

   “Let’s move this desk in front of the door,” said Halverson, grabbing the desk with both hands. 

   Swiggum and Victoria helped him slide the heavy desk against the door.

   “That’s not gonna hold ’em long,” said Swiggum.

   “We’re just playing for time,” said Halverson.

   “So we gain a few minutes? So?”

   “Look at the TV screen.” Halverson gestured toward the screen that displayed the entrance to the garage. “Flesh eaters are invading the garage.”

   Victoria and Swiggum watched the flickering black-and-white image on the monitor.

   “I never thought I’d be happy to see zombies,” said Swiggum.

   “When a guard sees them and sounds the alarm, the guards at our door will respond and leave us alone.”

   “Too bad we can’t signal them somehow that the creatures are entering the bunker,” said Victoria. 

   “This may sound stupid, but why don’t we tell them?” said Swiggum.

   Halverson thought about it. “No. They’ll think we’re lying to get them to leave.”

   “I bet there’s an alarm in here that can be activated,” said Swiggum, casting around the room.

   “How are you gonna know which button it is?” said Victoria. “What if you press the wrong one? You might open the door by mistake.”

   Halverson watched the TV screen as a contingent of guards bumped into the invading creatures in the parking garage. Terrified, the guards opened fire on the flesh eaters. Halverson thought he could discern one of the guards reach for a radio or a cell phone from his trouser pocket to summon more guards, but it was difficult to be sure thanks to the grainy resolution of the TV image.

   The guards’ pounding on Guzman’s door abated. Halverson could hear feet shuffling around in the hall and footfalls scurrying off. He scoped out the CCTV screen that was displaying the guards scuffling outside Guzman’s door and thundering off down the corridor after the guards in the garage had notified them of the flesh eaters’ breach of the entrance.

   On the TV screen that showed the entrance, Halverson could see a brunette guard with a ponytail standing thirty-odd yards from the bushwhacked Suburban frantically pressing a remote, trying to get the garage door to close. The heavy door lowered halfway then smashed against the roof of the derelict four-by-four, crumpling its roof before coming to a halt. It was impossible to close the garage door unless somebody moved the four-by-four out of the way. Which would not be easy, Halverson knew. First, there were dead flesh eaters wedged beneath the front tires preventing the wheels from turning. Second, a guard would have to enter the blood-soaked Suburban to start it and drive it out of the way—even as hordes of the creatures swarmed around the vehicle.

   With the garage door stuck open, there was no end to the amount of creatures that could stream into the bunker. The army of the dead thronged down the escarpment, past the four-by-four, parting like a wave around the vehicle, and crashed into the garage.

   Halverson knew the more creatures that entered the bunker, the longer they would preoccupy the guards and distract them from pursuing him, Victoria, and Swiggum.

   Halverson scoped out all of the CCTV monitors arrayed on the wall, hoping to find some sign of Guzman. There was none. Halverson wished he knew where Guzman had gone.

   “What’s wrong?” asked Swiggum, watching Halverson.

   “I was looking for Guzman.”

   “He probably split from the bunker already. Let’s get out of here while we still can.”

   “We have to stop him from launching missiles at Mount Weather.”

   Bamboozled, Swiggum shook his head. “Why bother?”

   “He wants to blow up the government and take over.”

   “Take over what? The country’s a wasteland. I say, let him.”

   Out of the corner of his eye, Halverson picked up on an image of Guzman entering a room. It looked like some kind of control room. Maybe it was the missile control room.

   “We gotta find that room,” said Halverson, eying the CCTV image.

   Swiggum stalked to the door. “I’m leaving.” When he reached the door, he stopped and grasped the doorknob. “There’s one problem.”

   “What?” said Halverson, turning away from the TV screen to face him.

   “I can’t open this door.”

   






   

   CHAPTER 74

   

   Halverson turned back to the TV screen that was displaying an image of Guzman inspecting buttons in the missile control room. At the bottom of the screen, Halverson could make out the words Western Quadrant. Now he knew in which direction to head once he got out of here.

   “Did you hear me, Mr. Special Forces?” said Swiggum.

   Halverson caught sight of Klecko entering the missile control room and joining Guzman.

   “Lookee, lookee,” said Halverson.

   Swiggum checked out the CCTV screen. “If it ain’t our old friend Klecko.” He turned to Halverson. “I guess you weren’t the mole, after all.”

   “Klecko was a plant. Guzman wanted to know what we were up to.”

   “There’s nothing I hate more than rats,” said Swiggum, eyes trained on Klecko. “They’re the lowest form of slime in the joint, right down there with the short eyes.” Swiggum spat on the floor.

   “We need to stop them.”

   “OK. Count me in, if I can personally whack out Klecko.”

   “He’s all yours.”

   “That doesn’t change the fact that the door won’t open.”

   Halverson jerked his attention away from the image of Guzman and scoped out the office that held him, Swiggum, and Victoria hostage.

   “This office is as good as a jail, it looks like,” said Victoria.

   “No wonder Guzman left the door open for us when we showed up here,” said Swiggum.

   “Then we’ll leave the same way he did,” said Halverson and strode over to the desk.

   “What are you doing? That trapdoor’s sealed tight.”

   Halverson cast around the desk. “He was sitting at this desk when he escaped. There must be a button or switch around here somewhere to activate the trapdoor.”

   “But the desk wasn’t against the door like it is now.”

   “Doesn’t matter. There must be a switch on the desk.”

   Stooping, he felt along the sides of the desk that bordered the kneehole.

   “Not necessarily,” said Victoria. “Maybe he used a remote that he took with him when he escaped.”

   That was possible, decided Halverson, feeling a bit let down at her words. But he figured Guzman would leave nothing to chance. Even if the guy had used a remote, there had to be a manual override switch somewhere in case of a dead battery. The fact of the matter was, remotes didn’t always work. There had to be a manual override, and there might also be an electronic switch as well. He could not discount that possibility.

   He slid his hand under the desktop above the kneehole, probing the wooden surface. His fingers encountered a plastic button. He stopped his hand. He depressed the button, waiting alertly for what would happen. 

   The trapdoor whooshed open. 

   “Here we go,” he said.

   As soon as he let go of the button, the door slid shut.

   “What happened?” said Swiggum, springing over to the desk to investigate.

   “The trapdoor shuts as soon as you release the button.”

   “Then how are we gonna use it while the desk’s over here near the front door?”

   “We’ll have to move the desk back to where it was.”

   “What are we waiting for?”

   Halverson, Swiggum, and Victoria latched onto the desk and slid it back to its original position in the office. 

   “Let Victoria go first,” said Halverson.

   Victoria approached the trapdoor tentatively. “Where do you think it goes?”

   “Only one way to find out,” said Swiggum.

   Halverson pressed the button that opened the trapdoor in the floor. The trapdoor slid open to reveal a seamless aluminum chute some two feet in diameter.

   Victoria stared down the dark chute. “A tight squeeze.”

   “I’ll pull up the rear to guard the office door and make sure nobody enters the room while we’re exiting,” said Halverson.

   “How do I do this?” she said, squatting down on her haunches beside the trapdoor.

   “Hold your arms close to your sides and go feet first like you’re riding a luge.” Halverson held his arms at his sides and scrunched his shoulders, pantomiming for her.

   “You mean, one of those sled things they use in the Olympics?” she said, cocking her head toward Halverson.

   “I hope you’re not claustrophobic,” said Swiggum.

   “It depends on how long this trip is gonna last,” she said, staring into the darkness of the chute in a kind of trance.

   Warily, Halverson was keeping his eye on the CCTV screen that showed Guzman sitting at the control panel of the missile launch room.

   “We don’t have a lot of time,” said Halverson.

   “Bombs away,” said Victoria and slid down the chute with a gasp of surprise as she sped downward.

   “Does she have her shit together?” Swiggum asked after Victoria disappeared down the rabbit hole.

   “Yeah.”

   Halverson released the button. The trapdoor slid shut.

   Swiggum edged toward it, preparing to leap into the chute the next time Halverson opened the door. “I’m holding my arm flat on my stomach in there because I got the MP7 in my hand, if that’s OK with you, Mr. Special Forces. I don’t want the magazine striking the side of the chute as I’m going down.”

   “Makes sense.”

   “Be seeing you. Open sesame.”

   Halverson held his hand up. “Not yet. Let’s wait a couple minutes so you don’t bump into her going down.”

   “I wouldn’t want that,” said Swiggum with a wolfish grin.

   They waited.

   “I don’t hear her screaming,” said Swiggum. “That’s a good sign.”

   Halverson glanced at his wristwatch. “OK. Your turn.” He pressed the button. The trapdoor slid open.

   “Thanks, Mr. Special Forces.”

   Halverson pulled a face.

   Half a smile on his lips, Swiggum bounded feet first into the mouth of the chute and vanished into the darkness.

   Halverson waited the better part of two minutes then took the plunge, barely clearing the trapdoor as it sprang shut soon after he released the button. The all-engulfing darkness swallowed him whole. 

   






   

   CHAPTER 75

   

   Halverson held his MP7 pointed down between his legs so it would not strike the sides of the chute as he slid pell-mell down the smooth sides of the cylindrical aluminum shaft. He could not see a thing in the pitch-black stuffy passageway.

   As long as he did not bump into anything going down, he would probably be OK, he decided. After all, Guzman would not have taken this escape route if it led to dire consequences at the other end. 

   To prevent his elbows from bumping into the aluminum, Halverson kept them tight to his flanks. As well, he kept his legs straight to protect his knees. In fact, he kept his entire body straight and rigid. 

   This tunnel seemed to extend for a long time. It went down at about a sixty-degree angle. He wondered how much longer he had to go. The air was fuggy in here, and breathing it was starting to make him sick. The tunnel seemed to be getting narrower, or was that his imagination? Getting wedged inside this aluminum tube for the rest of life wasn’t an enviable prospect. There was no way he could crawl back up the chute. It was too slick, without anything to hold onto. No way to find purchase. If he got stuck in here, it was forever. 

   It had to be his imagination working overtime, he decided. Why would Guzman construct an escape route that would end up as his tomb? And Halverson knew for a fact that Guzman had escaped unharmed, because Halverson had seen Guzman in the missile control room.

   It did feel like the walls were closing in on him, though, decided Halverson. It even seemed like it was getting darker, if that was possible. As the tube seemed to narrow, it scrunched his shoulders closer together, increasing his sensation of claustrophobia.

   He told himself to relax. He would be out of this aluminum coffin soon.

   . . . And then he was sliding out of the chute at speed and landing with a thump on a mattress on the floor of a small room devoid of furniture.

   Victoria and Swiggum were standing nearby looking at him.

   “They should have one of these rides at Disneyland,” cracked Swiggum.

   Halverson rolled off the mattress and got to his feet.

   “Let’s get Guzman,” he said.

   He opened the door to the hallway and poked his head out.

   The corridor was empty, but he could hear the echoing of automatic weapons’ fire in the distance. The crackling of the gunfire seemed to be getting louder, meaning the brouhaha was headed this way, he decided.

   He checked the compass on his NCS watch. He struck off down the hall in a westerly direction, toward Guzman and the missile control room.

   Victoria and Swiggum followed.

   “There must be flesh eaters and soldiers around here somewhere,” said Swiggum, his ears registering the gunfire.

   “And we’re heading straight for them,” said Halverson with concern.

   “Why are we going toward them?” asked Victoria anxiously. “Shouldn’t we be going in the opposite direction?”

   “The missile control room is in this direction,” answered Halverson. 

   Halverson stopped in his tracks. Her breath catching, Victoria bumped into him from behind. Halverson held his arms out at his sides to prevent her from passing him.

   Two flesh eaters had just rounded the corner up ahead and were shambling toward Halverson, their glazed thousand-yard stares directed in his vicinity.

   “I’ll pop their heads,” said Swiggum, drawing a bead on the first creature, which was dressed in a moth-eaten black suit and could have been a mortician.

   “Make every shot count,” said Halverson. “We’re gonna need our ammo. Those things are pouring into this bunker like there’s no tomorrow.”

   “I know. I saw the video.”

   “Why don’t we head in a different direction?” said Victoria.

   “We need to go west,” said Halverson. “We have to stop Guzman.”

   Swiggum whacked out the undertaker in the forehead. The scraggy revenant collapsed in a heap of bones.

   Swiggum took on the redheaded thirtysomething female ghoul behind the dead undertaker. Half her green dress was missing, exposing her besmirched slip. Her stockings had runs in them and were bunched up around her ankles. She staggered toward Swiggum.

   His first shot caught her in the chest, which did not even slow her down. Swiggum cursed under his breath. 

   “Don’t talk while you’re shooting,” said Halverson. “It throws off your aim.”

   “OK, Mr. Special Forces.”

   Swiggum controlled his breathing and plugged the redhead in its left eye. A fragment of the eye popped out of its socket like a cork out of a wine bottle but without either the accompanying sound or bouquet and skittered across the floor. The redhead dropped to its knees then fell facedown on the floor. 

   “We could do with some more ammo,” said Halverson as he continued down the hall toward the two corpses.

   “How about a tank, too?”

   






   

   CHAPTER 76

   

   Guzman was strutting around the missile control launch room, inspecting the CCTV screen images of his four ICBMs nestled in separate silos. This was what he lived for as master of the world—power, the power to kill, to be more precise. Nothing was more heady and invigorating than taking human lives. It was the ultimate thrill. And to take out the president of the United States, the most powerful man on the planet, was icing on the already-intoxicating rum cake.

   Guzman had four LGM-30G Minuteman IIIs ready to launch from their independent silos. Each Minuteman was a MIRV, meaning the missile contained multiple warheads. In this case, each ICBM contained three nuclear warheads. Each warhead had a yield of about three hundred kilotons, which was nineteen times the destructive power of the A-bomb that obliterated Hiroshima at the end of World War II.

   Guzman knew Mount Weather was supposed to be nuclear-proof, but he doubted it could withstand twelve direct hits from nuclear warheads with yields of over three hundred kilotons apiece. The Minuteman missiles would pulverize the entire mountain as well as the massive bunker complex that contained the president and the remnants of his administration inside it. It was true that Socrates, aka General Byrd, would die, too, but that could not be helped. He had made the mistake of thinking he was in charge of Orchid, whereas in fact it was Guzman who was in charge, and Guzman had decided it was time to take out President Cole. Cole was the only man who stood in Guzman’s way on the path to world domination mapped out by Guzman. The road to world conquest led through the Mount Weather Emergency Operations Center.

   It was not a case of overkill, decided Guzman. There was no such word as overkill in his vocabulary. When you killed somebody, it was important that they suffered as much as possible before dying. With Guzman it wasn’t just about killing. It was about seeing both the fear in his victims’ eyes and the pain in their faces as they suffered in their death throes. It was about inflicting as much misery as possible on his victims before they perished and became harmless.

   Too, his victims’ excruciating deaths served as messages to anyone who might try to defy him in the future. The fact of the matter was, he delighted in cowing his enemies and watching them cringe in fear before him. And then to watch them burn alive in fifty-five-gallon oil drums or fry under a barrage of nuclear missiles—what could be better than that? 

   After all, he was a transhumanist, the next phase in man’s evolution. He had transcended the run-of-the-mill hoi polloi and learned that the power to incite fear in other people was the nearest any mortal could come to true ecstasy.

   The little people, the Joe Six-Packs in the street, knew nothing about power except being on the other end of it, cowering in fear in front of their boss whenever he issued orders to them. They would never experience the joy of domination and control in their entire meager lives. They weren’t living life to the full, decided Guzman. They were living half lives and, as a result, lived in unhappiness till they died.

   He wished he could watch Cole’s face fry and melt in nuclear flames on TV, but that was physically impossible, as he had no TV cameras situated in Mount Weather. Maybe he could get Socrates to give him a blow-by-blow description of the Mount Weather Area B bunker being devastated by nuclear explosions, cave-ins, and flames, but he doubted it. Socrates wasn’t going to do Guzman any favors when he learned Guzman was nuking him. Not that Guzman could blame him.

   Guzman sighed. He hated to miss out on all the fun.

   That reminded him. He wanted to kill Halverson in a particularly grisly, painful fashion. It had given him mouth-watering pleasure to watch the flesh eaters tear apart and scarf down Halverson’s comrades in the decontamination room. Watching the flesh eaters lay into the screaming hottie Simone and disembowel her had sent a frisson of pleasure through him that had no equal.

   Guzman would have to tend to Halverson and crew later, after he had dealt with the more pressing need of taking out Cole. Trapped in Guzman’s office, surrounded by armed-to-the-teeth guards, Halverson was going nowhere fast anyway, Guzman knew.

   Now was the time for Guzman to strike Cole. Now that Cole was putting Byrd under the microscope on account of Mellors’s murder, it would be only a matter of time before Byrd spilled the beans about the Orchid cadre and their conspiracy to assume world power.

   Guzman sat down at one of the missile consoles and determined the coordinates of Mount Weather so that he could lock the Minuteman MIRVs onto their target. He was in the midst of programming the missiles when the door burst open with a loud thwack.

   He whirled around in his chair in time to catch sight of Wolfman barreling into the missile control room. Face flushed, Wolfman looked agitated.

   “What is it?” demanded Guzman. “I’m in the middle of something.”

   Guzman could see three of Wolfman’s armed guards standing out in the corridor behind Wolfman, who was framed in the doorway.

   “Zombies,” gasped Wolfman, breathing heavily from having run full bore all the way from the garage entrance to the missile control room.

   “What zombies? What are you talking about?”

   “They’re swarming into the bunker. They’re all over the place.”

   Guzman bolted to his feet. “How did they get in here?”

   “The garage door’s open.”

   “Well, close it. Don’t be an idiot.” Guzman could not tolerate morons.

   “There’s an SUV stuck under it.”

   “Move the SUV!”

   “The garage is crawling with the infected. We can’t get to the SUV. And more of the things keep pouring through the door.”

   “Fuck!” said Guzman in an access of rage.

   “Boss,” said Klecko, shuffling over to Guzman.

   “What!”

   Klecko flinched at Guzman’s hollering. “What are we gonna do?”

   Guzman shook his head in disgust. “I’m surrounded by idiots.”

   He jerked his head up at the fitful popping of automatic weapons’ fire in the corridor.

   The three guards behind Wolfman were falling in their tracks, Guzman noticed.

   Eyes wide, Wolfman noticed the same thing and ducked into the control room.

   




 

   

   CHAPTER 77

   

   Halverson had fired a three-round burst into each of the three soldiers that stood behind Wolfman, dropping them before they had a chance to return fire, as he charged toward the room’s door. Halverson figured Guzman must be inside the room, even though Halverson could not know that this was the missile launch room. All he knew was that it was in the western area of the bunker and Wolfman was standing in front of it. He decided it was a good bet that Guzman was inside.

   Even if Guzman wasn’t, Halverson needed more ammo if he was going to fend off the flesh eaters. He killed Guzman’s soldiers for their magazines and their MP7s.

   When he reached their corpses he snagged two MP7s and slung their straps over his shoulders. He latched onto a fresh magazine that was secured in a dead guard’s belt. He stuffed the magazine inside his waistband.

   Swiggum came up behind him and grabbed ahold of an MP7 and looped its strap around his neck. Victoria was right behind him. She plucked a Glock 17 from a cadaver’s leather holster.

   Halverson heard scuffling down the hall. He whipped his head around to determine the source of the sound. He didn’t like what he saw.

   A pack of flesh eaters, all jerking arms and legs, was shambling in his direction.

   “Inside,” he told Swiggum and Victoria.

   They sprang into the control room. Halverson charged into the room, gun first, scything it to and fro, keeping Wolfman, Klecko, and Guzman in his sights. 

   Swiggum shut the door behind them.

   Stunned, Guzman gazed at Halverson. “You couldn’t get past my men outside my office. How did you get out?”

   “The same way you did,” said Halverson. “And your men left, by the way, to fight the flesh eaters.”

   “I guess you’re not so smart with your giant transhumanist brain,” said Swiggum and chortled.

   “Why are you pointing your guns at me?” said Klecko. “I’m with you guys.”

   “No, you’re not.”

   “Don’t you remember me? We planned our escape together,” said Klecko, breaking into a sweat.

   “And then you ratted us out to your boss,” said Swiggum between his teeth. He shot Klecko in the chest. “I hate snitches.”

   Grimacing, Klecko clutched his chest and fell to the floor. Swiggum drilled a bullet through Klecko’s head for good measure.

   “You’re not gonna shoot me,” said Wolfman, dropping his MP7 as he looked at Halverson.

   “No, but I am,” said Swiggum and put a round into Wolfman’s chest. 

   Wolfman groaned, crumpled to his knees, then lay on the floor.

   “For sure you’re not gonna shoot me,” said Guzman.

   “Why not?” said Halverson, as Swiggum was in the act of swinging his MP7 toward Guzman.

   “You broke in here when I was programming these missiles to fire at Mount Weather.”

   “So?” said Swiggum.

   “So I completed programming one of them. Unless I cancel the launch, it will go off as scheduled in fifteen minutes.”

   “I’ll cancel it myself,” said Halverson, stepping toward the control panel under the TV images of the missiles in their silos.

   “You can’t cancel it without the secret code. I’m the only one who knows it.”

   “I honestly don’t care if you blow up this Mount Weather place, whatever it is,” said Swiggum and brought his gun to bear on Guzman.

   “Don’t,” said Halverson. “We need to stop the launch.”

   “Why?”

   “The president’s in Mount Weather.”

   “What did the president ever do for me?”

   “It’s the only government we’ve got left. Without him, anarchy rules.”

   “I didn’t vote for the guy. How could I? I was in jail.”

   “Let’s shoot up the control panel,” said Victoria. “That should short-circuit the launch.”

   Guzman smiled, beaming with self-confidence. “Actually, it won’t. You’ll only succeed in preventing anyone from being able to abort the launch, myself included.”

   “Let’s just waste the guy and beat it,” said Swiggum. “I hate to tell you, the flesh eaters are closing in on us.”

   “I’m willing to cut a deal.”

   “What kind of deal?” said Halverson.

   “I’ll cancel the launch if you take me with you.”

   “I say we shoot him and be done with it,” said Swiggum, keeping his MP7’s muzzle trained on Guzman.

   “Let’s take him with us,” said Victoria. “Why do we have to kill him anyway? He can help us fight the flesh eaters when we try to get out of here.”

   “I’m not giving that guy a gun without a full suit of body armor on.”

   Victoria heaved a long sigh. “OK. So we don’t give him a gun. He can use his hands to fight the creatures. Let’s just get a move on it.”

   At that moment, the door swung open.

   Gun in hand, Halverson wheeled around at the sound.

   






   

   CHAPTER 78

   

   Trailing blood on the floor, Wolfman was slipping through the doorway and out into the hall, toting his MP7.

   “What are we gonna do now?” said Swiggum, whipping his gun toward Wolfman, but too late.

   Wolfman had already disappeared into the hall.

   “Forget him,” said Halverson. “He’s not gonna get very far in his condition. We need to stop the launch.” He turned back to Guzman.

   “Is it a deal?” said Guzman.

   “I don’t have time to argue about it.”

   “Does that mean we have a deal?” said Guzman, brimming with self-confidence.

   Halverson turned it over in his mind. He didn’t have many options. He had to stop that missile. He could not do it without Guzman’s help. But he also wanted to take out Guzman for ordering the torture and dismemberment of his companions at the hands of the flesh eaters during Guzman’s twisted experiments. The man was a sick psychopath that cried out for elimination.

   “OK,” said Halverson, his heart not in it.

   “How do I know you’ll keep your word?”

   “If you don’t shut down the missile launch, I’ll kill you.”

   “That’s not the guarantee I want to hear.”

   Halverson said nothing.

   Guzman mulled it over and reached a decision. He angled toward the control console. Once there, he punched in an alphanumeric code on the keyboard.

   “There,” he said.

   “There what?” 

   “It’s done. I aborted the launch.”

   Halverson scrutinized the CCTV images of the missiles sitting in their silos. “Everything looks the same.”

   “That’s because none of them is gonna launch. If they were about to launch, you would see smoke.”

   “Can we go now?” Swiggum said impatiently, fixing to bolt toward the door.

   “We ought to blow this place up first,” said Halverson, taking in the room.

   “With what?”

   “Then let’s go.”

   “I really ought to whack this guy,” said Swiggum, holding his MP7 on Guzman and gnashing his teeth. “I can’t even bear to think of what his flesh-eating pets did to Simone and Probst and Nordstrom.”

   “We made a deal,” said Guzman. “And besides, I know the way out of here.”

   “He’s got a point,” Halverson told Swiggum.

   “But how do we know he’ll lead us to the exit?” said Swiggum. “He might take us somewhere else, like straight to his troops.”

   “I aborted the launch of the missile, didn’t I?” said Guzman.

   Halverson didn’t trust Guzman, but he figured Guzman wanted out of the zombie-infested blast shelter as much as he did.

   “We’ll use him for our guide,” said Halverson.

   MP7 in hand, he made a beeline for the hallway with Guzman in front of him and came to a dead halt as he entered the hall.

   A pack of flesh eaters was tearing Wolfman apart and gobbling down his body parts. Wolfman was screaming in pain as two of the creatures bit mouthfuls of flesh from Wolfman’s shoulders. Arterial blood spurted up to the ceiling in a scarlet arc as the creatures tore hunks of flesh from Wolfman’s shoulders with their crooked teeth.

   Halverson wondered how long Wolfman could remain conscious before he passed out from loss of blood. It would not take long. The mutilated body of Wolfman would bleed out soon.

   “Is that the direction we’re headed in?” asked Halverson.

   “Unfortunately,” answered Guzman, eying the shambling mass of creatures that were eating Wolfman alive.

   Halverson sucked in his breath. “We’ll have to blast our way through them.”

   He ejected his MP7’s clip and saw it was a forty-round version of 4.6 X 30 mm cartridges. He also saw it was half-empty. He reinserted the clip and racked the slide. He emptied the clip into the nearest heads of the creatures.

   Watching the creatures crumple with their heads exploding when hit, he swapped the spent magazine for a fresh clip.

   “How many of them are there, you think?” said Swiggum.

   “I’d say a dozen. Every shot has to hit home. We don’t know what we’re gonna run into after this pack.”

   Swiggum swung a glance at his MP7. “We should have enough ammo.”

   “This time, anyway,” said Victoria. 

   “You take point,” Halverson told Guzman.

   “I don’t even have a gun,” said Guzman.

   “We’ll cover you.”

   “How am I supposed to defend myself from the flesh eaters?”

   “I told you, we’re covering you. I want you in my sight at all times.”

   Guzman was in no hurry to proceed. “At least give me a weapon.”

   It was Swiggum who said, “No way. How do we know you won’t turn on us?”

   Now that they had polished off Wolfman the knot of flesh eaters trudged through his picked-clean bones that they had discarded on the floor and made their way toward Halverson and crew, their mouths dripping with fresh blood, their glazed eyes intent on consumption of more flesh.

   “Get going,” Halverson told Guzman.

   “How do I know you won’t shoot me in the back?” said Guzman.

   “Because you’re the one who knows the way out of here,” said Halverson and prodded Guzman in the spine with his MP7’s muzzle.

   “You might shoot me by mistake,” said Guzman, taking a few short steps forward and balking.

   “Stay over to the right side of the hall, out of the way of our line of fire.”

   “Why don’t we wait for them to come here? That way you won’t shoot me.”

   “That’s not the problem. The problem is, we’re running out of time. The longer we take to get out of here, the more flesh eaters swarm into this shelter.”

   Seeing no way out of his dilemma, Guzman commenced to edge toward the gaggle of creatures that grimaced with their disintegrating pus green teeth, hissing and clawing the air as they slogged toward him.

   






   

   CHAPTER 79

   

   Halverson plugged the lead five-four auburn-haired female ghoul in her round face. The teen ghoul’s decrepit head snapped back then her occipital bone blew out of the back of her skull, splattering necrotic brain matter on the creatures behind her as the jagged wedge of bone sailed into them. Never realizing she was dead, she slumped to the floor.

   The ghouls behind her grimaced even more, if that was possible, as the oozing brains of the dead teen pelted their faces like mud pies. They hated dead brains. Only fresh brains turned them on, the proximity of which drove them into a voracious frenzy. They swatted the dead brains from their faces so the brains would not enter their mouths.

   Their insatiable lust for fresh brains and living flesh goaded them onward toward Guzman.

   Having scarfed down too much of Wolfman’s flesh, a young brunette ghoul, who would have been considered pretty if she wasn’t in a state of decay, was barfing white glop that was streaming down her chest like cottage cheese.

   “Kill it, for Christ’s sake,” said Guzman, watching the creature with a combination of equal parts disgust and consternation as it neared him.

   Made queasy by the puking ghoul, Halverson was all too happy to oblige Guzman, pull his MP7’s trigger, and obliterate the brunette’s vomit-lathered face. It was time to move, he decided, eager to flee this fetid den of horrors.

   A bare-chested tawny twentysomething male ghoul took the lead after the brunette dropped into a motionless heap in her pool of white curdy vomitus. The brawny ghoul’s chest was festering with open sores.

   The creature made straight for Guzman, who stared at it with a horror-stricken face.

   Halverson put the ghoul down with a well-placed shot to its forehead. The back of its skull exploded as the bullet exited with a loud crack. Brain matter and bone shards spilled out of the back of what was left of the creature’s head. The creature’s knees turned into rubber, and its body slammed into the cement floor. 

   “Let’s do it,” said Halverson.

   Halverson, Swiggum, and Victoria advanced with Guzman and opened fire on the pack of slobbering, spastic creatures, cutting them down with a swath of bullets that burst their decomposing heads like cantaloupes. A paste of moldy brains slimed the corridor’s walls and floor. Bits of brains also stippled the ceiling.

   The quartet kept cocking forward, picking their way through the pile of crumpled and sprawled creatures that littered the hallway, which was becoming suffused with an overpowering stench that all but prompted Victoria to roll her eyes and pass out.

   It was all Halverson could do to keep himself from regurgitating. These walking dead had no right to be alive, he decided. They abused that right when they went around killing, maiming, and cannibalizing. They needed to be whacked out. Every last one of them.

   Out of the corner of his eye, he picked up on Victoria’s face. The blood had drained from it, turning it livid. She looked like she was about to faint. He latched onto her arm to prop her up.

   “Are you all right?” he said.

   “The reek in here is sickening.”

   “Just hang on a little longer.”

   He fell to blowing away the creatures with a vengeance with well-placed single shots to their heads, one after another till only one flesh eater remained. Halverson trained his hot muzzle on the sixtysomething mustachioed male’s gutta-percha face and destroyed it with a 4.6 X 30 mm slug.

   Halverson wended his way through the carnage that swathed his feet, kicking away any corpses that caught on his loafers. Revolted, Victoria, Swiggum, and Guzman did the same, careful to prevent any infected brain matter from getting on their clothes and, especially, on their skin.

   Somehow Halverson had managed to take point. Lost in the shuffle, Guzman must have sneaked back toward the rear like a coward, but he was still ahead of Swiggum, who was intent on keeping it that way.

   Halverson motioned with his hand to Guzman. “Up here, Guzman. Where to?”

   Guzman assumed the lead with his head canted to the side, signaling his displeasure. He turned right at the end of the corridor where it intersected with another corridor. 

   “There are a hell of a lot more creatures where those came from,” said Swiggum, face working. “You saw the TV screens in Guzman’s office. We better hope we don’t run into the scumbags with this puny amount of ammo we got left.”

   They were jogging down the hall, following Guzman, who was doing the same, now that there were no creatures in sight.

   “Once we get to the garage, we grab a car and split,” said Halverson.

   “Don’t let that bastard get too far ahead of us,” said Swiggum, keeping an eye on Guzman.

   “What good’s a car gonna do, if the garage door’s blocked?” said Victoria, jogging with them. “You saw it on the TV in Guzman’s office.”

   “We’ll cross that bridge when we get to it,” said Halverson.

   “Maybe we can push the door up,” suggested Swiggum.

   “That blast door’s solid steel and at least three feet thick. We’d need a hydraulic lift to jack it up.”

   Up ahead, Guzman froze in his tracks. 

   Halverson all but collided with him.

   A pack of flesh eaters was swarming at the other end of the hall, this pack much bigger than the one outside the missile control room had been. Attracted by the cacophony of the gunfire, these creatures had a frenzied glint to their glazed eyes and a bellicose thrust to their limbs. 

   “Now what?” said Swiggum. 

   






   

   CHAPTER 80

   

   Guzman was tired of this. He was tired of Halverson and his idiot friends.

   The only human beings Guzman liked were those that cowered in fear in his company, those that toadied to him because they were terrified of him. Halverson and his buddies were too stupid to be frightened of him. Couldn’t the fools see that he was better than them in every way? Guzman wondered.

   He didn’t know how much longer he could stand being with these morons. They could not get their heads around the fact that he was their intellectual superior. They should be bowing down to him, truckling to him, instead of holding him hostage. He wanted to see the lot of them squirming under his iron heel, fear in their bulging eyes.

   They needed to be cured. But how could he cure them when there was no cure for stupidity?

   He did have one advantage in this situation, even though they had the guns. He knew where they were going, while they were clueless.

   He was dying to grind their worthless faces into the floor. They were his inferiors and yet he had to do their bidding, since they had the guns. Couldn’t the fools get it through their thick skulls who he was?

   He doubted they would let him live once they left the bunker. His knowledge of the schematics of the bunker was all that was keeping him alive. He had no illusions about his life expectancy after he left the bunker, if he was still in the hands of his captors.

   There was nothing for it. He needed to make a run for it. That would not be easy. Zombies, it seemed, were everywhere. The bunker was infested with them, and, as far as he knew, they were continuing to flock into it, as the garage door must still be stuck open.

   There was a blind intersection coming up, he knew. You could not see it from here, especially with the mob of flesh eaters scuffling toward them. To reach it, though, he would have to charge into the mob and burst through their front ranks. 

   






   

   CHAPTER 81

   

   Halverson was the first to notice Guzman belt toward the herd of flesh eaters. “What’s he doing?”

   “Committing suicide?” said Victoria.

   “He’s trying to escape,” said Swiggum and raised his MP7 to take a shot at Guzman.

   Before Swiggum could get a shot off, Guzman disappeared into the raft of flesh eaters, punching his way through them with a flurry of fists directed at their putrefying heads.

   Halverson, Victoria, and Swiggum stormed after him.

   Swiggum blasted three rounds into the mob of revenants then felt his blood run cold as his MP7’s trigger locked, its magazine empty. 

   Realizing Swiggum’s predicament, Halverson laid down cover fire for him to give time for Swiggum to pitch his MP7 at the nearest dead head and unloop his spare MP7 from his neck.

   Halverson heard Guzman scream from somewhere in the writhing mass of dead humanity that enveloped him. Halverson could not discern Guzman.

   Swiggum freed his MP7 from his neck and opened fire on a ghoul in close-quarters battle, even as another ghoul took a bite out of Swiggum’s arm. Swiggum howled in pain and dropped his MP7.

   Halverson laid down more fire around Swiggum, emptying his magazine. Halverson flung the gun at a nearby flesh eater and shrugged another MP7 off his shoulder.

   The flesh eaters were converging now on Swiggum, as he was unable to protect himself from their onslaught with only one mutilated arm and no gun at his disposal. A ferocious female flesh eater with grey matted hair took a huge bite out of Swiggum’s arm, incapacitating it. Grimacing in pain as blood jetted out of his twice-bitten arm, Swiggum was unable to use his hand to pick up his dropped MP7, which was being trampled underfoot by the creatures in their frenzy to reach him as he bled out.

   Swiggum twisted his body and tried to free himself from the grasps of the ghouls, but to no avail. Additional creatures joined the feeding frenzy and piled in on him. 

   “We have to save him,” said Victoria, watching in horror as the creatures ate Swiggum alive.

   “It’s too late,” said Halverson. 

   An expression of consternation crossed Halverson’s face as he watched an anguished Swiggum mouthing words, as he was too weak to talk.

   “Kill me,” it looked like Swiggum was saying. “Please.”

   Halverson could not bear the thought of killing Swiggum. They were both in this mess together. They had helped each other. But the fact was, Swiggum was begging him to kill him, to put him out of his misery. Halverson had no desire to prolong Swiggum’s agony. Swiggum was done for. It would be better for him if he would lose consciousness. But he wasn’t losing consciousness. He was fully aware of the creatures biting into his flesh and eating him alive.

   The idea of letting Swiggum suffer any longer than he had to repulsed Halverson. Halverson took a bead on Swiggum’s head with his MP7.

   “What are you doing?” said Victoria, aghast.

   “I’m putting him out of his misery.”

   “You’re killing him.”

   “He’s infected. If I don’t shoot him, he’ll come back as one of them.”

   A flesh eater stuck its head in Halverson’s line of fire. Halverson blasted the creature’s head, which split open, spewing brains and bone splinters in Swiggum’s direction. 

   Swiggum was gazing at Halverson and mouthing the word “Please.”

   Halverson could not stand it any longer. Frustrated at his inability to save Swiggum, he leveled his MP7 at Swiggum’s head and fired a round into it. 

   Halverson felt sick as Swiggum’s head blew apart, splattering brains and blood on the zombies nearest him. The creatures lapped up the blood and brains like they were caviar, moaning in the transports of delight.

   “Oh no,” gasped Victoria and put her hands to her gaping mouth as she watched the bloodletting. “What have you done?”

   “We can’t help him,” said Halverson. “We have to go.” 

   He took her hand from her mouth and squired her away.

   Preoccupied with Swiggum, the ghouls left an opening in their swarm, which Halverson took advantage of and flanked them, opening fire on straggling creatures when they got in his way.

   He made it to the intersection in the hallway, where the throng of creatures was less dense. To his right, he managed to make out Guzman, who was staggering away from them, dragging his leg, which was dripping blood through his torn trouser leg. A zombie had torn out a mouthful of his calf, drawing a copious flow of blood.

   Halverson and Victoria followed Guzman down the empty corridor. Halverson didn’t know if Guzman had spotted them. It probably didn’t matter, decided Halverson. Guzman could not make any time with his leg torn to shreds like it was. The fact of the matter was, Guzman’s wound condemned him to death—unless Guzman with his prematurely evolved brain knew a cure for a zombie bite, which Halverson doubted.

   After all, this was the same guy who thought he could wipe out three-fourths of the world’s population with plague and with nuclear weapons and do it in a controlled fashion that left the rest of the population safe. Instead, the plague he and his fellow transhumanists had concocted at Erasmus Medical Center had wiped out virtually the entire human race, not just three-fourths of it as they had planned. All of which did not say much for his supposedly bigger and superior brain, a product of the growth hormones he injected into his body.

   “Why don’t you kill him, too?” said Victoria, still peeved at Halverson for having blown away Swiggum.

   “He can still lead us to the exit.”

   “Guzman’s the one that deserves to be shot, not Swiggum. You’ve got it all backwards.”

   Stopping in his tracks Halverson rounded irately on Victoria. “Swiggum wanted to be shot. Can’t you get that through your head?”

   “Maybe we could have saved him and found a cure, if you hadn’t acted so rashly.”

   “He wouldn’t have lasted long enough for us to find a cure.”

   Guzman was making good his escape even as they argued. Halverson picked up on Guzman’s increasing the distance between them. Reining in his temper Halverson tore himself away from Victoria and hustled after Guzman just as Guzman rounded the next corner.

   Victoria scampered after Halverson. 

   






   

   CHAPTER 82

   

   When Halverson rounded the corner and saw Guzman, he knew he had to do something, even if it meant losing his guide to the garage.

   Guzman was squatting over a dead guard that lay supine in the corridor in a pool of coagulating blood. Flesh eaters had ripped open the guard’s chest. A few cracked ribs that had been picked clean were strewn around the corpse and gleamed a blinding white under the fluorescent strip light in the ceiling.

   At first blush, Halverson wondered what Guzman was doing. From Halverson’s vantage point, it looked like Guzman was trying to scoop out the guard’s intestines like a ghoul to devour them. But Guzman wasn’t a ghoul. It made no sense. Guzman could not have turned yet. You had to die before you turned, didn’t you? wondered Halverson. Guzman had not died.

   Halverson walked closer to Guzman and realized what the guy was up to. Guzman was fumbling for the automatic in the guard’s waistband.

   “Don’t do it, Guzman,” said Halverson.

   His back toward Halverson, Guzman could not see Halverson, but he heard Halverson’s voice. Halverson could see Guzman’s back flinch in response.

   Victoria pelted toward Halverson. 

   Guzman wheeled around in a crouch, gun at the ready, to face Halverson.

   Halverson squeezed off a three-round burst.

   Before Guzman could fire a shot, one of Halverson’s bullets ripped into Guzman’s throat while another tore into Guzman’s head.

   Hearing the throng of flesh eaters trudging toward him from behind, Halverson and Victoria sprinted over to Guzman, whose body lay crumpled on top of the dead guard, facedown.

   Victoria glared at Guzman. “He was an asshole.”

   “Now he’s a dead asshole,” said Halverson.

   The crowd of flesh eaters seemed to be lumbering faster now, enlivened by the odor of fresh blood spilled by Guzman, their limbs jerking frenetically.

   Halverson and Victoria peeled off in the direction that Guzman had been heading.

   “Are we anywhere near the garage yet?” said Victoria.

   “I think so.”

   “How can you tell?”

   Halverson sniffed the air as he ran. “Do you smell that?”

   Victoria sniffed. “It’s hard to smell anything when I’m running.”

   Halverson slowed to a stop. “Now, smell the air,” he said, his head cocked.

   “Yeah. It smells familiar,” she said, snorting the air like a hound trying to pick up a scent.

   “It should. It’s the smell of a garage. The fumes of stale car exhaust.”

   He broke into a sprint down the hallway, ramping up his pace. She followed suit.

   They could see the capacious garage now as they emerged from the corridor.

   “Where’s the door?” asked Halverson, scoping out the garage.

   Knots of flesh eaters were milling around the parked cars as they foraged for fresh meat with their glazed eyes.

   One of the creatures shambled through an iridescent oil slick left by a leaky car engine in an empty parking slot toward Halverson. The middle-aged male creature that had what looked like a fright wig of frazzled grey hair on its putrescent head slipped on the puddle and almost lost its balance. The ungainly flesh eater jerked its arms out and steadied itself, looking like an inebriate. 

   “There,” said Victoria, pointing. “Isn’t light coming from over there?”

   “Daylight?”

   “I hope so.”

   Taking care to avoid running into maundering flesh eaters, Halverson and Victoria shot through the garage toward the rectangular slice of light that was glowing from the eastern quadrant.

   As they neared the source of the light they could see that it indeed was sunlight that was glowing through the half-open garage entrance. Confirming the CCTV image Halverson had seen in Guzman’s office, the thick steel garage door was stuck, its descent impeded by the Suburban four-by-four crushed under it.

   A car could squeeze past the four-by-four, Halverson noted, but the lowness of the door would pose a challenge for the vehicle to pass under. As well, gaggles of flesh eaters were continuing to shamble down the escarpment into the garage.

   The presence of the flesh eaters thronging the entranceway prevented Halverson and Victoria from leaving the bunker by foot. Halverson figured there had to be an emergency exit somewhere in this bunker, but he had no idea where to look, and they had no time to waste conducting a search for it. An endless stream of flesh eaters was pouring into the garage, increasing the danger of remaining in the bunker.

   Not only did Halverson and Victoria have to watch out for the flesh eaters, they had to be on guard against Guzman’s soldiers to boot. As if they had read his mind, two armed soldiers appeared before him from behind a four-foot-square cement column ahead of him.

   






   

   CHAPTER 83

   

   The soldiers snaked their MP7s toward Halverson. He discharged a burst of six shots into their upper body masses before their weapons reached the ends of their arcs. Bullets discharged from one of the muzzles scattered wide of their mark as the guards fell, splotches of red stitching their chests.

   Halverson charged up to the crumpled bodies, tossed down his empty MP7, leaned down, and snagged the guard’s MP7 that had not discharged.

   The desultory shuffling of a nearby cluster of flesh eaters gained focus as the creatures heard Halverson’s shots ring out. Attracted by the racket of the gunfire, the flesh eaters made for Halverson and Victoria.

   Halverson clapped eyes on a silver convertible Mustang with a black nylon top the better part of forty feet away from him. On the back of the hood and on the rear windshield were printed the phrase Just Married with a bar of white soap. An array of tin cans was tied to the rear bumper with strings.

   Halverson dashed to the car and peered inside. He flinched.

   A blood-soaked male and female corpse sat in the front seats.

   A man in a shredded black tux sat in the driver’s seat with his head lolling to the side, his mouth agape. His drying blood saturated the grey cloth seat underneath him.

   The guy had not been dead long enough to turn into a zombie, Halverson decided. He wondered how long it would take before the transformation occurred. He had no time to think about it.

   Victoria gasped in horror when she approached the other side of the Mustang and beheld the woman’s corpse in a white bridal gown that was torn to ribbons slumped in the passenger seat staring into space with sightless blue eyes.

   “I guess they were optimists,” said Halverson.

   “You have to be to get married,” said Victoria.

   Blood was splattered all over the front seats and the grey carpets in the foot wells. Much of the flesh on the two cadavers had been stripped off by flesh eaters, which accounted for the puddles of blood that had spilled out of the bodies. What blood the flesh eaters were not able to lap up had seeped into the upholstery.

   “Why didn’t the ghouls finish eating them?” asked Victoria, grimacing at the thought.

   Halverson scanned the surrounding area and picked up on a couple of dead flesh eaters sprawled some six feet from the ragtop.

   “The guards must have shot them before they could finish,” he said.

   “Let’s get out of here before I’m sick,” said Victoria, white-faced.

   “This is our way out.”

   “You can’t be serious.”

   “The keys are still in the ignition. We can use this car to drive out of here.”

   Victoria recoiled at the idea.

   Out of the corner of his eye, Halverson picked up on the gang of flesh eaters that had been lured by his gunshots heading toward him.

   “Why this car?” said Victoria. “Let’s get an empty car.”

   “Because this one has the keys in it. We don’t have time to find another car with keys in the ignition.”

   As he leaned to touch it, Halverson stared with distaste at the driver’s bloody mutilated corpse.

   “I’m not going in there,” said Victoria, appalled at the sight of the bloodstained interior of the car.

   “Be careful not to get any of the blood on you. The plague is bloodborne.” 

   “How can I touch her without getting blood on me? It’s all over the place.”

   She had a point, he decided. “Don’t let the blood get into an open wound in your skin.”

   Halverson opened the driver’s-side door. Mottled with dried blood, the arm, which was covered with bite marks, flopped out of the car toward him, as if gesturing to him for help. Halverson started at the movement of the arm.

   He wished he had gloves. He scrutinized his hands. He didn’t see any scratches or cuts in his skin. He cast around for a portion of the corpse that was free of blood. His search proved difficult. 

   The corpse’s hair seemed to have little or no blood on it, he noted. He latched onto the three-inch-long brown hair and tugged on the corpse, hauling the mangled body out of the seat, grunting with the effort.

   All he needed now was for the stiff to turn into one of the undead.

   Victoria watched Halverson in disgust. 

   “Grab ahold of her hair,” he said.

   Victoria leered at the female corpse’s matted blonde hair. She hung fire, unable to convince herself to reach forward and grab a handful of it. What was left of the woman’s body was a bloody mess, what with the rib cage half torn out and coils of entrails dangling out of the lacerated stomach.

   Victoria worked up the courage to open the passenger’s-side door of the Mustang. The door was locked. Since the window was open, she was able to reach inside and unlock the door. She swung it open. She could see that the woman’s blood had soaked much of the upholstery of the car seat.

   The blonde had flecks of caked blood in the strands of her hair, Victoria noticed. She would have to avoid touching those locks. Reluctantly, she reached into the bloodbath of the car toward the blonde hair, careful to avoid touching the car seat and the corpse. 

   Victoria suddenly realized that the blonde was wearing a tattered white dress and felt an overpowering sense of sadness at the sight of the dead bride.

   Halverson could see that the pack of flesh eaters had approached to within ten feet of the Mustang’s rear bumper. Halverson had no choice. Even if it meant his gunshots would alert additional creatures, he had to open fire on them. He had to keep the creatures at bay until Victoria had cleared out the passenger from the car.

   Halverson whacked out the encroaching six zombies. There were more behind them, dozens more, in fact, but they were thirty-odd feet away.

   “Hurry up!” he told Victoria.

   “The poor bride,” she said, tearing up as she gazed at the blonde.

   “We can’t help her now. We have to go.”

   Overcoming her consternation and revulsion, she snatched the corpse’s two-foot-long hair in an area where she spotted no blood specks and, straining, commenced dragging her off the seat and out of the car. The prospect of sitting in the woman’s blood nauseated her, as the body thumped down on the rocker panel then plunked onto the cement floor of the garage.

   Hunched over, her back aching, Victoria dragged the corpse clear of the car, walking backwards.

   Halverson blew away a female flesh eater that was getting to its feet after he had grazed its head with a slug merely seconds before. The biting tang of cordite filled the air.

   The herd of grimacing flesh eaters was gaining on him.

   Halverson tried to fire another burst.

   Nothing happened.

   His MP7’s clip was empty.

   






   

   

   CHAPTER 84

   

   “We gotta go!” he hollered, launching himself into the car and plumping down in the blood-saturated driver’s seat.

   He cringed with disgust as the metallic stench of blood that pervaded the Mustang wafted into his nostrils. He shut his door, even though he knew the enclosed atmosphere of the car would increase the pungency of the reek. To dispel the fetid fumes, he twisted the key in the ignition and powered down his half-opened window by depressing the black plastic button in the door. 

   Movement in the driver’s blood-splashed side-view mirror caught Halverson’s eye. The driver’s mutilated body was reanimating and trying to stand up with spastic juts of its limbs.

   Victoria groaned with relief as she pulled the bride’s corpse free of the car and released her handful of hair. And then she realized with a shudder that the bride was trying to glom onto her ankle.

   Victoria screamed and hopped out of the way of the snaking hand.

   She ducked into the Mustang and slammed the door shut behind her, shivering with dismay as she sat in the blood-drenched car seat. 

   Halverson popped the clutch and slammed the car into first gear. The blood-smeared eighteen-inch high-performance tires screeched to life, fishtailing in the spilled blood under their treads then grabbing purchase on the cement.

   The Mustang catapulted toward the garage door. The tin cans clattered behind the car, kicking up a cacophonous din.

   Halverson ground the stick shift into second gear.

   Flesh eaters were filing down the escarpment and bowing under the half-closed steel garage door as they entered the garage. Meanwhile, two other packs of the creatures already in the garage were lumbering toward the speeding car in a pincers movement.

   “We’re not gonna fit under that door,” said Victoria, wide-eyed, as the car rocketed toward the entrance.

   “It’s gonna be close,” said Halverson, unsure if Victoria was right.

   “Take the top down.”

   Halverson heard the rat-a-tat of automatic weapons’ fire behind him. He glanced in the rearview mirror and saw a dozen guards rushing toward him from behind, MP7s and M4 carbines blazing in their hands.

   “We don’t have time,” said Halverson.

   The car was now the best part of ten feet away from the door and closing fast.

   “Duck!” he cried out, following his own advice as they reached the door.

   He bowed his head down toward the car’s center console underneath the windshield as the safety glass exploded on impact with the garage door, which sheared off the entire nylon roof as the car slammed into traipsing zombies and tried to squeeze under the half-shut steel. Shoehorned under the door, the Mustang came to an abrupt halt. The car stalled.

   From his hunched position, Halverson contrived to turn his head and, out of the corner of his eye, could make out the three-foot-thick steel door perched directly over him. It felt like he was stuffed inside a steel tomb, on the verge of being crushed to death.

   Sweating, gritting his teeth, Halverson fired the engine, shifted into first gear, and floored the gas pedal. The car tires spun around, shrilling as they tried to find purchase. The acrid stench of burning rubber stung his nostrils. Then, with a start, the car spurted out from under the jammed door and up the zombie-crammed escarpment, bowling over the creatures like they were tenpins. 

   Halverson shifted into second. 

   What was left of the car literally flew off the escarpment and onto the dirt road that led to it, kicking up dust clouds as it landed.

   “Victoria?” he said, bouncing in his seat.

   She didn’t answer.

   “Victoria?”
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