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1: The Breach
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“They can’t get to us, can they?” Emerson asked, her eyes inquisitive, the tone in her voice one of curiosity, with perhaps the slightest hint of fear.

I met my daughter’s eyes in silence, the expression on my face a mirror of hers. I turned back to the TV, ensuring what I was witnessing was real, that the cordon surrounding Maripo County had, in fact, been breached, and the Corrupted were now flowing into the wilderness, breaking the perimeter at the border where southwest Missouri converges with Kansas and Oklahoma.  

We weren’t safe anymore—I knew it the moment I tapped my phone to life and saw the news alert, covertly peeking at the headline during a lull in the movie that had been streaming on our living room TV. We were fewer than two hundred fifty miles away, so, of course they could get to us, and with no major city along that southern route, there would be little to interrupt them on the way. I felt the world begin to shift in that moment, to slowly rupture like an unstable brain clot. Whatever was to come going forward, it was clear we were never going back to the way it was.

We had been too comfortable with what was happening inside the perimeter from the beginning. All of us. When the tanks and soldiers and helicopters that surrounded the area eventually became round-the-clock news, it should have frightened everyone to their core, triggered in us a signal that one of two things was occurring: either the military didn’t have a steady handle on the situation within the two counties, or that they had it under complete control and were orchestrating its continuation. I’ll admit it: during the entirety of the siege, I believed the second possibility the scarier of the two—the idea that the whims of the government and firepower of the military were all that was necessary to take over whole communities. But within minutes of the breach, when the helicopter cameras began to broadcast the flood of white demons, a seemingly unending flow of mutants disappearing into the cover of the thick forest, bouncing on their haunches like wild white chimps, the abstract fear of tyranny was quickly eclipsed by the more primal one of survival.

“Dad!” Emerson, my oldest of three and the only girl in the brood. Her brothers are Ryan and Nelson, eight and five, respectively. They were both asleep when the news started to break.

I turned to my daughter again, squinting, as if she’d just asked me to solve some ancient math equation. “What, Em? What did you ask me?” 

“Can they get to us?”

I looked back to the television, once again validating the scene. My throat seized and I took a huge gaping breath, forcing oxygen to my cells.  

“Dad, you’re scaring me!”

“David!” My wife Charlotte turned to me and cocked her head to the side, raising her eyebrows. I could see the fear in her eyes, afraid because I was scared.

I wanted to explain it would all be fine, but I knew it wasn’t the truth. And I couldn’t release anything—even a lie—past the knotted ball that had formed inside my chest. I blinked several times, trying to send blood to my face, to present the sheen of calm to my daughter.

“David!” Charlotte barked again. Emerson started to cry. Within seconds, Ryan was on the steps staring at the three of us, a tear lingering on his cheek as well.

“It’s fine,” I croaked finally, smiling as I swallowed down the lump in my throat. I focused on the staircase. “What are you doing awake, buddy?”

“I heard Emerson call you,” Ryan answered. “What’s wrong?”

I flashed a frown in Emerson’s direction. “Nothing. It’s fine. They’ll...they’ll get it under control. It is...it’s scary looking, I’ll admit it, but they have...contingency plans for things like this.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means they have a back-up plan. In case something goes wrong.”

The siege of Warren and Maripo counties had been ongoing for weeks before it became public, and even then it was mostly a local story, a weird tale about some small town in the Bible Belt that had been quarantined due to a chemical leak. The tales of explosions and snow falling in May were dismissed by the rest of the country as urban legend and conspiracy, and as long as the accident remained contained to one area of the nation, the rest of us didn’t give it much thought. 

But as the reinforcements around the area began to grow, and leaks from the company responsible for the accident started to come at a steady rate, eventually shining the national spotlight on the area, it became a story that, if not frontpage news, was updated in the major papers every day, usually in the A section.

And then the drone footage appeared.  

The video began innocuously enough, quiet and still, though the haunting backdrop, a long stretch of empty street flanked on either side by equally vacant buildings, suggested a looming threat. It could have been a scene from any small town in America, really—albeit one rendered to ghost-town status—replete with a steady row of commercial businesses found in most towns. A bank. A car dealership. A couple of fast food restaurants. 

Then, at the twelve second mark of the video, a white orb slowly appeared in the opening to the parking garage. The initial image was grainy and distant, and though it was unclear exactly what we were seeing, it was something alive, about that there was no doubt. Four seconds later, the rest of the thing’s body appeared, knuckling itself forward, clearing the walls of the garage and standing tall at the edge of the street. Finally, the white creature turned its head left, lifting its chin slightly as it focused its vapid black eyes on the floating camera above. And when it did, it hit the world like a toaster to the jaw. 

The news media couldn’t get enough of the footage, of course, and the video replayed on a loop for what seemed like a week straight. Even months later—right up to the point when the breach occurred (which would eventually lead to the toppling of the power stations, thus making further broadcasts impossible)—it appeared somewhere on television at least a few times a week. 

More footage appeared soon after the first leak, these showing various packs of the Corrupted roaming the streets like gangs, their violence implied by their gait and desultoriness, despite any noticeable signs of their victims. There was a purpose to these leaks, of course, and the pattern was obvious within the first month. They were a tool, one designed to keep the public frightened and on the side of the authorities.

“They don’t look like they have it under control,” Emerson said.

I quickly did the math in my head, calculating when the Corrupted would arrive, assuming at least a certain percentage of them would head East in the direction of Graden, our suburban community about fifty miles southwest of St. Louis. Even from the distant overhead shots, their speed and power were evident, the beasts moving like agitated animals—twenty miles an hour, maybe. That seemed an unsustainable pace, of course—they would certainly tire and slow at some point in their travels, or even stop and rest—but with the rough data I was collecting on the fly, I put the average rate at about twelve miles an hour, meaning they could be at our doorstep in less than a day.

“Well,” I answered, clearing the crack from my voice immediately, “it might not look like it, but they do. Also, it’s bedtime.” The event of the breach was unfolding in real time, and the response from the authorities had yet to be announced. It was only a matter of minutes before some local official, his expression dour and exhausted, entered the scene and told us to run for our lives, though with words far more muted and measured. “And Emerson, I don’t want you on that phone. Bed and sleep. Got it?”

“It’s Friday,” she argued dispassionately.

I shot a weary look and shook my head. “No phone.”

Emerson frowned. “Fine,” she said, understanding my command had little to do with sleep and more to do with sheltering her from the horror and panic that would begin flooding through on social media.

Ryan and Emerson did as instructed, and when they were in their respective bedrooms, I quickly headed to ours, Charlotte on my heels. I flopped a suitcase down on the bed and immediately started filling it with essentials.

“Are you serious, David? You’re packing? Do you think it’s that bad?”

“I don’t think it’s good. And I don’t intend to end up like those people in Warren and Maripo.”

“But you said they have it under control.”

I glanced at my wife and frowned and then quickly dropped my eyes. It was a lie for the kids; I assumed she knew it.

“So, we’re just going to leave? Just like that? What about work and school?”

“I don’t think that’s gonna be an issue for a while.”

Charlotte remained quiet and still; I could sense her shock and growing dismay. “Where are we going to go?” 

“The cabin.”

“The cabin? But...we’ll be...we’ll be so isolated. Why would we go there?”

“Because we’ll be isolated. We can’t stay here, honey. We’re too close. Honestly, we should have left months ago. Moved to Oregon or something. Maine, maybe.”

“David?” Charlotte put a hand to her mouth, and I could see the tears forming in her eyes, a growing acknowledgement that our life as we knew it was on the verge of crashing down. 

“Listen, honey, I’m just going off my instincts right now, and my instincts are telling me we shouldn’t debate this. The cabin has a lot of what we’ll need, though we will have to bring more. Food, for sure, as much as we can load up. And if we leave now, maybe Drew’s will still be stocked. There’ll be a run on the stores soon, I’m sure, but that place is out of the way enough that at this time of the year, I think we’ll be all right.” 

And the cabin had guns too. And ammo. Enough to hold it down for a few days anyway. I prayed that I was wrong, of course, and that over the next several hours the army would track down every one of the escaped monsters and put a bullet through the backs of their skulls. But I wasn’t betting the mortgage on it. We were lucky enough to have the cabin, and we’d have been fools not to use it.

“What do we tell the kids?”

I shrugged. “We’ll tell them it’s a vacation. I don’t know. A couple days of improvised fun.”

“Vacation? School started a month ago.”

I stopped packing and turned to Charlotte, giving her my full attention. “If the world...if things fall apart, at least for a while, they’re gonna know it soon enough. Emerson will know what we’re doing right away, so we should probably get her on board from the start. We need to keep this from her brothers as long as we can.”

Charlotte stayed quiet for several moments, and I could hear the gears turning, cataloging the other essentials we would need for life in the wild: kitchen supplies, toys and books for the kids, keepsakes.

“We need to bring Newton, obviously, and his food and litterbox.” Newton was our cat. “And don’t forget the inhalers.”

Charlotte shot me a glare and turned as if I’d slapped her. But it wasn’t an insult she’d felt, the suggestion that she could ever forget Nelson’s medicine; the look was because I’d brought up the subject at all, and the repercussions a societal collapse might have on our asthmatic son down the road.

“We have enough for now and we’ll find more if we have to. I promise. We just can’t forget the ones we have, that’s all.”

With that, Charlotte marched from the bedroom and began scouring the house, marching from the kitchen to basement to the attic, securing all the items she deemed critical to our daily lives. Within the hour, the kids were loaded in the Explorer and we were on our way to Arkansas and our cabin on the shores of Lake Sloman.
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2: The Cabin
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Charlotte and I bought the cabin—a rundown foreclosure located in an isolated region of Northeastern Arkansas—in 2014. The secluded surroundings and lake were the obvious draws of the place, as was the pier, which came with an old rowboat that had been modified with an outboard motor. But unlike the eastern side of the lake, which was more of a tourist spot, the area where the cabin sat was no undiscovered paradise; it was rather desolate and poor, offering little in the way of retail or employment. As a result, when the cabin was foreclosed on in late 2013, the bank was eager to unload it as quickly as possible. So, when the house went to auction a few months later, we bid low and got the cabin for the proverbial song, and, after spending the better part of eleven months bringing it back to life, we eventually turned the place into our summer home, spending no fewer than four weeks there every year between June and August.

But from the moment I saw the cabin in the online listing, I saw it as something more than a getaway spot. We had always called it our ‘weekend place’—sometimes our “retirement investment” or “second home”—but I always thought of it as our safehouse, the place we could flee to when the world came crashing down. It wasn’t that I had any particular revelations about what was to come, about the debacle in Warren and Maripo, but I was playing the odds, knowing that eventually something like what had happened would occur somewhere in America. 

“Why don’t we have TV here?” Nelson asked. My five-year-old was on his back on the living room floor, staring up at the ceiling, twiddling his fingers above him as if casting a spell.

“You know why, Nelson,” I replied from the kitchen, distracted as I stood at the kitchen sink rinsing dishes. “No TV on vacation. That’s our rule.” That was true, of course, but under the circumstances, I had to agree with my son that television would have been a useful addition to our scenario. Radio reception, both in the car and on our twenty-year-old boombox that sat like a relic above the fridge, was little more than a crackle; and cell service had always been spotty in the area, and normally required a two-mile drive up to the overlook to get anything reliable. So, without television, we were almost completely in the dark as to what was happening beyond our property. “Mom brought lots of coloring books and other things for you to do. And you can get on your tablet after lunch.”

Nelson groaned. 

I glanced out the window at Emerson and Ryan, who were at the edge of our pier, a ramshackle structure situated about fifty yards down the left shoreline. They stood with a bucket of rocks at their feet, plucking them from the plastic pail and heaving them one by one into the lake, a contest of distance, I assumed. 

Ryan had yet to question the motives behind us pulling him and his siblings out of school for the impromptu cabin trip, and I suspected his sister had already explained it to him. Emerson, on the other hand, began querying our reasons the moment we told her to pack up, and we had made the decision to be honest with her from the beginning, at least in the broad sense, telling her we thought coming to the cabin would be the safest plan under the circumstances, in the off-chance things got hairy. 

Now, three days removed from the breach at Maripo, we hadn’t the slightest idea where we were in terms of safety. We had yet to see any of the Corrupted—thank goodness—but that didn’t mean they weren’t roaming around in the hills somewhere, surrounding us as we nestled in, waiting for the precise moment to launch their attack.

I unspooled the kitchen window, exposing the screen, and called out, “Hey, you guys hungry?” 

Both kids turned in unison and nodded; Ryan gave a thumbs up sign.

“Okay. Lunch in 10.”

We brought most of what we had from home, but once everything was loaded away into its proper spot in the refrigerator and pantry, the kitchen still didn’t look plentiful. There was maybe enough to last three weeks. As I had suggested to Charlotte before we left, on our way into Lake Sloman we stopped at Drew’s, the mom-and-pop spot twenty miles down the road from the cabin, and the closest thing to a supply source anywhere near the house. Thankfully, with news of the breach only a few hours old, the shelves were still stocked as usual, though I doubted then that there would be anything left a day later. 

There was no mention of the breaking news from the owners—whom we had come to know fairly well over the years—and we only bought what seemed reasonable, not wanting to be the family that made a run on supplies and started the panic. But an unspoken dread had been passed at the register, as Lee—the heir apparent to his father’s store—looked from us and our groceries to the small television behind the counter where helicopter footage showed fleeing white bodies. An accompanying map speculated how the Corrupted might spread, along with speculative time frames for when they would reach the farthest portions of the country. It was over; neither of us needed to speak the fact aloud, and I was only grateful that he allowed us the transaction, though he no doubt regretted it the moment we walked out the door. 

I folded the top pieces of peanut-buttered bread onto the jelly bottoms, and the thought of food again gripped me. Three weeks. That was nothing. It would pass in a flash. And then what? Hunting for our food? It would come to that point, eventually, I supposed, if the government couldn’t bring the disaster under control, but would we arrive at that place in less than a month? 

I shook away the thoughts of doubt and lifted my head to call in the kids for lunch, and as my eyes met the serenity of the lake, my breath seized in my throat like a rabbit in a snare. 

Emerson and Ryan were gone.

“Emerson,” I whispered, immediately feeling my heart accelerate to a jackhammer’s pace.

I walked quickly to the back door, my jaw agape in disbelief, my brain spiraling into panic, displaying images of what my world would look like in the next ten minutes when I couldn’t locate my two oldest kids, knowing every second that passed made their survival less likely. 

Charlotte was floating between the bedrooms, folding laundry and tidying up each inch of the place for the hundredth time since we’d arrived, manically distracting herself, seeming to have already begun the descent into fear and hopelessness. News of her missing children would send her into an uncontrollable panic. 

I stepped onto the porch and called Emerson’s name again, receiving only the disinterested chirping of sparrows. I dashed back inside and punched in the code of the gun locker, and when the light lit green, I spun the spoked handle and opened the safe, quickly reaching for the top shelf and the .357 magnum. It was one of three handguns in the locker, along with a pair of rifles, a shotgun, and a few other tactical weapons and supplies, all of which I had either collected or had been gifted to me over the years. It wasn’t an armory exactly, but it was enough firepower to create some space when the time came for us to go.

I was back outside in seconds and down the porch stairs in two bounding steps. I sprinted to the pier, praying one of my kids would emerge from some place by the water that had been hidden from view. But the pier was flat, the immediate landscape at the beach barren; there was nowhere to hide. 

How could I have allowed them outside? The pier was close to the house, a stone’s throw really, but still, it was far enough that I wouldn’t be able to reach them in time if one of the Corrupted suddenly appeared.

Splash!

Emerson emerged from the lake like a breaching whale, breathing as if she’d just swum the English Channel underwater. A second behind her was Ryan.

“Yes!” Ryan exclaimed. “I told you! You’ll never beat me!”

Emerson continued to pant as she crawled to the shore, exiting the water in a shivering spasm before picking up a towel and drying her hair. “Whatever,” she answered, and then laid the towel across her shoulders.

“Emerson!” 

Emerson shrieked and then stumbled three steps backward, her eyes bulging as she tried to catch her breath, finally finding and focusing on me. “Dad! What’s wrong?!”

“What are you guys doing?” I barked.

“We’re swimming. What...what do you mean?”

I closed my eyes and lowered my voice, relieved “I told you lunch was coming.”

“You said ten minutes!”

I took a deep breath and turned, and then I began my walk back to the cabin. “Well it’s ready now. And after you’re done, we’re going to take a drive.”

***
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MY INTENTION WAS TO drive to Drew’s first, but as I buckled Ryan into his booster chair, I figured it best to head in the opposite direction, to the overlook where, historically, cell reception could be had. I hadn’t spoken to anyone outside the cabin—other than Lee at Drew’s—in almost four days, and, aside from the fact that we were all in the dark about whether the civilized world was still functioning, if things had stabilized and the world had been returned to some sense of order, I didn’t want anyone thinking David Willis and his family had been abducted and left for dead. Our car was gone, that was true, indicating we had left town of our own free will, but that didn’t necessarily mean we weren’t in one kind of trouble or the other.

I veered left into the dirt lot of the overlook and parked, and my eyes instantly went to the gas gauge. Three-quarters. According to the monitor, that meant we had just under three hundred miles remaining, and I doubted there was a drop of fuel left in either of the two raggedy pumps in front of Drew’s. 

“I’ll be right back,” I said and then exited the car, walking the short distance to the edge of the low barrier wall. I paused a moment and stared out over the hillscape below me, across the waters of Lake Sloman to the lush shoreline on the opposite side of the lake. I looked to my right at the trailhead opening of Flint Trail, a twenty-three-mile hiking path that snaked through the Arkansas wilderness before eventually ending at a tributary of the Mississippi River.

I pulled my phone from my pocket, and, as I had with the fuel level in the Explorer, I noted the battery life of the Samsung, which displayed fifty-eight percent. That was sloppy. Stupid and careless. There was no excuse for my phone not to be a hundred percent charged. We still had power at the cabin, and electricity was an asset to which I clung incessantly now, almost minute to minute throughout the day; and yet here I was now, clutching a phone that was barely half-filled with the precious resource. 

But I also knew the phone was just a symbol. Having a working cell wasn’t going to make a difference when everything came crashing down. Electricity was what mattered. It was everything, really. The key to civilization (at least as far as America was concerned). It was a belief that seemed to come along in every newborn’s bloodstream nowadays, as if it were programmed into our DNA. It was a fact everyone wouldn’t admit to, perhaps, but that didn’t make it any less true. Electricity kept us warm and cool, fed and informed. It was the difference between culture and chaos.  

And the beginning of the demise was coming soon; I knew it without a doubt. The day was coming when the rooms in the cabin would suddenly go dark and the a/c compressor would exhaust its hiss of death; when the water pump and outlets, refrigerator and faucets, would fail as the power plants ceased sending voltage to the county’s transformers. 

And yet, despite my innate belief of the life-giving qualities of electricity, I had remained complacent. Every hour that passed with an electric current flowing into the cabin was one more that prevented me from going into full survival mode. As my hope for society’s resuscitation grew, my defenses dipped, and that was a recipe for death. 

I touched the name Lyle on my contact list, and at the end of the fourth ring, I hung up. Not unusual. My brother rarely answered his phone, and we hadn’t spoken in over a year anyway. There was no animosity really, just a drifting apart of two brothers who had little in common other than their parents, both of whom were dead. 

I called Joel next, my best friend, and this time I waited for the voicemail greeting to finish. “Joel, it’s me,” I said, trying to keep my tone steady. “I’m at the cabin. I’ve been off the grid since, what, Saturday, I guess? So...just...I don’t know, give me a call back and, uh, let me...let me know what’s happening.”

I called three more names on my contact list and each went to voicemail without a single ring, at which point I decided that was enough. Service was out, that was all. The inability to make contact from an overlook in remote Arkansas didn’t mean the rest of the world had been wiped out. Maybe everyone was trying to call me, and the same thing was happening on their end. 

I turned back to the car, where all eyes were focused on me. I dipped my head, avoiding the stares, and then I turned back to the trees across the lake, gathering my senses. “It’s okay,” I said to myself. “Everything will be okay.” I raised my shoulders and turned to walk back to the car, and Charlotte suddenly appeared beside me like a phantom. “Jesus!”

“No answer?” she asked, her tone knowing. 

I shook my head and frowned. “Nope.” 

“Did your texts come through yet?”

I shook my head curiously, having not considered my text messages until that moment.

“Mine just came in.” Charlotte heaved a sigh and then touched her fingertips to her lips, and a second later, two tears, one from each eye, began to drip down her cheeks. “It’s not good, David.”

I cleared my throat. “When...when did the last one come through?”

Charlotte pulled out her phone to check the time, and as she did, alerts on my phone started to sound, one after the other, indicating my texts were now beginning to arrive as well. I whipped out the mobile and stared at it. Seventeen unread. 

The first was from Charles, a co-worker. Yo D it’s Chuck. Despite the informality of the writing, there was a certain solemnness to the words; no exclamation point after ‘D’ or ‘Chuck.’ Wondering where you are. Lacy’s concerned...End of the world, right? The last sentence contained the type of hyperbole people often used when some event of global consequence occurred, but this time it felt true, as if Charles really believed it.

Joel’s message was next, and this time I felt that seizure of anxiety in the top of my chest. 

Dave call me. I need your help.

I scanned the rest, all of which were along the same lines as Charles’, and then I looked up to see Charlotte, who was watching me as I read and was now waiting for me to divulge the revelations coming through. 

“The first couple are...cryptic.” I shrugged. “I don’t know. Questions mostly. What you’d expect.”

She waited for more from me, and when I gave her nothing, she said, “I got one from Tammy.” Charlotte’s sister; she and her husband lived a hundred fifty miles west of us.  “It says, ‘They made it here.’ That’s...that’s all it says.”

The context was incomplete yet sinister. I tried to sound hopeful. “Meaning...what? They—Tammy and Eric—made it here?”


Charlotte shook her head slowly. “No, David. It says, ‘they,’ not ‘we.’


There was no way to know who ‘they’ were—not for sure—but we were both assuming the same answer. “They?” I asked anyway.

Charlotte shrugged. “I don’t know. That was all she wrote. No punctuation. No emojis. Written like...” Charlotte turned her back to the car and hugged herself as if she’d gotten a sudden chill. I wanted to put my arm around her and bring her close, but I resisted, assuming the kids were still watching and would begin to worry even more than they already were. “It was written like she was in a hurry.”

“Don’t...don’t read too much into it, Charlotte. You know how texts can be.” And then, “Did you text her back.”

Charlotte scoffed. “Of course.” She paused and stared out to the lake, shaking her head. “Why did we wait so long to call?” It was a passive aspersion, an indirect way of making me liable for our sudden isolation from our friends and family. I didn’t argue, but I also wasn’t to blame. I never said we shouldn’t come to the overlook; Charlotte could have come at any time. It was a tacit decision, one we had made together.

“What do you want to do, Char?”

Charlotte shook her head. “I don’t know,” she whispered. 

“If you want to go see about Tammy, I’m—"

“No!” She snapped. She swallowed and wiped a tear away quickly, like she was angry at it. “No.”

“Okay. Okay, you’re right. I agree with that. For now, anyway. But Charlotte, at some point we’re going to have to find out what’s happening.”

“We have kids, David.”

I hung my head and sighed as if I hadn’t considered that point. “That’s right. Damn, I forgot about them.”

I looked up for the smile on Charlotte’s face, but there wasn’t one, only a wide-eyed portrait of disbelief.

I turned my attention to the sky, considering a plan, and then I said, “Okay, let’s worry about tomorrow tomorrow. Right now, since we’re already out, let’s go see if Drew’s still has anything left. I know we were just there a couple days ago, but...I would just feel better knowing.”

Charlotte breathed for what seemed like the first time in five minutes, and then she nodded. “Yeah.”

I began to walk back to the car, but before I took my second step, Charlotte, who was still standing at the edge of the overlook, said, “And David?”

I stopped and turned. “Yeah?”

“Let’s agree on one thing now, before we reach the point where there’s no time to discuss it.”

I nodded. “Sure.”

“No matter who comes, we don’t let them in.”
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3: The Store
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Drew’s had been abandoned. That much was clear. 

There were no specific signs that the Corrupted had been inside, but the store was a model of demise and destruction. Not entirely looted—I could see loaves of bread and candy and other convenience store items from our position at the front of door—but it had certainly been cast into disarray. The three rows of shelving that lined the small establishment had been toppled to the floor, the cash drawer had been opened and emptied, and a cleaned-out cigarette case welcomed all visitors as they entered the retailer. It could have been the roving mutants from Maripo, I supposed, but from what little I knew about them, that type of organized bedlam didn’t feel right. This was the sign of anarchists, opportunists.

Charlotte held Nelson close to her thigh as we all stood huddled inside on the welcome mat, staring in disbelief at the mayhem of the store we’d patronized a hundred times before.

“Jesus, David.”

“What happened, Dad?” Ryan asked, his voice more indicative of confusion than fear.

“It looks like they were robbed.”

“But where are the police?”

I looked to Charlotte and frowned. The question was telling as to the state of the world.

“And where is Mr. Lee? Or Mr. Drew?”

The proprietors of the store were nowhere to be seen, and at my son’s question, my eyes automatically flashed to the small ‘Employees Only’ door behind the counter. I wondered if they were inside currently, huddling in fear from whatever band of terror had ravaged their store. That didn’t fit them though, particularly not Lee, who, though friendly enough, always seemed to be bubbling underneath, as if hoping for any reason to let the steam of his rage free.

“I don’t know.” I reached for the magnum at the small of my back, only touching it to ensure it was still there, and then I quickly moved behind the counter, pausing at the employees’ door for a moment. I considered knocking, to let anyone inside know we were there for business, or to help if we could, but I quickly decided against it and instead began to search the area around the counter and register.

“What are you looking for dad?” Emerson asked.

“The switch to activate the gas pumps. Or something. Not really sure how it works, honestly.”

“Really?” It was Charlotte. “I thought you said there wouldn’t be any gas left.”

“I didn’t think so, but now that we’re here—and no one else is—it’s worth a shot, right? I mean, if this place was ransacked right after...” I looked at Ryan, who was focused on my words, his lips slightly parted, anticipating. “...right after news of the accident broke—or even yesterday—maybe there wasn’t time for a run on fuel. I mean, how many people come down this road daily under normal circumstances? Not many, I’d guess.”

I wasn’t familiar with the interior fuel pump switch, but I had my wallet on me, and I figured if I swiped my card in the reader per usual, that could work. “Gather what you can from in here. And not just chips and processed stuff. Those refrigerators look to be working, so we should see what we can salvage from there first. Might as well make use of the stuff while we can. I’m going to fill ‘er up.”

“We can’t just take this stuff, David.”

“Why not?”

“Without paying?”

I resisted a roll of my eyes and pulled out my wallet, and then I removed two twenties and laid them on the counter. “You’re right. There. Make sure we get our money’s worth.”

With the interior plan in place, I exited the store and pulled the Explorer to the further of Drew’s two pumps, which, at first glance, was still functioning, as indicated by the digital black numbers on the display. I pressed the Credit button and slid my Mastercard in and out, and within seconds, fuel was flowing from the ground tank and into the one fastened to the undercarriage of my SUV. 

I took a breath and closed my eyes, allowing my mind to drift for a moment to more existential thoughts, examining the fragility of life and how quickly everything could unravel. People seemed to understand the potential for cataclysm from a viral pandemic or an asteroid strike, or even a nuclear meltdown, but to limit our vulnerability to those few disasters was almost wishful thinking on our part, naïve and ignorant. The truth was: it took very little—a single occurrence—to turn a society upside down, even one as large and complex as America. The accident that resulted in the siege of Warren and Maripo Counties was barely a story when it first happened, and even when the images of the Corrupted first appeared, most viewed the situation as little more than a sideshow, something on the fringes of the culture that would never truly impact them. Perhaps it made people a bit more circumspect—or less, depending on the individual nature of the person—and reminded them that their time on Earth as healthy, cognitive humans was finite and precarious. But no one really believed the creatures from the parking garage would one day appear on their front stoop, or that the only thing they could rely on to last another day was their own instincts for survival.  

And yet, there we were, David Willis and his family of five, only three days since the military had lost control of their perimeter, scavenging for food at a roadside dive in rural Arkansas.

As the tank filled, I sat in the driver’s seat and turned on the radio. Static. That wasn’t unusual for that area, but I had driven the stretch of highway between the store and the cabin enough to know that reception could be had. It was Arkansas, after all, not Antarctica. I turned the tuner all the way left and started from the beginning of the FM cycle, scrolling slowly through the frequencies, clicking and pausing on each of the tenths digits, allowing a moment at each stop for the signal to arrive. 87.9. 88.1. 88.3. Just a steady stream of pops and white noise, airwaves of nothingness.

And then I found it, at 94.9, confirmation of the terror that had descended and would be arriving at any moment. No emergency alerts had come through on our cell phones yet, but the local EMS was clear. 

...Shelter in place. Lock doors and windows. Await further instructions. 

And then the message began again from the top. 

The following message is transmitted at the request of the Arkansas State Emergency Management Agency. Due to the evolving situation in Maripo and Warren Counties, as of 5 pm, all residents of the state of Arkansas should remain indoors. Being outdoors—including driving—is extremely hazardous. If you become stranded, emergency vehicles will not be able to reach you. Shelter in place. Lock doors and windows. Await further instructions. Pause. The following message is transmitted at the request...”

It was unclear when the message first began its loop, but I assumed it was at least a day earlier, maybe two, and I took it to mean the worst had already occurred, that the Corrupted had indeed made it as far south as we were then—across the Arkansas state line—and had likely been spotted somewhere in the area. Suddenly, the ‘They’ in Charlotte’s sister’s message was as clear as a bell. 

I heard the thump of the pump, indicating the tank was full, and I grunted in surprise, returning to the moment. I exited the car and quickly pulled the nozzle from the tank, and as I turned to place it back in the metal slot, a reflection on the street, from something distant and moving, caught my eye. 

The stretch of road between Drew’s and our cabin was as straight as a pencil, and any vehicle headed toward me—or away for that matter—could be seen from miles away. But I knew it was no vehicle moving toward me; the image was too small and low to the ground, and it wasn’t covering ground the way a car would.

I had a pair of binoculars back at the cabin but not in the SUV, so I pulled out my phone and tapped the camera app, and then I heaved myself up to the roof of the Explorer and focused the phone horizontally on the horizon, toward the reflection.

I couldn’t make out any details on the screen, only the flash of the sun as it hit the image and retreated, like a beacon calling from a lighthouse. But I could see shapes, at least three of them, and they were headed in my direction. 

Running. Moving the way living things do. 

I coughed in fear as a wave of nausea filled my belly. There was an agitation to the approaching movement. Franticness. Were they men? Travelers on the run from the meltdown of Maripo?

(“No matter who comes, we don’t let them in.)

It was possible, but I knew better.

“Oh, Jesus.”

I slid down the windshield and hopped to the ground, and as I turned to run back inside the store, Charlotte and the kids were on their way out, each with several bags in their hands, including in Ryan’s.

“Come on! Now!”

Charlotte stiffened immediately and began striding toward the SUV, pushing the kids from the back as she did a panoramic surveillance of the area. “What is it?”

I opened the door to the back and shuffled the kids inside, and as I lifted Ryan into his seat, I instinctively turned again to the street. I could see them clearly now, the cold, blank expressions in their eyes, a look I had come to know so well from the famous parking garage footage. For a moment, I was paralyzed by the approaching beasts, my legs feeling cramped and heavy, as if all the fear in my body had suddenly flooded down from my head and torso and collected in them. But I recovered quickly and snapped at Ryan, “Strap yourself in,” and then I closed the door and darted around toward the back of the truck, headed for the driver’s side of the Explorer.

The move was a mistake; I knew it before I slammed the back door closed. I wasn’t going to make it to the driver’s door, not with enough time to reach it, open it, and then close it again without the monster’s hands finding their way inside. I should have gotten in with Ryan and just climbed over him to the driver’s seat. 

I heard Emerson scream first, and then Charlotte, and when I cleared the tailgate of the SUV, I could see the Corrupted already on the grounds. Then, for just a moment, they disappeared, blending in with the white pole that held the signage for Drew’s, advertising regular unleaded for $2.59 a gallon. But as quickly as they were gone, they reappeared, and within seconds they were standing beside the forward pump, the one in front of where the Explorer was parked currently.

They stood swaying on their haunches now, no longer moving forward, instead staring with interest at my family who sat mesmerized behind the protection of the glass windshield. 

“Lock the doors!” I yelled. It was all I could manage; otherwise, I stood frozen near the back bumper, level with the driver’s side quarter panel, watching the grey monsters with dread and suspicion. They were simply hovering on their haunches now, hunched and curious as they watched us, their postures reminding me of the flying monkeys from The Wizard of Oz. 

“David, no!” I heard Charlotte scream, followed by a chorus of “Dads!” and “Daddys!” coming from the back seat.

I reached for the gun at my back, intending to fire a single shot into the air and hopefully draw the monsters toward me; but the .357 was currently tucked beneath the driver’s seat, hidden from view, resting in the place to which I had automatically returned it as I waited for the tank to fill.

“Dammit!” I said to myself, and then, as if I were looking for trouble from some burly guy in a pool hall, I yelled, “Hey, assholes!”

All three of the Corrupted turned their attention to me, in unison, each of them holding a steady stare as they bobbed and jerked their heads spastically, up and down, side to side, as if afflicted with some disorder of the nervous system. But their attention on me didn’t last long, not consistently, and within seconds, their gazes were back on the Explorer and its contents, just for a moment, before returning to me again, back and forth, as if they were watching a tennis match.

And then, suddenly, as if an internal alarm had sounded within them, the trio of Corrupted broke from their holding position and began to move forward, in a straight line toward the front of the truck. 

My first instinct was to fan out to the left and keep a visual on them as they approached. But I resisted the urge, deciding instead to let the move play out, holding out hope that maybe the creatures would be drawn to the store instead, to the neon of the signage or the smell of food and stale coffee. 

They had moved close enough to the SUV now that I could no longer see them from my position, so low to the ground were they, and I could only cringe at the sounds of the screams from inside the Explorer, which were ones of pure terror. My family was blind to the position of the monsters now, which was almost certainly the cause of their panic, and I was beginning to rattle as well as I considered my children’s fear and the pain they would experience if their dad didn’t survive the day.

My brain clicked on and ordered me to move back, away from the pumps. I needed space to see the monsters, room to draw them out, toward me, while still leaving myself time to react to the imminent attack. I could only hope that when they did come for me, they would do so as a group, clumped together as one mass. If they split up, if at least one of them fanned out toward the passenger side and came at me from the opposite angle as the others, I knew I would be in a heap of trouble.  

I began to backpedal, slowly at first and then at more of a jogging pace, screaming at the top of my lungs as I went. Then, when I’d created a wide enough gap between me and the Explorer, I turned my back and ran, fifteen paces perhaps, continuing to scream as I covered the short distance. On a dime, I stopped and turned back toward the pumps.

The Corrupted were nowhere to be seen. 

I quickly estimated I was about forty yards or so from the Explorer now, and I could see Emerson in the back window—just barely—the outline of her face and the shine of her eyes. The tint of the glass hid any detail of expression she might have been showing, but it appeared she was holding up a hand, perhaps pointing, trying to give me a signal. If she were, however, I couldn’t make out the instruction from that distance. 

I began to sweat and cough, nearing the verge of hysteria as the lack of a visual on the trio of beasts began to suffocate me. I didn’t know if they were currently on the hood of the car, pressing against the windshield, or perhaps had dropped down beneath it and were trying to come up through the floorboards 

But if the latter were the case, the shrieks from inside the SUV would have been deafening, so I could only assume the creatures were still too low for anyone in the car to see them. 

I took a step back toward the car, not quite knowing the plan now. But in seconds, it was decided for me. 

They appeared one by one, two of the mutants arriving at the driver’s side of the Explorer, the third on the passenger side, appearing timid as they came, like a frightened animal who, after hours of siege, had suddenly decided to test the waters. At their appearance, I felt a sigh of relief emerge in my chest, despite having arrived in the position I had feared most, two on one side and one on the other. 

They cleared the back bumper of the SUV by six feet or so and then stopped, their black eyes unblinking as they studied their quarry. The Explorer suddenly rumbled to life behind them, Charlotte starting the car, and though the beasts were momentarily startled by the engine, peeking behind them at the disturbance, their attention didn’t linger there long, and they were quickly back to focusing on me. 

Thank god, Charlotte. Get out of here.

The Corrupted on my right, the solo attacker, took two hopping steps forward and to its left, widening the perimeter. Then, a second later, the two creatures to my left made a move which mirrored that of their friend across from them. In seconds, the creatures were on my flanks, distancing and widening their positions, creeping steadily into my blind spots as they came, leaving the path in front of me wide and clear. The lane was inviting; I could sprint through it, use the best of what was left in my middle-aged legs and maybe even make it to the car before they caught up to me. But we weren’t playing a game of tag. For the risk to pay off, I had to get to the car, open the door, get inside, and close the door again. It was an impossibility; by the time I opened the door, their fingers would have been around every one of my limbs, pulling me down to the ground as they began to rip me apart. Had I been alone, perhaps the risk would have been worth it, a long shot with a worthwhile pay off. But with my family inside the truck, all I would have done was expose them to the danger, and that was a risk I would never take.

I turned to see what options lay behind me, but there was only the unending asphalt of Campbell Farm Road stretching into eternity, and the lush cover of white oaks lining the roadway. The forest was a possibility, fleeing into the shroud of branches and greenery, but it was one of a last resort. Even if I could make it through the tree line and onto the forest floor, there was little doubt the threesome would be upon me moments later, devouring me like a swarm of white hornets on a housefly.

I closed my eyes for a moment, trying to imagine some as-of-yet-unforeseen solution, and suddenly music began to play in my mind, the glorious woodwinds of Ravel’s Bolero piercing the quiet air of the Arkansas countryside. For a moment, I considered this was the music of my death, a requiem for the angels that had been sent down to retrieve my immortal soul. But my mind instinctually searched for less ethereal sources of the orchestral piece, and finally it occurred to me: the music was coming from my pocket.

My cell phone.

I pulled the phone from my pocket and stared at it as if it were something foreign and dangerous, but when I saw my wife’s name—along with her beautiful smiling face on the screen—I realized she was calling me from the truck, igniting my Bolero ring tone.

I tapped the screen to answer and held the phone to my ear, watching as the creatures continued to move closer, noting the absurdity of the scene, as if I were closing some business deal while absently watching my daughter’s softball game. I could no longer see the pair on my left and the one to my right simultaneously. They were out of my periphery now; I had to follow one or the other.

I answered the call, “Charlotte, why are you still he—”

“Shut up, David and listen to me.” Charlotte’s voice was as stern as I had ever heard it, as if she had only seconds to diffuse a bomb and couldn’t waste a beat on superfluous conversation. “Here is what you’re going to do. The second you hang up the phone, you’re going to run to the truck like you’re goddamn Usain Bolt. Not to the doors, but to the back. The bumper. When you get to it, you need to jump on and grab the luggage rack tight. Tight! And then we’re going to get the fuck out of here. I can see them in the mirrors. They’re very spread out, which means you must have a wide lane in front of you. I know you don’t run the forty like you did in high school, but you’ve got enough for this. I know you do.”

I was prepared to argue, but what was the point? It was a good plan. “Okay, but you should get the car rolling a little—like we’re in a relay race and I’m handing off the baton to you. And don’t wait for confirmation. Once you feel me hit that bumper—or not—get going.”

There was the slightest of hesitations. “I’m hanging up now. You better be on your way in the next five seconds.”

I stuffed the phone back in my pocket and, almost by instinct, I lifted my foot and grabbed it behind me, stretching the quad on my right leg. I glanced one more time in both directions and then back toward the awaiting bumper of my Ford Explorer.

And then I ran.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




4: The Intruders
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The world went silent, as if for a moment I had gone deaf; all I could hear were the noises coming from within. The beating of my heart. The voices of doubt in my mind. From the fringes of my sight I could see fleshy death chasing me, gaining ground, closing on me in a gradual v-shaped pattern.

Unconsciously, I pondered the mutants, considering in that brief, flashing sprint what thoughts they were generating, if any at all. Were they on par with those of a pride of lions or pack of wolves? Purely instinctual, processing only the satiation of hunger and any surrounding danger that might prevent it? Or was there humanity left in the Corrupted, a sense of being and introspection, even if they were no longer able to identify the qualities as such? They were humans, after all, at least they had been at one time, before the accident or experiment or whatever had occurred back in May in Warren County. 

The accident.

To date, there had been no official explanation for what had brought Warren and its neighboring county of Maripo to its knees, and there had been shockingly few investigative reports on the matter. Where were the crying families who had loved ones trapped inside? Where was the class-action lawsuit against the manufacturers of the disaster, assuming it wasn’t anything natural that had turned the people of those areas into chalky zombies?

I was halfway to the truck—a sprint which, on a good day, should have been shorter than six seconds—when I knew I wouldn’t make it. The two corrupted to my left had already overtaken me and were moving in to block my path to the bumper. The one to my right was still even with me, even lagging a little, and I soon realized it was purposeful, a strategy so that it could move in behind me, closing the snare. 

I stopped running, nearly falling over as I did, which, had that happened, would have certainly been the death knell, a signal for the predators to move in for the kill. But I maintained my footing and was now standing only ten yards or so from the monsters in front of me, the one behind perhaps a few yards more distant.

I felt my throat tighten as my mortality set in, and my only prayer was that Charlotte wouldn’t make any desperate attempts with the gun below the seat. Then, as if my prayers were being instantly answered, I saw the brake lights flash and the car begin to pull away. 

Thank God, I thought, thankful for Charlotte’s sense of preservation, both for herself and our kids. It was her only choice, and though fear gripped me like the jaws of a vise, I was glad she had made it quickly.

“Don’t stop,” I whispered, nodding with encouragement for the car to continue moving forward to the exit of the station. Then, as if my spoken words were some type of opposite incantation, the white of the reverse lights flashed to life, and a second later, I heard the squeal of the tires as the truck began to roll quickly backward. 

It took me a moment to realize what was occurring, but my reaction was speedy enough, and I scurried to my right and collapsed to the ground in a combination head-first dive and shoulder roll, feeling the gravel and pebbles of the unpaved lot etch into my right cheek and forehead. I was on my knees almost immediately, in time to see that the mutants were again coming toward me. It was as I suspected; the moment I hit the ground, they sensed vulnerability. 

But they took only a step before the chrome bumper of the Explorer collided with their ribcages simultaneously, like a professional bowler casually picking up the eight and nine pins for the easy spare. 

The Explorer bounced as it rolled over top of the monsters, and I winced at the gruesome sound of crunching bone beneath the tires, the tearing of skin and muscle as the flesh snagged in the underbelly of the two-ton vehicle. But there came from the beasts no screams; if the pair of Corrupted were still alive as the truck flattened them, there was no indication of it vocally, like the silence of an ant dying under the boot of a hiker. 

The SUV continued backward toward the third mutant, but that one had already started toward me as well and was now out of the path of the truck. 

From my knees I yelled, “Go! Do the plan!” and then I looked to the misshapen ape moving toward me, ambling and distressed, perhaps subdued from the loss of its partners. 

The Explorer began to roll forward again, and I got to my feet. The Corrupted was now only steps away, but my adrenaline was flowing like gasoline, and I re-ignited my sprint toward the truck, praying the energy in my legs remained. 

I felt the burn, the desire for my thighs and calves to give out; but I willed them to action for a few strides more, and when I reached the back of the Explorer, I leapt like a ballerina to the chrome ledge, feeling the friction of the rubber sole of my shoe as it gripped the bumper. I quickly grabbed the luggage rack with my right hand and pulled myself onto the SUV, and from there, Charlotte merged onto Campbell Farm Road with me riding the bumper like a Dust Bowl migrant worker headed west for a brighter future.

I watched the remaining creature as it slowly faded away, feeling almost sympathy for it now despite its continued desperate bounding leaps toward me. In minutes, we were back at the cabin with the doors locked, and before we began our discussion of what to do next, the five of us collapsed into a huddle on the living room couch and cried. 

***
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CHARLOTTE AND I TRADED shifts for the rest of the day and into the night, six hours on and six hours off. We even included Emerson in two two-hour stints, just to allow us a bit more sleep, of which neither of us got much. Employing Emerson was more than just a patronizing role, however; if the world was on the verge of deterioration, or if it had already reached that point (a fact that I was beginning to accept more and more with each hour that passed), our daughter was going to have to grow up fast. She was a teenager, smart and reliable as far as girls her age went, and though I granted the point to Charlotte that she should have been staying up late and talking to her friends on the phone about the boys in her class or whatever, that was no longer to be her lot in the world, just as mine wasn’t to live in sunny retirement in the Keys twenty years down the road.

The tension was high throughout the night, but morning eventually arrived, and there had been no signs of the Corrupted. Ryan came out twice during the night, both times on my shift, startling me on each occasion. He was having trouble sleeping, of course, but eventually sleep found him, probably a little after midnight. Nelson, on the other hand, had no problems, as few five-year-old boys do, though I doubted his dreams were pleasant ones.

“David, come here.” Charlotte’s command from the kitchen, whispery, urgent.

I looked at my watch—just after seven. I had been on the porch for several hours, well after the end of my shift, staring out at the lake. I knew sleep was best, but the rising sun told me to just stay up and face the day as it arrived. “What is it?” I called in through the screen door, the first words I’d spoken in hours.

“Just...come here.” The tone of defeat was now present in Charlotte’s voice. Dread. 

My heart sank and I jolted from the chair, quickly arriving in the kitchen where Charlotte stood in front of the open refrigerator, her eyes directed toward the floor. “What’s wrong?” I asked.

“Look.”

I walked beside her, to get the same vantage point, and I saw it immediately. The inside of the refrigerator was a wall of darkness. 

At some point during the night, while the house was asleep and the lights dimmed, we had lost power.

I quickly rushed to the light switch and flicked it. Nothing.

“I already tried, David. It’s out. There’s no power. This is it.” She looked up at me, pleading with her expression. “Right?”

I looked around the room, unconsciously searching for Emerson or Ryan, not wanting them to see the buildup of anxiety which might cause them to spiral into the feeling of panic that I was experiencing. “Okay, listen, Charlotte. It’s going to be okay.”

“Okay?” Charlotte’s voice teetered, and a single tear appeared at the junction where her cheek met her eye.

I strode to her and put my arms around her, pulling her in close to me. “It is okay, Charlotte. Really. Considering. We expected this, right?”

Charlotte pulled away from me, aggressively, her stare burning into the lenses of my eyes. “Expected this? No, David, I didn’t expect this. Jesus Christ, I...” She turned to the main area of the house, just as I had seconds earlier, searching for signs of children, and, finding the room empty, she turned back, her voice lower this time. “I killed two people today, David. Ran them over like I was in some post-apocalyptic movie from the 70s. And I was glad to do it. Thrilled. I felt a rage in my belly that I have never felt. That I didn’t even know was possible to feel.”

“They aren’t people, Charlotte. You know that.”

“I do? I know that? How? I mean, they were people at one time, right? We’ve all seen that video a thousand times, and yet no one ever admits it. ‘No proof,’ they always say. Sure. We know. Those were once people, and I mowed them down like—”

“What difference does it make?” I shrugged, raising my eyebrows, encouraging her to give me an honest answer.

Charlotte shook her head, as if she wanted to argue further but didn’t have the energy. “I don’t know. I...I don’t feel bad about what I did. I would have done that if they were people and would probably feel the same as I do now. I just...I can’t believe how fast it got to this point. The point where I don’t even care. I mean, I was driving Emerson to softball practice less than a week ago and worrying about how I was going to tell Brianna that I wouldn’t be available to work the fundraiser. And now we’re here.”

I nodded, taking in the full value of Charlotte’s observation. I had already gone through my own version of the transformation in my mind, but Charlotte’s verbalization had brought the concept to a starker reality. “It is where we are,” I said. “And in case you’re having any doubts, or guilt, we were right to leave when we did. Just us. And I think you know it as well as I do. I think you and I both knew we’d be coming here eventually the day we saw that drone footage all those months ago.”

Charlotte glanced at me and dropped her eyes again.

“And when I said, ‘We expected this,’ I meant about losing power. I wasn’t hoping for it—obviously—but I think we both knew it was inevitable. Let’s just keep the fridge closed until it’s time to prepare a meal, and we’ll eat as much of the food in there as we can over the next few days. You guys got a lot of stuff at Drew’s today—and we brought plenty from home—so we’ll be okay for a couple of weeks, if necessary.”

Charlotte nodded pragmatically. “And then what?”

I was trying to stay hopeful, but there was no use trying to spin everything toward the positive, at least not with Charlotte. Any understatements I would save for the kids, and maybe then only for Nelson. “We’ll check the store again. Not tomorrow, but maybe the next day, and we’ll get everything that’s left, including fuel. And then we’ll add it all up and see how long things will last. But, yes, eventually we’ll run out of food and have to leave—we can’t just stay here and starve—so we’ll have to plan for that day over the next couple of weeks.” I saw a glimmer of hope in Charlotte’s eyes, and I allowed it to shine there for a moment, loving the warmth of it. And then I asked, “How much is left in Nelson’s inhaler?”

Charlotte turned away, again angry at the question.

“I’m sorry, Char, I know he hasn’t had an attack in a while, but it’s a thing we need to deal with.”

This seemed to sober Charlotte, if only for the moment. “A month’s worth, maybe. Depends on how often he needs it. Last week was good, and so far this week. But who knows now?”

Ryan had been diagnosed with mild persistent asthma only four months earlier, and I was still wrapping my head around what that meant in terms of his activity level and how to treat him. His doctor held off on prescribing any daily medication—thank goodness—but Ryan did have a rescue inhaler in the event of any flare ups. So far, they had been mostly rare and sporadic. “Okay, that’s good. But that will be another motivating factor, you know?”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning that food is one thing, but it’s not the only thing to worry about. We’re going to have to make some decisions over the next couple weeks about fuel. Medicine. And not just albuterol. We have aspirin here, I think, but not much else.”

“I brought just about everything we had from home. There’s plenty of Pepto and Neosporin and more Band-Aids than you could use in a year.”

I nodded. “Okay, that’s good. But, honestly, I was thinking of more than just over-the-counter stuff. Antibiotics, for example.”

“Really? Antibiotics? Do you have a stack of prescriptions that I don’t know about?”

I scoffed lightly. “If there’s a pharmacy anywhere that is still up and running, then none of this discussion will matter. But we both know that’s not the case. You heard the message on the radio, Char.”

Charlotte held her gaze on me and shook her head, an ironic grin creasing across her face. Despite her realization of how quickly we had arrived at this point, she was still trying to process it all. 

“And there’s another thing: at some point, we’re going to need to keep warm. Winter is still a couple months away, I know that, but we’ve never been here this time of the year, and it might get cold sooner than you think. And I’m guessing we didn’t bring our winter gear?”

Charlotte closed her eyes and rubbed her forehead, a weary move to trigger her memory. “A bunch of sweaters, maybe. I don’t...I guess not.”

I paused, building up the courage to say what came next. “Okay, so listen, and please don’t argue until you hear what I’ve got to say.”

Charlotte’s eyes filled with pain as she prepared herself for the proposal.

“I’m gonna make a run into Sprague.”

“What?” 

“There’s a drugstore there. And a Wal mart. It’s still only been a couple days. We need to think about stocking up as much as we can, and the longer we wait, the less chance we have of doing that. If supplies aren’t gone already, they will be soon.”

Charlotte squinted in disbelief, angry. “You’re seriously planning on leaving us?”

“I’m not leaving you. I’m going to Sprague for supplies.”

Charlotte shrugged, as if the answer to the debate was obvious. “Well, then we’re going with you. There, that’s settled.”

“Charlotte, no. Even if—"

A cry erupted from one of the bedrooms. Ryan and Nelson’s.

In a moment, we were at the threshold of the room staring at Nelson, who was sitting up and facing the foot of his bed as he wheezed in panic, trying to get the air of the bedroom into his lungs. He looked to his mother and me, but Charlotte was already on the move, and within seconds, she was beside her son, placing the inhaler in his mouth. 

“Okay, okay. Just breathe. You’re okay. Shh shh shh.” Charlotte looked at me, her eyes soft now, a tacit acknowledgment that perhaps a supply run wasn’t the worst idea. 

Within moments, Nelson was breathing normally, and he hugged his mother. I walked to the bed now and sat beside my son. “Nelson? What happened, my man? What got you so excited?”

Nelson lingered on his mother’s shoulder a few seconds more before he finally broke away and sat propped against the headboard. He stared at me.

“What is it, Nelson? Did you have a bad dream?”

Nelson took several deep breaths and then swallowed. He shook his head.

“No? What happened?” I turned to Ryan now, who was also sitting up, still in the haze of sleep. “Did something happen, Ryan?”

He shrugged.

I looked to Nelson again, preparing to position him back into his bed to continue sleeping, but he had turned toward the window and was focused on something outside. “They were there.”

Charlotte immediately stood and backed away from the bed, staring at the window as if it were poisonous. She moved in again and pulled Nelson from the mattress and then backed across the room to Ryan’s bed, sitting him there. I immediately rushed to the window and placed my forehead against the glass, cupping my hands around my eyes to kill the glare of morning. I anticipated seeing a group of them out there, resting on their haunches, perhaps a gang loitering in the small garden in front of the house, others atop the SUV, lurking and waiting the way they had back at the gas pumps. 

But there was nothing, only the light movement of shadows cast from the sway of the trees above. I sighed and then lifted my eyes, gazing beyond the yard to the serpentine driveway that ran from the house to Campbell Farm Road, in the area where the overgrown gravel began its bend at the large maple. 

And there they were, not the Corrupted, who, as far as we knew, were still in the beginning stages of taking over the world, but a pair of men, barely detectable behind the trunk of the tree at the road’s elbow, uncorrupted by the new definition of the word, but with postures suggesting they embodied the old meaning. 
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5: The White Ones
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I watched as the men approached the house, slowly, insouciantly, as if they were returning from a fishing hole on a Sunday afternoon, in no hurry to return to the daily routine of home.

“What is it, David?”

“I don’t know. Can you get my binoculars for me?” I tried to keep my tone level, but there was no hiding the strain from Charlotte.

“David?”

I kept my eyes on the men. “Please, Charlotte.”

Charlotte retrieved my binoculars from the top of the gun locker and brought them to me, and within seconds of focusing on the two faces, I recognized one immediately. Lee, co-owner of Drew’s convenience store.

The second man I didn’t recognize, but he looked as if he could have been Lee’s brother. “It’s Lee,” I said. “And another man.”

“Lee?” Charlotte replied. “As in ‘Lee’ from the store.”

I nodded, my eyes still ratcheted into the eyepiece of the binoculars.

“What...what do you mean? Why?” Charlotte stood, leaving Ryan and Nelson on the bed together, and then she joined me at the window, watching as the men strolled toward us. “Who is the other one?”

“I don’t know.”

“Is that a gun behind him?”

Lee had what appeared to be a hunting rifle slung across his back. “Looks like it.”

As we assessed the scene further, in silence, the opening and slamming of the front door suddenly jolted us.

Emerson. 

I rushed to the front of the cabin and opened the door, and it was indeed Emerson, now standing on the porch at the top of the stairs, frozen as she watched the two men approach. I stood beside her, matching her posture.

“I...I was just coming to get something from the car,” she said, not turning; it was almost an apology.

“It’s fine, Em.” I rubbed the top of her arm. “Go back inside.”

Emerson nodded once and then backed her way past me, finally turning and heading back into the house. 

I stood tall at the edge of the porch and watched the men continue forward, and when they reached a point where they were about fifty yards away, within earshot, I called, “Can I help you gentlemen?” 

At the sound of my voice, they stopped, Lee a few paces ahead of his friend or brother. “Howdy, Mr. Willis,” Lee answered. “It’s Lee, from Drew’s.”

“What can I do for you, Lee?”

“Yeah, well, we had a little trouble down at the store recently. Wondering if you can help me out.”

Lee’s words sounded tainted with sarcasm and aggression; his understatement of ‘a little trouble’ at his store an indication of deceit. “Yeah, I noticed that yesterday.”

There was a long silence. “So, you were there?”

“I was,” I called with no trace of defensiveness. “It looked like a twister touched down inside. I paid for my gas and left money for the food we took. Thought the place was abandoned, Lee. There wasn’t anyone there.”

“Uh huh. Well, as I said, we had some trouble.” Another pregnant silence. “The thing is, Mr. Willis, I’m gonna need back that food you took.”

I knew the demand was coming, and I had already decided that if the food was all they wanted, I would compromise and give it to them, at least some of it. I had left forty dollars on the counter, that was true, but the amount we took was almost certainly worth more than that. Thus, to be fair, he was at least entitled to the surplus. “No problem. Wait right there if you don’t mind and I’ll bring it out to you.”

“Mind if we come inside?”

Charlotte and I already had the discussion back at the overlook—or at least Charlotte had decided for us. We minded very much. No one was coming inside. “’Fraid now’s not a good time, Lee.” I changed the subject. “That said, don’t think it’s a good idea for you boys to be out on the road. Where’s your truck?”

“Dad took it three days ago. Into Sprague. Haven’t seen him since.”

I looked down and to the side with reverence. “I’m sorry about that.” I looked up. “You do know what’s happening, right? I mean, you must. It was all breaking the other day when we were in your store.”

I could see Lee nod. “Yeah, I know.”

I nodded back, feeling like, at least for the moment, I had held them to a stalemate, maybe even have talked the men down from whatever criminal decision they had made on their way to the cabin. “Well, anyway, I can’t invite you in, but I will be back with your food.”

I paused a moment longer, staring at the men, my chin high and my chest extended, ensuring they held their ground. Finally, when neither man moved, I stepped back inside and immediately opened the gun locker and removed the shotgun.

“What’s going on?” Charlotte asked breathlessly. “David, what do they want?”

“The food we took yesterday. I need you to get together as much as you can and bring it to the door.” I loaded the shotgun with two shells from one of several boxes on the upper shelf of the locker. “We’re gonna give back as much as we can afford to. Not the stuff in the fridge though; they’ll have no use for it anyway.”

“Is that gonna be enough? Oh, god, David, they’re not trying to come inside are they? They can’t come in.” Charlotte held her eyes on me, daring me to go against our agreement.

I shook my head. “They’re not coming in. But let’s just do this as fast as we can. The quicker we get this over with the better.”

“Did you see them?” The voice came from waist level. It was Nelson. 

“It’s Mr. Lee, Nelson. From the store. It’s okay, I’m talking to him right now.”

Nelson shook his head. “No, did you see them? The white ones?”

The White Ones.

I stopped breathing for a beat and then set the shotgun on the kitchen table. I stooped to Nelson’s eye level and swallowed. “You saw them? Outside your room? Is that what scared you?”

Nelson nodded, blinking back tears, as if he were about to be punished.

“Mr. Willis!” Lee’s voice, closer than before. 

I stood and picked up the shotgun and rushed into the master bedroom where I stood beside the window and fingered aside the edge of the curtain like a holed-up bank robber. Lee and his friend were again walking toward the cabin, having cut the distance by half. “Hurry with that food, Charlotte!” I yelled toward the kitchen. “Just give me what you have!”

I ran back through cabin and took the handoff of groceries from Charlotte, and then I was back on the porch, this time holding the shotgun in my right hand, two plastic bags of food in the other. Chips, cereal, four cans of soup among a variety of other things. “I’ve got your food, Lee. I’ll bring out it to you. Right where you stand.”

“What else you got there?”

I held the gun high, showing him that it wasn’t my intention to conceal it, and then I laid it on the porch at my feet. Instinctively, I scanned the area for the Corrupted—the White Ones—imbibed now with the eerie sense that the creatures were all around me despite any physical evidence of their presence. 

But Nelson had seen one of them—at least one—there was no doubt in my mind as to the truth of that.

I walked down the short flight of steps from the porch and onto the gravel driveway, and then I continued with trepidation out to the private road where my unwelcome guests stood.

“Gotta be more than that,” Lee said. “By the looks of my store, I’d say a whole lot more.”

I shrugged. “Obviously, others came after we left. And before. We didn’t clean you out. And what we took we paid for. So, you’re making out with my forty bucks and what’s in these bags. You’re in the black as far as our part.”

I was unarmed, and, given the scenario, there was nothing but faith to keep Lee and the other man from robbing me, killing me, and storming my home to commit whatever other unspeakable deeds rested in their hearts. But disarming myself was a chance I thought worth taking, the only hope I had of negotiating this encounter to an end without violence. What was the alternative, really? Engaging in gun play with the shop owner from down the street? Maybe I would be proven wrong and that was the only way this would end, but that didn’t seem like the viable play to start. Besides, I knew Charlotte was watching, and if I knew her the way I thought I did, she was currently in the kitchen loading the Mossberg Patriot. And if things did go south—if she heard a struggle or, god forbid, gunshots—the one thing I was certain of, especially after her heroics by the gas pumps, was that she wouldn’t hesitate for a second to defend her family, putting her own life at risk, if necessary.

Lee sucked his teeth and twitched his head left. “Yeah, still though, yours wasn’t a proper transaction, was it? No consent on the part of the retailer, you know?” He grinned, his eyes flashing malice. “You kind of just stole it.”

I squinted and tightened my lips; I was done with the charade. “What do you want, Lee?”

He shrugged. “I think the only fair thing would be to throw in something else.” He seemed to sense the tension in me and chuckled heartily. “Relax, Mr. Willis. I wasn’t gonna ask for your wife or daughter or anything like that. Sheesh! That’s a bridge too far.” 

If I had had the shotgun at that moment, I would have raised it and aimed it at Lee’s head.

Lee nodded toward the Explorer. “So, I was thinking that vehicle there would be fair trading.”

I glanced quickly at the SUV parked behind me and then turned back to Lee, locking eyes. “I can’t do that.”

“No? Well what’s to stop me from just taking it?”

“It’s not a picnic basket, Lee. You’re gonna need the keys. Which are in the cabin. And if I know my wife, she’s got you in the crosshairs of my Mossberg right about now.”

Lee’s expression remained fixed, but he flinched just slightly, a shudder of the shoulders, and I could see the strain in his neck as he resisted looking toward the house to locate the exact placement of the weapon. In truth, I doubted Charlotte had gotten as far as lining up her kill, but I knew the gun was in her hands and that she was ready to dive into the fray.

“Your wife got that kind of will, Mr. Willis? To kill a man standing in her driveway?”

“A man with a rifle on his back and threatening her family? You’re damn right she does.” 

A rustling erupted from somewhere in the forest on the back side of the cabin, the quick sound of leaves and branches being disturbed; the noise was followed by the scampering sound of feet pattering onto the grass of the overgrown land. On any day in a previous week of my life, I would have assumed a deer and her fawns had emerged, perhaps even a full herd, traipsing through the tree line until they reached the idyllic clearing in which the cabin sat. But this was a different day, as would all the days be thereafter; the encounter with the White Ones at the service station had changed my way of thinking forever. 

Lee seemed not to notice the sound, nor my reaction to it, which was slight, the lift and tilt of my chin, a leaning of my ear toward the noise. Instead, he took a step toward me, his hands still clutched in front of him by his waist, his shoulders tucked and tight, making no play for the gun strapped across his shoulders. He closed the distance between us to less than eight feet and stopped. “The offer is this,” he said. “You get me the keys, and we’ll be on the way. No trouble for you or your family.”

“Sorry, Lee, can’t bend on that. That would leave us with no transportation. This far out in the country—and with cold weather coming soon and you taking most of the food—I’d say that’s plenty of trouble.”

Lee said nothing as he continued to stare unblinking into my eyes, the unspoken promise of harm glistening in his irises. He clenched his hands tighter, and I could see the internal struggle playing out in the tension of his fingers. But I had confidence in Charlotte; if Lee made a move to unstrap his weapon—or if he instructed his partner to make the move instead, revealing some hidden sidearm, perhaps—I prayed the rifle was now loaded and stable on the window sill, ready to fire. She was no sniper, but she didn’t need to be. The sound of the report and the lead missiles whistling through the still air would be enough to send the intruders scampering, if, that was, the bullets didn’t end up in their torsos or bellies or centers of their foreheads.

The conflict was bubbling now, threatening to spill over into action, but all there was to say had been said. So, without a word, I turned my back on Lee and began walking toward the cabin. It was the oldest rule of negotiating: you had to be prepared to walk away from the bargaining table. 

As I strode toward the house, I could feel the muscles in my back begin to twitch, anticipating the click of the round from Lee’s rifle and the order to ‘Hold it right there.’ Perhaps he would even fire a warning shot over my shoulder. Or into it. 

But at four or five paces into my retreat, there remained only silence behind me, and when I reached the halfway point between Lee and the first step leading up to the porch, I felt real hope in my survival, that the situation had diffused enough to end without violence.

“Come on,” I heard Lee grumble. And then, toward me, the shout of “Asshole!” 

I closed my eyes and let out a slow breath. It had been a bluff, and my decision to call it was the right one. They were leaving. The owner of Drew’s wasn’t prepared to kill me for a car and a few bags of groceries. At least not at that moment. Desperation had a way of reconfiguring a man’s will though, and there was no guarantee that Lee wouldn’t return one day—perhaps one day soon—this time hungry and ready to kill for much less than a Ford Explorer. But if that time ever arrived, I would be prepared, and if I got even the hint of a threat from him or his friend again, there would be no words passed before the bullets started sailing.

But there would be no next time. I knew it the moment my foot touched the first of the stone steps leading up to the cabin porch.

I saw the thing move out of the corner of my eye, just as I had seen the trio of White Ones back at the store, in my periphery. Except this time only one was visible, and unlike the distant band that had been bounding down the interstate a day earlier, this one was only thirty yards or so to my left, an immediate threat. It disappeared for a split second, blending in with a group of white Adirondack chairs that formed a circle near the garden shed. But it was visible again almost immediately, its body pale and faded, like that of a day-old corpse, diseased and ruined, so stark against the bucolic green backdrop of the grassy yard. 

I resisted the urge to stop, or to turn my head in full, in part because I didn’t want to draw the distorted beast toward me, but also because I feared any sudden movement or change of pace might alter the stable dynamic between Lee and me. Any hesitation or flinch could trigger him, encourage him to re-think the wise choice he’d already made, deciding instead that a violent play for my vehicle was a worthwhile risk after all.

The White One knuckled a few paces forward until it was at the furthest edges of my vision, making me all but blind to it. But I could see that its focus was elsewhere, away from me and the cabin (and even if it had been on me, I was close enough to the door that I could easily have made it inside if it attacked); rather, it was fanning out, toward the road.

I continued at my steady pace up to the porch and then stood at the front door, and with my hand on the knob (which I turned and tested, ensuring it was unlocked), I finally rotated back toward the driveway to witness the scene as it began to play out. 

The White One was moving at a trot toward Lee and his friend, a slow, unhurried amble, stalking the men, instinctively knowing that any rapid dash would alert its prey. The men were now several yards down the road, almost at the bend where the mammoth maple tree stood, their backs to the approaching menace, unaware.

I hesitated for a beat, my inner demon dominating my decision-making in that moment, knowing that the future threat of hungry men could be abolished in an instant. But soon my humanity kicked in, prompting me to call, “Lee!”

Lee didn’t turn; instead, he held up the middle finger of his free hand—the one not holding the bag of groceries—and continued walking.

“Lee, watch out!”

He finally stopped and slumped his shoulders, bowing his head in exasperation, as if I had distracted him from some important pursuit upon which he was concentrating. The friend kept walking, both men still unaware of the attacking mutant which was now seconds from pouncing. 

My alert was too late; the White One was far too close now to give Lee time to turn, recognize the danger, unstrap his rifle, and make a shot. 

“Run!” I yelled. “Run!”

Lee finally turned, immediately spotting the predator which was now only yards away as it launched its attack, rabid and loathing in its veracity. Lee made an impotent grunting sound as he fumbled his hands to his back, searching for his rifle, and I squeezed my eyes shut and bowed my head, unable to watch the kill that was now imminent, rueful that I hadn’t given the men a better chance at survival. 

And then a thought occurred to me, and I opened my eyes and focused my sights on the shotgun at my feet. 

I stooped down and grabbed the gun, and, knowing I had no shot from that distance on the porch, I dashed down the steps, away from the cabin, and then aimed the gun in the air, preparing to fire off a warning shot.

“David, stop!”

Unconsciously, I obeyed the command, which had banged through the air in a frantic, hushed tone, and I turned back to the door, where Charlotte stood at the threshold, the rifle in her hands, low by her waist. 

“Look,” she whispered, nodding to her left. 

I followed her nod with my eyes, and there, less than fifteen feet to my right, I could see six or seven more of the monsters flowing past a ten-foot crape myrtle that anchored the cabin on the north. They were in full gallop mode, on all fours like attacking chimpanzees, their eyes wide and dead, yet all the while focused.

I turned back to the creature attacking from the South, at just the moment it collapsed down onto Lee, smothering him before his screams could fully emerge from his throat. The shrieks from the second man, however, could be heard for several moments as he sprinted down the driveway in a desperate attempt to find sanctuary, though they faded gradually as he turned the bend and disappeared. Within seconds, however, they echoed loudly once more, and this time the terror of the calls were laced with pain. And though I couldn’t see the group of monsters when they finally reached him, I could hear the gurgling horror in his throat, followed by a wet squishing noise that could only have been his intestines being ripped from his ribcage.   
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6: The Siege
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By early evening, they were everywhere. The cabin was under siege. 

A half-dozen of the monsters had positioned themselves less than twenty feet from the front of the cabin, and though it was difficult to distinguish one White One from the other, so lacking were they in color and form, I could only assume the six out front were the group that had claimed Lee’s friend on the road. On the backside of the house, four others had gathered, and with the sides of the cabin having only one window each, and thus a more restricted view, I made the educated guess that the Corrupted had gathered there as well. 

I assumed it was the smell that had kept them there, but in truth, I had no idea. Perhaps it was intelligence, recognition, a residue of sentience from their previous existence that enabled them to identify the structure rising before them, understanding the cabin was a place where people lived and thus contained a food source. 

Food. The White Ones were living beings, which meant they had to eat to stay alive; but it was still unclear to me whether food—at least as far as humans were the source of it—was their main motivation. Even during the attack at Drew’s, and the aggression they had shown during that encounter, I never got the impression that hunger was the force driving them to kill. It felt like something closer to anger. Even hate.

“What are we going to do?” Emerson asked.

“They’ll leave,” I said. “Eventually they’ll leave.”

“How do you know that?” 

I paused, taking on a calmer demeanor than I’d shown only moments earlier, which itself was rather unagitated. “Because they’re here. They traveled from the cordon, which is hundreds of miles away and would take several days of walking. They’re nomadic. They must be. We just have to wait them out. We still have plenty of food, and they can’t stay forever.”

“Does that mean we can’t go to the lake anymore?” Nelson asked.

I looked at Charlotte and sighed. There was heartbreak in her expression, stricken by the innocence of her five-year-old’s question. “No, Nelson,” I answered. “Not for a few days.”

“It’s going to be too cold to swim pretty soon. That’s what mom said.”

I looked at Charlotte again and frowned, giving her the slightest of nods, this time a quiet fact passing between us, recognizing that fall—and ultimately winter—would change everything about our scenario. We were still several weeks away from cold weather—at least I prayed that were true—but even if we made it out of our current dilemma, we needed to prepare for the long haul. The cabin was sufficient—a miracle really, remote and fortified, just as I had always envisioned it would be when the end of days arrived—but without supplies, food and fuel (the former of which we had sacrificed much of during the exchange with Lee), it was no better than a tent in the woods. In either case, death would find us. There was a fireplace and wood to burn, essentials we would need for both heat and cooking; but food itself would always be an issue, and once we burned through what was in the pantry and refrigerator (the latter of which wouldn’t last long without electricity), desperation would reign. 

Our hope was in Sprague. There was a proper grocery store there, as well as a Wal mart, and though it was unlikely I would have the pick of the litter in terms of food, I just needed to find sustenance, enough to get us through another month or two. After that, I didn’t know what the plan would be, but by then, either the government would have gotten the threat under control, or we would be doomed anyway. 

The truth was, we could wait the White Ones out for a day or two longer, but after that, I would have to get going.

“Can I talk to you?” I nodded to Charlotte to join me out of earshot, and we walked together to our bedroom. I closed the door and said, “We only have enough food now for a couple of weeks; after that, we’re going to be in real trouble. I need to get to Sprague by tomorrow. And even then it might be too late. I’m sure we’re not the only ones trying to find supplies. But if I don’t get there in the next twenty-four hours, it’ll be pointless.”

“Still going with this Sprague plan, huh? Have you seen outside? How do you plan on getting out of here?”

“I don’t know. I’m hoping they’ll leave like I said, but if not, I need to figure something out. We need to find out how many there are. Exactly how many.”

“And what are you going to do with that information?”

“It’s going to give us a number. Let us know how many rounds we’re going to need if they don’t leave.”

Charlotte’s eyes blossomed. “Now you want to go to war with them?”

“Want to? No, Charlotte, I don’t want to ever even see one of those things again as long as I live. But if they’re not gone by tomorrow, we’re going to have to get rid of them ourselves.”

“You said yourself we have enough supplies to last us...what...a month, right? That’s what you said.”

“That was before we lost a quarter of our food in the exchange with Lee. And I also said that we need to stock up in case we’re here longer. Look, we can’t wait until nighttime. Once it gets dark, they’ll be invisible, and we won’t get a good count. So, let’s find out how many we’re talking about total. That means we need to know how many are on the north side. The ones in the back and on the south are far enough away that we can outrun them, so the ones in the front and to the north are going to be the issue. If there are only a couple, hopefully we can fire off enough rounds to get clear and we won’t even need to shoot at them. Maybe they’ll be scared by the reports.”

Charlotte hesitated. “We?”

“Hmm?”

“You said we can fire off enough rounds. You’re planning on taking us now?”

“You were right. At least you are now, under this new set of circumstances. I think I’m right that if we all keep quiet, they’ll eventually leave, but if they don’t, I can’t go to Sprague knowing they’re still lurking outside the cabin. Eventually they might approach, test the doors and windows. This place is secure, but it isn’t Fort Knox. Besides, if Lee showed up looking for assets, that means more stragglers might too. I doubt it—I don’t think anybody around here even knows about this place—but it’s not impossible.”

“Why wait until morning then?”

“What do you mean?”

“We still have a lot of daylight today. If the plan is to make a run for it, why suffer through the night? The kids won’t be able to sleep, and neither will we.”

“Because we’re waiting for them to move on. Like I’ve said several times now. Let’s give it a day and see.”

Charlotte shook her head, dismissing the possibility. “They know we’re here, and as long as they sit and stare at the house, they’re probably going to draw more. What if we count them today and by tomorrow there are twice the number?” She paused, waiting for my rebuttal, but I stayed quiet. “You know I’m right.”

“I don’t know—”

“If we can get to the car—if you really think we can make it—then we should go for it now. Just think of what it will look like out there in the morning. Do you really want to hear the screams of your children when they wake up and see an army of those things? Or the throngs that are now in the driveway on the porch? We need to stay proactive. We could get to Sprague before sundown if we’re out of here in the next half hour.”

My reflex was to argue further, to stick with my plan, one to which I had given far more thought than Charlotte had to hers. But as I considered both side by side, I could see she was right. There was no guarantee the White Ones would move on, and if they didn’t, ultimately they would start to move on the cottage. And, if the worst-case scenario came true and ten times as many appeared by morning, then we really would be trapped. “Okay,” I said nodding, “you’re right.”

Charlotte nodded back once. “Good. What do you need me to do?”

The Charlotte I knew and needed—the one I’d met at basic training a quarter century earlier—was now with me in full, ready to fight, prepared to do whatever it took to survive. She had begun to appear the moment Lee and his accomplice arrived in our driveway, arming herself in defense of her family. And now with her question, “What do you need me to do?” having been asked, the transformation of attitude and will seemed complete. 

“Get whatever the kids need for the ride—and for a couple days more, in case we get off course.” ‘Off course’ was, of course, a euphemism for catastrophe, but any more detail from me would have been gratuitous, unnecessary. “And fill up Newton’s bowl, I guess. Water too.”

“Shouldn’t we take him? What if...you know?”

“Well, if ‘you know’ happens, that’ll be the end for Newton too. I think we should leave him. Stocked, of course, just in case something holds us up for a day or two, but we don’t need more responsibility than we already have. I’m going to load up the bag.”

I grabbed the soft rifle case from the closet and loaded it with additional weapons from the gun locker, including the second rifle and the two remaining handguns, as well as a hunting knife and a tomahawk. For good measure, I threw in the wooden fungo bat that I kept beneath the bed. I then stepped onto the porch like an Old West sheriff preparing to face off with the newly arrived bandit, and from there I stared out at the six White Ones who occupied the front of the cabin. I watched them curiously as their heads bobbed and their bodies swayed ever so slightly, seeming unconcerned with concluding their stakeout. I stood unmoving for several seconds, my fingertips still pressed against the door, holding them there until the very last moment as I slid slowly sideways. Finally, I took a half step to my right, testing the reaction. There was nothing noticeable, so I took a full stride, then another, until I was clear of the house and could measure the number of White Ones on the side of the house where the car was parked. I said a silent prayer as I turned my head around the corner, knowing if there were more than two or three—and even then it was a giant gamble—our escape plan would no longer be viable, and we would have to go with plan A, which meant waiting until morning and praying they left on their own. 

I craned my neck around the corner of the house and had to stifle a gasp, one of relief. Other than the Explorer, the side of the cabin was empty. The time to leave had arrived. 

As slowly as I exited the house, I re-entered, and as I walked quickly into the main living area to corral my family, I saw them already sitting in a row on the living room couch, lined up like worried students outside the principal’s office. The children’s eyes each locked on me with vacant stares of disbelief, waiting for whatever impossible plan I was about to unfurl.

“I, uh, said that you would give them the blueprints,” Charlotte said sheepishly. 

I smiled at Charlotte and nodded. “Thanks for that.” I focused on the kids now, securing each one’s stares individually for a moment before moving to the next one in line, beginning with Emerson to my left and making my way down to Ryan at the opposite end. “First, I just want to tell you that it’s okay to be scared. It truly is. I’m a little scared. But being scared can be a good thing. It makes us pay attention, right? All that’s happened in these past few days is not something I or your mom ever would have expected to happen. Not in a million years. But...it’s happened, and now we have to deal with it. So, here’s what we’re going to do.” I turned and faced the door for a moment, weighing the plan once more, and then I turned back to the kids. “We’re going to leave, okay. Just for a few hours to go to the store.”

I waited for an interjection, but none immediately came.

“Mom will go first, and then, just in the order you’re sitting now, we’ll follow her. I’ll be in the back.”

I could see the doubt in Emerson’s eyes slowly come to life. “I thought you said they were going to leave? That we just had to wait them out? Why aren’t we doing that plan? And what about Newton?”

I was hoping none of the kids would have remembered the cat, but that was wishful thinking on my part. “You’re right,” I answered, “I did say that. And it’s true, they might leave. But your mom made a good point, and I think we should listen to it. We don’t want to get stranded in here if more come. We have a window now to get out, so we’re going to take it. We’re going to Sprague to look for some more supplies, and then when we come back, hopefully they’ll be gone.”

Emerson said nothing in response to that part of the answer, and I knew she was waiting for the bit about Newton. “We don’t take Newton when we go shopping at home, so we’re not going to take him now. He’ll be fine, and we’ll come back for him. I promise.”

Emerson looked down and shook her head, scoffing, but she didn’t argue further.

“Okay, so once we get outside, we’re just going to walk. Walk, okay? Not run. We don’t want to stir them up.”

“We weren’t running back at the gas station and they came after us,” Ryan reminded me.

I shrugged. “I don’t know, Ry. Maybe it was because we were isolated at Drew’s, away from home. But I was just out there now, and they didn’t make a move toward me.” I looked to Nelson. “Keep your eyes on the person in front of you, but if you happen to see something that scares you, just keep going. Calmly but quickly. Like you’re in a fire drill at school. And keep listening to what’s around you. No talking. If something needs to be said, it will come from me or your mom. Everything will be okay if you do what we say.”

I didn’t solicit questions, but I paused, giving space for them to be asked as I studied faces for any wrinkled brows of uncertainty. No one said a word, so I motioned for everyone to rise. “You guys ready?”

The boys nodded; Emerson frowned and shrugged. “I guess.”

“I’ll take it. Let’s go.”

***
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THANKFULLY, AS I USUALLY did whenever returning home, I had parked the Explorer close to the cabin, and had I been the only one making the journey, I could have leapt from the top of the porch and been in the driver’s seat within four or five seconds, fast enough that even the closest White One never would have touched me. But it wasn’t just me, and we had to be methodical in our trek to the SUV.

The five of us stood tall in a queue on the porch, Charlotte with her toes just over the edge of the top step, ready to march on my command. Ryan stood in front of me, the back of his head just reaching the level of my chest. Instinctually, he began to rotate his gaze toward the mutants, and I gently placed the tips of my fingers at his temples and shifted his head back in place, positioning his eyes straight over the top of Nelson’s head. Emerson and Nelson kept their stares straight, as instructed, but I could sense the draw of the creatures hovering beside them.

I barely twitched my neck as I shifted my eyes left, trying to measure the activity of the White One closest to the porch, the most likely candidate to be a problem once we began our march, and the one I would have to disintegrate with the .357 if it decided to attack. But, as was the case earlier, it gave no sign of interest in us, looking almost casual in its posture, unchallenging. 

“All right, Char,” I murmured, “let’s do this.”

Charlotte was unarmed, deciding that my weapon would be enough for the fifteen yards or so we’d need to cover to reach the SUV. I was reluctant to agree to the decision, but she was probably right; more guns meant more potential for an accident, especially with the uncertainty of the beasts’ behaviors and the kids packed in so tightly. And Charlotte felt more comfortable with her hands free, to be able to gather any members of her flock who might panic and stray from the course. 

She took the first step down, then the next, and with the third and final step, she was on the gravel surface at the northwest corner of the house. At that point, Emerson began her exodus down the steps behind her, with the next two kids following suit, hesitating for just a beat or two, remaining two steps behind the person in front. I lingered a bit longer in the back, turning in full now toward the six White Ones at the front of the cabin. With the steady movement now occurring in front of them, an indication of flight, perhaps, I fully expected them at some point to erupt from their cool surveillance into the ferocious attack from earlier. I took a deep breath and steeled my nerves, trying to envision the series of shots I would be required to make. But they simply watched us, giving no sign of aggression, and after waiting a few seconds more, I finally followed my family toward the car.

I reached the second of the three steps, and then I heard the scream.

It was Emerson; she was looking right, in the direction that I had surveyed minutes earlier and announced all clear. 

My vision was still blocked by the house, but I could see Charlotte follow Emerson’s eyes, and as she met the same sight as her daughter, she gasped.

“Charlotte?” I said, my voice breaking on the first syllable.

Charlotte didn’t hesitate, and immediately she reached past Nelson and grabbed the collar on Ryan’s shirt, pulling him forward into Nelson, corralling both boys as she pushed Emerson with her free hand toward the car. 

I quickly cleared the house and instantly saw the loping mutants, bounding forward on their knuckles in full primitive form. There were only two of them—thankfully—but they were already nearly upon Charlotte and the kids, whose perfectly ordered line had dissolved into a chaotic blob. 

Twenty-five yards. Fifteen. 

I took the first shot—a miss—and I could see from the corner of my eye Charlotte ducking reflexively at the sound of the gunshot. But she kept moving forward, keeping the kids on pace, now only steps from the car. 

The errant shot had allowed the creatures to close the gap by half, three paces from the Explorer now, undaunted by the report or the bullet that had whizzed past them. I shot again, this time striking the lead White One at the top of the shoulder and knocking it sideways to the ground like a target in a shooting gallery. It lay unmoving in the grass, and I could only assume the bullet had gone straight through its arm and into its chest, piercing the heart. 

The second beast had arrived at the car, and Charlotte began to scream. The back door was open, and though Ryan and Nelson had made it inside, they were exposed. I raised the gun again, but based on the configuration of bodies, I couldn’t risk another shot. A bullet, even if it was perfectly marked, could easily exit the monster and go anywhere, ricocheting off the metal of the car or the bone of the creature and torpedoing through the window to strike one of the boys, or in the opposite direction toward Charlotte and Emerson.

“Emerson!” I yelled. “Get to the roof!”

For perhaps the first time in eight years, there was no argument from my teenage daughter, and she scrambled to the hood of the Explorer and was on top of the SUV within seconds. I tucked the magnum in my belt and dropped the gun bag, and then I quickly unzipped the duffel, pulling out the baseball bat and the tomahawk.

“Dad! Watch out!”

I turned to see the monsters from the front of the yard beginning their promenade toward me, not rushing, but rather calculative in their movements, spreading wide as they came. And then I understood, finally and too late: it was a trap. It had been a trap all along, designed to lure us into a false sense of safety. The ones on the side had been hiding, knowing that we would never have risked the car had they been in plain sight. They knew I would scope out the area and make a judgement based on their presence. I presumed the six in front had been in on the ploy as well, allowing us to take our census of them and assume they alone made up the full congregation. And, finally, as they kept their calm while we stood still upon the porch, the illusion of complacency would be realized, ultimately leading to our ill-fated run for the car.

I looked back to Charlotte, who had moved around to the front of the SUV where she was banging on the hood, luring the mutant from the open back door and her sons inside. I felt tempted to call to Ryan to close the door and lock it, but my instincts kept me silent, telling me it might be better to keep it open. 

Charlotte was protected for the moment by the bulk of the vehicle, and as she continued to pound the metal and yell for the monster to come for her, I could see her eyes darting toward Emerson, weighing the option to follow her daughter up to the roof. But her confidence failed her; she knew any stumble up to the hood or a slip of her foot on the glass might be the last mistake she ever made. 

I checked again the encroaching monsters on my rear, and though they were still approaching, the noise from Charlotte seemed to caution them a bit, muting their speed. I had another twenty seconds before they arrived, so I focused like a surgeon on the immediate threat to Charlotte. I took three long strides toward the White Beast, which seemed either not to notice me or chose not to. In any case, it made no attempt to turn or defend itself, and, as a result, it didn’t see the swing of my arm as I plunged the thick steel blade of the tomahawk into the back of its skull. 

Gravity pulled the weight of the dead creature toward the ground, but I held firmly to the weapon and dislodged it from the beast’s head with a gruesome sucking sound.

“Get in!” I yelled to Charlotte, and then I turned and faced the six monsters in front of me, which were lined up like a street gang that had trapped their quarry in a dark alley. I stared past the monsters to the weapons bag, where our guns rested innocuously inside beneath the afternoon sun, as if beckoning me to rescue them. 

But the open back door was within arm’s reach, and as I turned to it, weighing the risk of making a play for the gun bag and the weapons that would carry us through this new world or simply settling for the safety of the back seat with the promise of living to fight another day, I caught the pleading eyes of my son, Ryan, wheezing uncontrollably as he fought to pass air through his asthmatic lungs.

Charlotte was above him before I could fully process the attack, and as she plunged the nozzle of the inhaler into Ryan’s mouth and depressed the canister, she looked up at me, disbelieving. “Come on, David!” she ordered. “What are you waiting for?”

“The gun bag. It’s...I had to set it down. It’s just behind them.”

Charlotte looked to the area of the ground behind the hovering white monsters who had begun to move forward again and were now dangerously close to me, lethal if they suddenly took off in a sprint. She looked back to me again, her eyes soft now, consoling. “Come on, honey,” she repeated, this time her voice low and caring. “This doesn’t work without you. We’ll find more. Or another way.”
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7: The Pharmacy
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We reached Sprague in 80 minutes and didn’t see another moving car along the way. There were several vehicles littered sporadically along the side of the road, of course, empty and abandoned, some with rags in the windows indicating car trouble, most without. I couldn’t have said for certain whether the number of breakdowns was higher than on any typical drive in the past, but I knew in my heart it was. 

The complete absence of traffic was certainly novel, but I considered the empty landscape a mixed bag, trying not to read too much into the barrenness. Perhaps everyone had already left town and was headed for the coasts, or to somewhere south where the promise of a shining winter sun loomed. It was even possible an update had come across the EMS advising these very notions, and we had simply yet to receive the broadcast.

I didn’t care much care though. I was done listening to advice from my government. For all I knew, they were guiding people to some specific place of their choosing, hoping to gather certain candidates to create more of the mutants, an army of them maybe, in preparation for some future, apocalyptic war. I didn’t believe that, obviously, I had seen with my own eyes the chaos at the edges of the Maripo County cordon; but the cynicism gave me an edge, a chip on my shoulder that kept my vision focused and my mind on the prize. 

And the prize at this point was supplies. Food, yes, but also blankets and clothing, items to burn and to make fire. The plan—at least as I had devised it in my mind—was to gather as much as we could and then head back to the cabin, to at least make a pass of the property and determine whether the White Ones remained or had moved on. I suspected they would be gone by then, their food supply having sped away in a haze of dust, but if they did remain, or if the cabin itself had been overrun by the likes of Lee and others, we would need to be prepare ourselves for alternate living quarters. 

But first things first.

The outskirts of Sprague was a dump by any measure of modern towns. The houses and trailers were dilapidated, the roads crumbling, and whatever commercial businesses had once operated there were long gone. And the breach at Maripo had nothing to do with it; this had been the plight of the city for years. 

But the downtown area, though small and dated, still contained a spark of quaintness, enough charm to warrant making the hundred-mile trip from our cabin in the sticks to Sprague at least once during our annual vacation. A Chinese restaurant. A pharmacy. A peculiar bookstore that Charlotte and I racked our brains every year trying to understand how they stayed afloat. And, of course, at the far side of town, a Wal mart.

I arrived at N. Jefferson Ave—the ‘Main St.’ of Sprague—and turned left into the commercial district, the area anchored by an enormous courthouse that towered over the one-story shops that seemed to cower on the opposite side of the street. To this point, we had yet to see a living soul—including the white demons which had driven us here to begin with. 

“This is bad, right, Dad?” Emerson asked, leaning through the passageway from the backseat to the front.

“I don’t know, Em. It could be worse, I guess. I mean, if you think about it, there could be bodies scattered everywhere on the—”

“David!” Charlotte interrupted.

“I’m just saying. The message on the radio told everyone to stay in their homes, so that’s where they probably are.”

“Should we go see?” Emerson asked. “Go and check in on one of those houses back there?”

“I thought about doing that. But...I don’t know. People are gonna be spooked. And rightly so. If I were them, I wouldn’t let us in. Even with cute kids like you at my side. I think we should just keep our heads down, get what we came for, and leave.”

I drove slowly down the deserted downtown, my head on a swivel, searching for any sign of life: movement in a storefront window, a door opening, the rumble of a car engine. But there was only stillness, and, finally, noting the sea of empty parking spots along the street and in the one public garage we passed, my belief that people had fled the town—as opposed to being slaughtered in it—was re-affirmed. 

I reached the heart of the business section, about a mile down N. Jefferson, and at The Holly Street Pharmacy, a tiny building squeezed between a bakery and an oddly placed tuxedo store, I pulled the Explorer parallel against the curb and parked.

I rolled down Charlotte’s window and stared through the opening to the storefront, the Old English script on the door presenting the pharmacy as inviting and odd, whimsical in a turn-of-the-century England kind of way. 

“I’ll be as quick as I can,” I said. 

“I think I should go,” Charlotte offered.

I dismissed the suggestion. “Maybe next time.” I began to reach beneath the seat for the magnum.

“Have you ever actually been in this pharmacy before? All the way to the back, I mean? Or have you only lingered in the front of the store?”

I left the gun in place and sat up, thinking. I couldn’t remember, but based on Charlotte’s question, I assumed I hadn’t dealt with the druggist previously, or even stood at the counter. “I don’t know.”

“You haven’t. The two times we had to fill Nelson’s prescription here, it was me who did it.”

“Okay, so what’s the point?”

“The point is: I know where the inhalers are. I remember where the pharmacist pulled them from. Which shelf and whatnot.”

Charlotte’s reasoning was a stretch, and the lack of eye contact from her as she explained it to me was telling. The store itself wasn’t much bigger than Drew’s, and the pharmacy counter at the back was no more than eight paces from the front register. On the other hand, if I was to be fair, the pharmacy was a bit of a mystery to me, and, at least from what I could remember, it was one that had seemed rather modern in contrast to the rest of the store, the fluorescence shining from the back like a spaceship, so intense in contrast with the drabness of the store proper. Charlotte obviously didn’t want to wait in the car again, to suffer with the children while I dodged death on the outside; that was why she wanted to go. On the other hand, I had to concede that she had a point.  

“Then I guess we’re all going,” I answered. “It’s probably for the best anyway. The more eyes the better.”

Charlotte sighed and slumped her shoulders, preparing to argue, but, after a moment of consideration, I could see she preferred the idea of all of us staying together. “Fine, but listen,” she turned toward the back, looking past Emerson to the boys. “We stay together, and we listen. No asking for things or straying. Got it?”

The boys nodded, and in seconds, we were out of the Explorer and at the door of The Holly Street Pharmacy, which, as expected, was locked.

Charlotte looked at me and I shrugged, a suggestion that she was in charge now and it was up to her to figure out a solution. “There has to be a back door, right?” she asked.

“Yeah, I assume.”

“I know there’s an alley in the back; we’ve passed it a dozen times.” 

Like ducklings, the kids and I followed Charlotte to the corner of N. Jefferson and Holly (which I assumed was the source of the ‘Holly’ in Holly Street Pharmacy, though the establishment clearly sat on N. Jefferson), and turned right, and within a few steps we were staring down the alley that connected Holly Street on the east and Bedard on the west.

It was closing in on dusk, and though the sun still gave plenty of light to the front of the store and the sidewalk running along the front, the alley itself was a tunnel of gloom, appearing rife with intrigue and danger. Suddenly the immediate need to get inside the pharmacy waned. There clearly hadn’t been a run on the place—no looting or hoarding from the citizenry—and I was buoyed by the fact that getting medicine for Nelson could have waited another day.

“It’s the second one there,” Charlotte said, pointing to a wooden door that sat at the top of a short flight of metal steps. “That doesn’t look like much. A tough enough guy could probably kick that thing in easy.” She glanced at me, eyebrows raised. “Guess they don’t have much trouble with crime around here.”

“Not until tonight anyway.”

Charlotte snickered. 

“Hang on though, it’s dark as hell down there, which means it’s gonna be a cave inside. I have a flashlight in the glove box. Just hang here and I’ll be right back.” I turned back toward N. Jefferson, to head back to the car, and as I did, Emerson, Ryan and Nelson followed. I stopped and looked at them, and then up to Charlotte, who remained by the entranceway to the alley. She gave a weary smile. 

“Together, remember?” Emerson reminded me.

I nodded. “Okay, then,” I answered, not ready to test anyone’s trust this early in our ordeal. I turned back to the street, and as I took my first stride toward N. Jefferson, a car entered my line of sight and then was gone a half-second later. I gasped, frozen in place, not even certain if what I’d just seen had indeed happened at all, so quickly had the car appeared and then vanished. It was surreal, as if a movie screen had suddenly materialized in front of us and projected the front end of some theatrical car chase. I waited motionless, not even looking back to the kids, and a second later the squeal of tires pierced the air like a dying farm animal, bringing the car to a stop twenty yards or so past the intersection, based on the distance of the sound.

“Shit!” I seethed.

A beat later, the opening of a car door sounded, followed by words that rang out from just beyond the cover of the building to our right. I saw one. Saw that bitch right back there.”

“They must have seen us,” I whispered. “Let’s go!” I turned and directed the kids back to the alley, joining Charlotte again in the place from where we’d just retreated. I stared again down the alley, and this time the light at the opposite end was welcoming. We could make the journey between the dusky low buildings as long as we kept our eyes straight and just kept walking.

And then, as if my confidence had tempted the Fates themselves, a silhouette caught my attention, appearing on the horizon, just at the far edge of alley entrance. I couldn’t have said what the figure was exactly, or if it had been there previously. I didn’t think so, but it was hard to know. In any case, the thing remained motionless, appearing to be erect—standing even—though bent over in the posture of a deadman’s float. 

“Is that one of them,” Ryan asked.

“Is what...” Charlotte spotted it now, her nervous swallow that followed stark in the quiet of the alley. “Oh, god, we can’t go down there. What are we going to do?”

“We don’t even know what that is, Charlotte. It might be nothing at all. We’re going to have to risk it.”

“What? Risk it? Are you crazy?”

“I’m telling you bro, it was right here,” the voice from the street called again. “I saw it.” A pause. “There it is! I told you, man!”

Another car door opened and closed. “A’ight then. Let’s check it out.”

“Where’s the gun?” Charlotte asked.

I panicked and began to look on the ground in the immediate area, as if I’d recently dropped it somewhere close by; but I knew already I’d left it in the car beneath the seat, along with the flashlight in the glove box that I was on my way to retrieve. “I forgot it.”

“The tomahawk?”

I shook my head, not even remembering where I’d tossed that.

Charlotte didn’t move, but I could see a flash of disdain in her eyes at my carelessness, even though it was her distraction, I rationalized, that had caused me to forgo the gun. “I’m not going down there,” she whispered, now on the verge of tears. “Maybe we can talk to...whoever that is.”

I gritted my teeth and shook my head slowly. “Charlotte, I’m—"

“In there.”

It was Nelson who spoke, and I gave a dismissive glance toward my son who was pointing toward the buildings. I followed his finger toward the back of the pharmacy and the wooden door which Charlotte had noted earlier. I looked closer now, and as my eyes adjusted through the shadows, I could see the door was ajar, just barely, enough to see that the edge wasn’t flush against the jamb. I took a deep breath and rubbed Nelson’s head. “Come on.”

***
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THE BACK DOOR LED NOT just into the store, but directly into the pharmacy, which was as dark as I had feared and had a smell that brought me back to early childhood—the smell of sterility and alcohol, combined with something musty, expired cotton, perhaps, and moth balls. I locked the door behind me, of course, assuming the men would be looking for us in the alley and would be intent on trying every door. I didn’t know for certain they were coming for us, but, as quickly as they had stopped the car after passing the alley, I could only assume.

The five of us stood huddled by the door, unmoving, like refugees in a holding station. At my hip was a small desk that had been squeezed between the wall and one of the five or six shelves that lined the pharmacy, leaving barely a gap for even the skinniest of persons to pass through to the front. The roll gate at the front counter was closed, locked, presumably, which, false though it may have been, gave off a certain sense of security. “We’ll give this a few minutes,” I said. “Wait for them to leave. And then we’ll get what we can find. Albuterol, of course, and whatever else.”

“Okay,” Charlotte said, a whisper of relief in her tone.

A crashing noise burst the silence, the sound of a brick through a storefront window. The echo crescendoed throughout the pharmacy, sounding as if it had been detonated in front of the store’s PA microphone.

Instinctively, I put my hand across Nelson’s mouth, gently, the tips of my fingers barely touching his lips, not wanting to trigger another attack of asthma. I then compelled Ryan’s eyes toward me and shook my head, imploring him not to make a sound. Emerson squeezed in close, shivering.

Soon, the sound of the remaining window remnants being cleared could be heard, shards of glass stripped from the pane. In moments, the men from the car were inside, heading toward the pharmacy. “Check it. Gate’s locked.”

“Figured that. We’ll get in though.”

They had come for the drugs, not us. That’s why they had stopped so suddenly: one of the passengers had seen the sign to the pharmacy from the street. On the one hand, it was a blessing—they hadn’t seen us and didn’t know we were there—on the other, they were coming toward us, knowingly or not, and we were now trapped in the back of the store.

Charlotte nodded toward the back door, eyes wide, a tacit questioning of whether we should attempt to leave. I shook my head; it was too late. The door was locked now, and as silent as the night had become, unlocking and opening a door and then trying to hustle three scared children outside in silence seemed an impossibility.  

“Yo, gimme that bar,” one of the voices instructed, and a beat later, I could see the man who had spoken, just the front of his face and hands, the latter of which held a crowbar that he wedged between the security gate and the sidewall as he attempted to pry his way in. I didn’t have a perfect view from the shadows of the corner, but I could make out some detail of the man: African American, and very young, still in his teens, perhaps. 

I didn’t know for certain if we were hidden from his view, but I got the feeling that if the guy looked to his right, he would sense us, spot us even, the whites of our eyes, maybe, or the reflection of some button on our clothing or bead of sweat on our cheeks. And if he had a gun—and bad intentions—we would be in a very compromised position. Add to that scenario that he wasn’t alone, which meant that if we did decide to take the risk and flee out the back, his partner could be out the front door and around to cut us off in seconds.

I took a silent breath and grabbed Charlotte’s hand, squeezing it softly, a reassurance that what I was about to do was a risk worth taking. At my touch, she turned her chin slightly, glancing in my direction, and as she did, I stepped from the darkness of the corner, exposing myself in the dusky light of the pharmacy.

“Oh, shit!” The man stumbled away from the security gate—which, to that point, he’d had little success in dislodging—and held the crowbar up like a club, defensively, though what he might do with the tool-turned-weapon from his current position I didn’t know. 

“Yo, who is that?” a voice called from the back. I couldn’t see the second man—as the sun was only minutes away from setting and was casting only the slimmest of daylight into the store—but from the direction of his voice, he seemed to be somewhere in the far-left corner of the store, near the register. 

I held my hands out in front of me, palms open at eye level, as if signaling the situation was all one big misunderstanding. “My name is David Willis,” I said sternly, projecting my voice enough so the second man would hear me clearly, wherever he was in the store. “I’ll get for you whatever you want. Just tell me what you’re looking for, the name or brand or whatever, and if it’s here, it’s yours. No need to go through all this.”

The would-be burglar took several winded breaths, and I could see the beads of sweat begin to glisten on his forehead. “You the pharmacist?” he asked. He continued to hold the bar up beside his ear, ready to swing it down like a hammer. From this new angle, I could see my assessment of his age was correct; he couldn’t have been older than sixteen.

“No,” I answered.

“Whatchu doing back there then?”

“It’s a long story.”

The boy chortled. “Yeah, man, everybody’s story is long these days.”

I couldn’t help but chuckle. “I guess that’s true.” I paused, weighing how much to divulge in that moment, knowing that if I remained completely inflexible, I was likely risking the dissolution of our up-until-now pleasant dialogue. “I came here looking for medicine. My son is asthmatic. Figured I would stock up on inhalers while there were still some to be had. Anyway, I was on the side street when your car drove by. I heard you get out and thought you saw me. I ran to the alley and, luckily, the back door was open.” I looked back to the door, and in the shrouded darkness of the corner, I couldn’t see any evidence of my family, which I assumed meant the boy couldn’t see them either. “It’s locked now,” I added, just in case ideas had begun to brew in his friend’s mind about sneaking to the back. I was also careful to imply that I was alone, never saying ‘we.’ “So, I don’t really care about this store or what you guys are in to; just let me know what drugs you want, and I’ll do my best to find them.”

“What we’re in to? That’s what you think? We’re here for like Oxy or some shit?”

I shrugged. “I don’t think that, I just said I don’t care.” The truth was I did think that, but that was my secret until the grave if it needed to be.

“Yeah, right. What, you think you’re the only one’s got family? And problems? Shit, man, where you been? You even know what’s going on out in this motherfucker?”

I swallowed and suddenly felt my mouth go dry, and then I locked eyes with the boy. “The broad strokes. I saw the breach on TV like everyone else. And I know...they escaped.”

The boy finally lowered the crowbar and stepped forward, frowning. He clicked his chin up, a sign of suspicious curiosity. “Killed any yet?”

I nodded. “One.” Then, as if seeking further credentials, I added, “With a tomahawk.”

The boy stared coldly at me for a moment, and then he began to blink as he flashed a wide grin, the type of smile rarely found outside of youth, joyful and wonderous. “A tomahawk? Damn, bro! Straight Geronimo shit!”

At the absurd comparison to the Apache leader, I let out a humor-filled laugh, the first one I could remember since we’d left for the cabin. But as quickly as it arrived, it waned. “But you’re right,” I said, “other than the message they were playing on the radio, I really don’t know what’s happening. Where is everyone?”

He shrugged. “Went to the Safe Regions. Tried to get there, at least. Enough cars on the highway to know a lot of ‘em never made it.”

“What’s a Safe Region?”

The kid dipped his head, grinning as he kept his eyes on me. “Seriously? You ain’t heard about the Regions?”

I shook my head.

“It’s places they blocked off to keep them things out. Set ‘em up quick too. Too quick you ask me. Like they knew this shit was coming eventually. Supposedly got tanks and shit along the borders. Army. Crazy, right? Went from a cordon keeping them things in to now us being in the cordon to keep ‘em out.”

“Where are they? How...how do you get there?”

“It’s only two; just gotta pick which direction you wanna go. You gonna want the one on the east though. Get your ass across the Mississippi, and you basically made it. Natural border of the river, I guess. Makes sense. The other one goes from New Mexico to L.A., but I don’t how they gonna seal all that land off. People over there’s fucked you ask me.”  

“Just like us in the middle.”

“Yup. Texas to the Mississippi. And anywhere north. People in like North Dakota? Wyoming? Those bitches is most definitely fucked.” He shrugged. “You still got time though.”

“What do you mean?”

“They giving people ‘til Friday to get to one of the checkpoints. Checking ‘em at bridges, I guess. Or gonna have boats and shit loading people up and ferrying ‘em across. After Friday though, they shutting that shit down and you on your own.”

“Why just in the southern part of the country?” I asked. “Why not set up regions everywhere? Why not in the north?”

“‘Cuz the north is cold, man. At least when winter comes around. And it snows. People saying they going get stronger in the snow, but I don’t know how anybody could know that.”

“I remember the rumors.” 

“Fucked up if it is true. Just gonna let them people up north fend for themselves.”

I felt a shiver run down my spine. “So, why’d we get screwed too? Why didn’t we get a Safe Region? Arkansas, I mean? And Texas and Louisiana?”

“Shit was too far gone by then, man. Government lost control, and by the time they finally got their arms around it, them white motherfuckers had already gotten too far south. They gave up on us, man, like they always do. We was like a forest fire they knew they couldn’t put out, so they just let us burn, hoping to kill the flames somewhere down the mountain.”

I stood motionless for several beats, processing all the kid had told me, my only thoughts now on getting my family east, across the Mississippi. I looked back at the boy, and as I did, the second man approached the counter. He looked a lot like the kid, though he was probably ten years older and a hundred pounds heavier. I nodded hello at him.

“My name’s Jamaal, by the way,” the boy said. “This is my cousin, Bo. And we ain’t here for Oxy; we here for insulin. Bo got that sweet blood.”

Bo flipped his hands in a what-are-you-gonna-do gesture. 

“You see that fridge behind you?” Jamaal asked.

I turned around slowly as if confused by the question, but I spotted the small refrigerator to which Jamaal was referring. I turned back.

“That’s where it’ll be. Power’s been out a while, but hopefully it’s still cold.”

I nodded and walked to the refrigerator, and as I retrieved the dozen or so vials of insulin, I had a sudden flash of gratitude. We were lucky, really. Nelson—or any of us—could have had a condition that was utterly reliant on medicine or procedures to stay alive. Insulin. Dialysis. Chemo. To have asthma in a calamitous world was one thing; diabetes or cancer in a world gone to hell was something else entirely. 

I returned to the counter and pinched the key hanging beside the gate from its hook, and then I quickly unlocked the metal lattice barrier and lifted it high. “That’ll be $81.50,” I said, sliding the medicine across the countertop with a certain formality.

“My insurance got this,” Jamaal quipped back, not missing a beat. “I’m in y’all’s system.”

“Yeah, well, the system’s down right now, but I’ll take your word for it.”

Jamaal suppressed a smile and then turned up his mouth, nodding slightly, the universal tough-guy expression of approval, as if I’d passed some test that he’d been covertly administering to me. “Thanks, man,” he said. “We gotta get this shit in the cooler and then find the next place. Like you, trying to stock up on what we can ‘fore it’s gone or goes to shit.” He turned his head in the direction of Charlotte and the kids, who, to this point, had been as quiet as mannequins. “Nice to meet y’all,” he said, and then back to me, “Good luck, David Willis.”

Jamaal and Bo turned and headed for the front, and as Jamaal pulled the door open to exit into the night, I called out, “Hey, Jamaal, what about you? You heading for the river?”

He scoffed. “Hell yeah, but not the Mississippi. Me and Bo heading for the Rio Grande, baby! This time tomorrow, my ass a Mexican.”

“Mexico? Why’s that?”

“Pssh! Same reason everybody goes south, bro: can’t take the winters no more.”
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8: The Motel
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Charlotte said nothing for the first twenty minutes of the drive home, instead using that time to stare out the passenger side window of the Explorer, watching the green, deserted landscape of Interstate 62 race by. She was angry, angry at me for the risk I’d taken back at the pharmacy, and though I was willing to give her the time and space she needed to reconcile her emotions, we needed to get focused. Every moment was precious now. It was time to move on. 

“I’m sorry, Charlotte. I didn’t really feel like I had a choice.”

Charlotte stayed quiet. 

“At some point, they were getting inside. And that point was a matter of minutes, not hours. At least the way I did it, if they had been a threat, I was in a position to do something about it. To stop them if...if it had gone another way. Which, by the way, it didn’t.”

Not a sigh of annoyance nor a shrug of the shoulders, and I wondered now if she was sleeping, though I didn’t get that sense.

“And now we know what’s happening. We have a goal now, a direction to head. Also, Bo is going to be able to regulate his blood sugar for a while longer.” I turned toward my wife now and smiled, but Charlotte kept her face to the glass. 

It was almost 10 pm, and we were headed back toward the cabin, all three kids asleep in the back. By any measure, our trip to Sprague had been a success. After some debate, we decided against a Wal mart run, deciding instead to secure what we could from The Holly Street Pharmacy, as well as the mom-and-pop grocery three doors down, which was also a relative bonanza of supplies. We had secured our load of Albuterol and inhalers from the pharmacy—as well as a variety of penicillin spin-offs—and from the market we emptied the shelves of their canned foods and cereal and crackers and pastas, as well as paper towels and toilet paper. With what we had already at the cabin, as long as we rationed carefully, we were good for several weeks more, maybe longer.

“What’s the problem, Charlotte? Really?” This time my voice was stern, annoyed. “You act like there were options. I didn’t have a choice.”

Charlotte finally lifted her cheek from the glass and looked forward through the windshield, still refusing to face me. “No matter who comes,” she said, “that was the agreement. No matter who comes, we don’t let them in. That was the promise we made to each other.”

“They were getting in!” I snapped, far too loud. I lowered my voice back to a whisper. “Whether I let them in or not, they were getting in.”

“What if you had had the gun?”

I knew what she was asking, but I stalled. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, what if you had the gun on you when they were coming in, prying at the bars like that? What would you have done then?”

“I don’t know, Charlotte, I probably would have had the same conversation that I had, only with a gun in the small of my back. Nothing would have been different.”

Charlotte shook her head, unsatisfied with the answer.

“I don’t know what you want me to tell you, Charlotte.”

“You could have left the medicine by the back door. Just opened it for a minute and left it on the stairs. Or insisted they back all the way to the front before you opened the gate and slid it out. But you just unlocked the gate without a thought and lifted it. Why did you do that?”

I unleashed a mammoth sigh, an encompassing sign of uncertainty, weariness, and defeat. “I’m sorry.”

“I don’t want your sorry, David! I want to know why you did it!”

I felt the burn of resistance flood to my cheeks now, triggering the urge to ratchet up the fight. Instead, I paused, giving the question its due consideration. “Because I believed him, Charlotte,” I answered. “That’s why. Jamaal, I believed him. There was a sincerity in that kid, in the way he spoke, the things he told me. He gave us information. Information that might keep us alive. There was no reason for him to do that.”

“We don’t even know if it’s true,” she retorted, her voice dripping with disappointment at my naivete, as if my accepting of Jamaal’s words on their surface was something only a child would do.

Charlotte needed pragmatism from me, something reasonable upon which to cling. “Also, he didn’t have a gun. Him or his cousin.”

“You can’t know that.”

I pursed my lips, accepting the point. “No, I guess that’s true, but a kid that age, if he had had a gun, he would have brandished it right away, just to let me know who was boss. I suppose the cousin could have had one on him somewhere, but I doubt it.”

“And if he did have one? And he pointed it through the gate at you. What then?”

I shrugged. “I guess it might have gone differently, but honestly, I don’t even know that. I just know my instincts were to trust them, and that’s what I did. And I was right to. That doesn’t mean it couldn’t have been the wrong choice, but in that moment, a decision had to be made, and I made it. And they’ll be more to make going forward, probably some just as important as that one. You, yourself, made one back at the gas pumps when you decided to rev up the car and turn that trio of Corrupted into omelets. You didn’t think about it, you just made it.”

Charlotte shimmied her head, dismissing the comparison, though, in my opinion, it was more than apt. Thankfully, however, she let the point lie, for which I was relieved. There was nothing more to be gained from the conversation, and I was exhausted. 

As if reading my mind—or perhaps just sensing my weariness in the way only a life partner can—Charlotte said, “We shouldn’t go back to the cabin tonight.”

I glanced at her quizzically. “What?” 

“It’s too dark now. And as far back in the woods as the cabin is, it’ll be pitch black when we get home. And if those things haven’t left—which we’ve got no reason to believe they have—it’ll be an ambush.”

On the surface, I hated the suggestion. According to Jamaal, we needed to reach the river by Friday, which was less than two days away. I didn’t know anything about where the checkpoints were or the procedures or papers we would need to cross, but it didn’t much matter. We just needed to reach the banks of the Mississippi, and once there, I felt confident we would be in the clear.

I checked the gas gauge again; we had enough fuel to make it back to the cabin and then to the river, but there was always the threat of a breakdown, an alternator going, a tire going flat. And the longer we were out on the road, the greater that possibility became. And without the Explorer—or some type of motor vehicle—we didn’t have much of a chance.

On the other hand, Charlotte had a point: if we made it back to the cabin and got trapped at the end of the desolate road that led to it, we weren’t getting out alive again. We had to go back at some point, of course—there were essentials to retrieve before we abandoned it for good—including Newton—but going back there at night indeed seemed a dangerous play. “I’m not sure the Holiday Inn’s got any rooms available.”

“Maybe not, but the Relax Inn is only a few miles from here. You know the place I’m talking about. That dumpy motel we always pass and make fun of from the road.”

“I do.”

“I noticed their lights were still on when we drove by it on the way down. It caught my eye because I thought maybe only we lost power and it hadn’t gone out everywhere. I didn’t say anything at the time because I didn’t want to jinx it.” Charlotte paused, as if remembering the feeling of hope she’d felt in that moment, which was only hours ago. “But I guess they must have a generator or something. Anyway, if the lights are still on, we should check it out. We’ve never driven onto the lot or anything. Maybe it’s not that bad. And if it is empty—meaning no Corrupted or other villains hanging around—we should stay there for the night. That’s what I think anyway.”

I nodded in agreement, suddenly relieved by the idea. “Okay.”

Minutes later, the dim radiance of orange auxiliary lights coming off the low roof of the motel glowed in the distance, and I could just see the top half of the Relax Inn sign beyond the trees. The neon was out, but the gleam of the moon caught the words just right, illuminating each letter in a dull, blood-red glow. As we got closer, I could see the advertisement for ‘Free WiFi and HBO’ on the marquee below. It was the setting of a horror movie, really, seedy and stereotypical, the place where wayward couples are forced to stop for the night after their car inexplicably breaks down on the road, and as they walk the distance from their car to the lodging, the man reassures his young lover that all will be fine. Charlotte and I had passed the place a hundred times previously, but I couldn’t remember ever doing so at night. And seeing the sign now, I knew on any night before the breach, I wouldn’t have stayed in the place if they paid me sixty-eight bucks a night.

But this was a different night, as would all the nights be until we reached the Safe Region. Warmth and shelter were suddenly luxuries, the way they had been for thousands of years in thousands of places before the spread of civilization. Charlotte was right; this was the best course of action tonight, and as I pulled onto the access road less than a minute later and parked in front of the office, I sighed in relief to have made it.

“Where are we?” It was Ryan, now awake in the further of the two back rows.

“We’re stopping for the night, honey,” Charlotte answered. “We might be a minute so just go back to sleep.”

I watched Ryan in the mirror, waiting for him to close his eyes again, and then I paused, scanning the remaining area of the back for any other conscious listeners. Seeing none, I turned to Charlotte and asked, “You sure about this, Char? I mean, seriously. This place looks like it was specifically designed for prostitutes and meth heads.”

“There’s light,” she answered. “I just feel safer here than I would at the cabin. It spooks me just to think about being there.”

The lights were a welcoming sight, despite their pathetic struggle to keep even the dimmest of halos shining down on the room numbers and ‘Office’ sign. Still, though, I felt the need to start in with my persuasion, to make Charlotte realize that this was one night max, and that before we headed for the river, we would need to stop by the cabin first. But really, what was the point of wading into that discussion now? “I understand,” I said.

“We could just stay in the car for the night. I mean, we probably can’t get into the rooms anyway. And the kids are already asleep.”

The temperature on the Explorer’s dash read 61°, probably not cold enough for hypothermia to set in, but too cold to sleep through the night in comfort. And there was no way I was leaving the car running all night; every ounce of gas was crucial now. “Yeah, okay, maybe, but it’s gonna get cold in here in a few hours. I’d leave the car on but—”

“The gas, yeah, I know.”

“I’m going to see if I can find some blankets. I’m sure they have extras in the office somewhere.” I said the words casually, knowing my leaving would provoke anxiety in Charlotte. “If I can’t find any, we might have to try to get in one of the rooms.”

Charlotte nodded. “Yeah, maybe that is safer now that I think about it.”

“All right, we’ll talk about it after. Just hang here a minute. This door doesn’t look like much.”

I was right; the door wasn’t much. I slammed my shoulder against the edge in three quick bursts, and the jamb disintegrated in a spray of wood and paint chips. 

The office was tiny, 10 x 12 maybe, furnished with a paisley couch, an empty vending machine, and a desk that had been adorned with Christmas garland, though the colors suggested something closer to the Fourth of July. A bell sat on the counter, and, like an eight-year-old, I rang it.

I walked behind the desk, but I knew instantly the place had been cleared out. It seemed the proprietors had long gotten on their way to the eastern Safe Region, and whatever they could take with them, they did.

A picture on the desk showed a family of five—just like mine—though it appeared the Relax Inn owners had been blessed with three girls, maybe three years apart. Three Emersons, I thought absently. Lord help them. I suddenly felt a wave of compassion flow over me, and for the first time since leaving our permanent house for the cabin, I sympathized with someone other than myself. Even with Jamaal back at the pharmacy, I was happy to help, but I also had the overwhelming feeling that they would be fine, at least as fine as anyone could be in this new world. But Mr. and Mrs. Relax Inn, along with their daughters, seemed fragile to me, unprepared for a world of White Ones. I could only imagine how scared those girls would be if they saw the monsters on their journey east, their black, searching eyes locking with the girls’ as the creatures positioned themselves in the road, cutting off passage to the Safe Region. 

Enough cars on the highway to know a lot of ‘em never made it.

Could we make it? I thought. We were still alive, so that counted for something, but we were also way behind. We’d chosen to isolate ourselves—I had chosen that for us—and that made us miss the news, instructions that could have had us at the river, ferrying across at that very minute. 

I did a cursory examination of the office, but I already knew the search was pointless. There were no blankets to be had. We were going to have to break into one of the rooms. 

I turned to head back to the car, and as I did, a wall of keys appeared in front of me, just off to my left. Each one was labeled with a room number. 

“No shit,” I murmured. I had gotten so used to key cards over the past two decades, I didn’t think motel keys—in their true “key” form—still existed.

I grabbed three keys, with consecutive numbering, knowing that five people in two beds—maybe one—was going to be a stretch. Though, truthfully, it was unlikely the kids would let us out of their sights for the night, and vice versa. But maybe the rooms had connecting doors, making it the perfect setup. 

I walked back to the car where Charlotte was waiting with the window down. “No blankets, but we have our choice of luxury rooms. Shall we take the honeymoon suite?” I held up a key. “Or the presidential?” I held up another.

“Aren’t they all the same?” Charlotte asked, missing the joke.

I nodded. “Guess I’ll decide.”

***
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WE CHOSE THE FIRST two rooms in the sequence, which were perfect really, adjacent to each other with connecting doors. One had a queen bed; the other was furnished with two full-sizes. The kids took the second room without hesitation, Emerson with her own bed while the boys shared the other. Despite the lackluster aurora above the outside doors, there was no electricity in the rooms themselves. But the shine of the auxiliaries was enough, finding its way in through the windows, giving enough ambience that the kids were asleep again in minutes, despite the excitement of the impromptu motel stop.

The outside light had the opposite effect on me, however. My eyes were fixed on the thin curtains that covered the windows, anticipating that at any minute a low, lanky shadow would appear there, swaying for just a moment before bouncing on to the next room. Or perhaps it would linger, sensing our presence the way those at the cabin had, perching like owls as they calmly waited for us to flee in desperation into the ambush.

I tried to calm my mind, distract it for a moment from the terror of the White Ones, and I closed my eyes and focused instead on our looming trip to the Safe Region, wondering if we had made the right decision to run in the first place. If we had waited the situation out at home, maybe we would already be across the river, secure in some refugee facility, where at least the basic needs of life would be met. And yet there was the message from Joel (I need your help), and the one from Charlotte’s sister (They made it here), neither of which suggested those two parties had made it to any clearing.   

But weighing my regrets with reality was as useless as dreading shadows in the window; what was done was done, and what would come would come. The only thing to do now was to act; rise early, head for the cabin, and then beeline it for the Mississippi. And if the cabin was overrun, we would make do with what we had on hand. Sorry Newton.

Several more considerations entered my mind, and then slowly thoughts of winter entered, and the crunch of afternoon snow beneath my boots as a child. And just before sleep took its toll, thoughts of shadows across the window appeared again in my brain, and this time the black form stretched out against the window, casting the silhouette of a giant spider. 

The shadow never came, but somewhere during the night, the generator gave out, and the darkness that flooded the room awakened me as if it had struck me in the gut. 

And then the noises followed minutes later, and I knew we had a problem. 

The first sound was the patter of feet on pavement, as if a dog had been set loose to run down the outside length of rooms. And then a dull scratching began, the rubbing of flesh on faded stucco, and soon I could picture them outside the rooms, testing the soundness of the motel, the foundation and doors, and later, no doubt, the glass of the windows. 

“David?” I could just make out the figure of Charlotte beside me, now sitting up, her head turned toward the window. 

The thud of palms against glass came from the next room, and that noise was followed by the screams of Emerson and the boys.

Charlotte was out of the bed like a rocket, banging her leg against the lone chair in the room as she dashed forward, sending it against the wall. But there was no sound of pain from her, and in seconds, she had navigated through to the adjacent room and was back with all three kids, huddling with them on the bed. She stood quickly and walked back to the threshold between the rooms, shutting the door and sliding the bolt closed. She walked back to the bed. “Oh my god. Are you guys okay?”

There were sounds of panic and muffled crying, but I could tell by the noises that no one was injured.

“Did anybody see them?” I asked.

A sea of headshakes came from the bed.

“Okay, so we don’t know how many there are. Maybe it’s just one.”

“It’s never just one,” Ryan announced.

I frowned, knowing he was right. Besides, I had heard the patter of more than just a single pair of feet. “Yeah. Charlotte, do you have your phone?” 

“It’s...” I could see her arm reach for her purse on the dresser beside her. “Yeah. Why?”

“No point saving the battery to call anyone, so we might as well make use of the flashlight.”

She handed me the phone and I activated the light, and then I walked back to the passthrough door, and, without conferring with the rest of my brood, I unlocked the latch again and pushed it open.

“What are you doing?” Charlotte asked.

“Dad!” Emerson screamed.

“Listen, listen! It’s coming in. They’re coming in.” The pounding on the glass continued, and now it sounded like the thing was launching itself against the window. “And if we wait for another one—or more—to start in on this room, it will be too late. What will we do then?”

“Shoot them!” Emerson answered.

I sighed, “Yeah, well, that will be an option, but they’re fast, Em. Relentless. If there are more than two...I don’t know.”

“How do they know we’re here?” Charlotte asked, frustrated, as if we’d been thrust into a game that was rigged against us, which, of course, we had been.

It was a good question, and one I’d chewed on since the cabin. The White Ones could have followed Lee and his friend, and that’s how they ended up at the cabin earlier, but Nelson had seen the creatures first, before Lee arrived, and they had come from another direction, not down the road that led to the house. I began to believe the car was the tip-off, that they had made the connection between the Explorer and our presence. We had no idea how intelligent the Corrupted were—as far as I knew, no one did—but the evidence was growing that the creatures could put more together than I think most would have believed. We all assumed it was smell, the way we would have with any common animal; but where would they have acquired that beastly ability? They were human after all, at least in their initial anatomy, and thus would have been assigned the same sensory equipment as any other person. 

“I don’t know,” I answered, “but if I can get them to flock toward that room, we can shut them inside, make them try to get to us through the passthrough door, and then leave out the front before they realize what’s happening. Check the window, Charlotte. Tell me how many you see. Quickly.”

Charlotte stared at me bewildered for a beat, but then she raced to the window and peeked through the sliver of fabric that separated the two panels.

“What do you got, Char?” I said, my voice stressed with urgency.

Charlotte backed away and sighed, and I could tell the news would be good, relatively speaking, of course. “Only two that I can see. But it’s so dark. There could be twenty.”

“Okay, we’ll go with two then. If there are more, well...hopefully they’ll be drawn to the room by the two out front.”

“What are you going to do, David?”

“I’m going to break the window. Or at least try.”

“Break the window? How are you going to do that?” 

I moved the phone light around the room wildly, in search of something solid to throw, an item with enough heft that it could at least put a sizable crack in the window, figuring the blow would ratchet up the antagonization and encourage the beasts to finish off the shattering and make it through into the room. But, as it turned out, motel ashtrays and free-standing lamps were a thing of the past, even in the lowest of low-end motels, and as I scanned the room further, I quickly realized there was nothing solid enough to even damage the television screen, let alone the window that fronted the room. 

“Fuck it.” I felt my way over to the nightstand that bracketed my side of the bed and opened the drawer, and from it I pulled the magnum—which I’d not forgotten in the car this time—and chambered a round. I walked back to the threshold between the rooms and said, “When you hear the gunshots, wait a few beats. The noise might scare them off at first, but they’ll come back, and I don’t think it will be long before they do. Then, when you hear me call it out to go, you go. Got it?”

Charlotte took a deep breath, indicating the danger of the plan was significant, but she nodded without discussion.

I nodded back to her and then stepped across the foyer into the kids’ room, where I shined the light on the middle of the window, getting the picture in my mind of where I would shoot. I could see the silhouette now, the one from my dreams, with the White One’s limbs stretched wide, arachnid-like.

I was probably seven or eight yards from the window, and with a .357—firing against the window of a cheap motel—I had little doubt about the penetrating properties of the projectile. 

I killed the phone light and took dead aim at the window, and then I let out a breath and shot the glass.

It wasn’t until the third shot that I heard the glass finally shatter, but I had fired the rounds off in rapid succession, and it could have just have been the delay between the impact on the window and the sound of the destruction reaching my ears. In any case, once the chime of the broken shards on the sidewalk finally settled, I stood motionless, listening, waiting for any sign that the monsters were on their way back to the room.

But there was only stillness outside, and, based on the silence in the adjacent room, Charlotte had followed my instructions and waited for the signal before running. Another thirty seconds passed with still no sign of the creatures, and finally I walked back to the other room, where my family greeted me with eyes like dinner plates. 

“Everybody okay?”

Charlotte and the kids nodded. “Where are they?” Emerson asked.

“Let’s take a look. Remember, if it’s clear, we’re going to make a run for it. No hesitation.”

I walked to the window and peeked out, searching for any movement in the blackness, though the act seemed useless and unreliable. Still, I was encouraged by the absence of noise. “Hang on,” I said, and then I opened the door slowly and immediately looked to the left, in the direction of the adjoining room where the window had just been blown out from the inside. 

My eyes found nothing at first, but they quickly adjusted to the dark, and on the ground, atop the pile of glass, I could see two figures, neither of which was moving. I pulled Charlotte’s phone from my pocket again and tapped the flashlight to life, and then I shined it toward the damage I’d just caused, my heart racing with promise. And there, in a mangled heap, their limbs intertwined like the tentacles of two albino squids, were two White Ones, one with its chest shredded, its organs splayed across its torso like an overturned platter of lasagna. The other creature was equally destroyed, though this one from a bullet to its face, which, in its present form, was unrecognizable as such.

I quickly turned back to my family. “They’re dead,” I announced. “The two that were trying to get in. Apparently, I hit them when I shot out the window. They’re done.”

“What?” Charlotte said breathlessly.

“Yeah.”

“Jesus, David,” she said, almost giggling now, the words a combination of disbelief and newfound impressiveness. 

“Yeah, dad!” Emerson said in a whispered shriek, her voice on the edge of tears.

“All right, let’s go.” 

I led the Willis’ out the door of Room 112 to the Explorer, which was parked only a few paces from the room. It was perhaps the major benefit of staying in a motel, I thought in that moment: when necessary, you could make a quick getaway.

When everyone was piled into the SUV, I assumed my spot in the driver’s seat and then reached for the key to start the engine. 

Not there.

“Shit!”

“What is it?” 

“I left the keys inside.”

“Why...why didn’t you just leave them in the car?”

Not a useful question at the moment, but I decided not to snap that point at Charlotte. “Habit. I’ll be right back.”

I was in the room in seconds, the light from Charlotte’s phone guiding me once more. I found the keys on the dresser immediately, and as I turned back for the door, I heard a low, rumbling noise coming from somewhere in the distance, just beyond the parking lot of the Relax Inn. It was like a heavy wind rising from the interstate, and I froze in place, listening for a more definitive source and direction of the whooshing sound. I couldn’t place the noise, or the thing supplying it, but it continued to grow louder by the second, steady and relentless, and my muscles tightened as my breathing grew shallow. I finally stepped to the door of the room and exited, and as I did, I aimed the beam of the flashlight toward the access road that led to the motel. 

The first one appeared from under the cape of darkness, its blank face emerging like a goblin in the night, bobbing up and down like the head of a broken doll. In a moment, its white body followed, legs propelling the torso forward.  

And behind the first, an army followed.

“Fuck me,” I whispered, spitting the words out like a sickness. I blinked several times at the approaching horde and then began to trot toward the Explorer as if in a dream, my legs not allowing me to freeze this time, instinctually keeping my pace unhurried and even. I reached for the door and, almost comically, I dropped the keys to the pavement. I stooped down to retrieve them and then fumbled them again, my hands now shaking uncontrollably with fear. “I’m choking,” I said aloud, nearly laughing as I said the words, realizing this was how I was going to die.

But I quickly realized if I died, my family died too, and with this thought now embedded in my brain, I recovered quickly, snatching the keys like a chameleon picking a fly from a leaf, and a beat later I was in the car and turning the ignition.

“What’s wrong, David?” Charlotte said absently, having still not seen the danger. But she was already looking in her side mirror, knowing in her gut that trouble was on the way. 

And in a second, she found it.

I threw the car in reverse at just the moment Charlotte let out a piercing scream, and I quietly lamented the fact that I hadn’t backed the vehicle into the spot, trunk toward the door. But I reversed from the space quickly and gripped the gearshift, and as I shifted the Explorer to drive, the first of the creatures slammed against the back bumper, shaking the SUV as if we’d been rear-ended by a small sedan, a Toyota Corolla or Dodge Neon, perhaps. 

Emerson was screaming now, Ryan and Nelson crying behind her, the latter child beginning to wheeze, on the verge of another asthma attack.

“Go, David!” Charlotte screamed, her focus now myopic as she monitored her younger son.

I looked in my rearview mirror to see that the monster that had crashed into us had latched onto the rear wiper and was now perched on the bumper, its white belly flush against the window as it held itself to the car like a tree frog to the leaf of a cocoa tree. In the section of window beside the creature, I could see the outlines of the full band of white monsters, dozens of them perhaps, continuing to flow toward us like an avalanche. I couldn’t make out their features from that distance in the dark, but there was little to make out anyway; the White Ones were essentially featureless, like moths around a lamppost, relentless and indistinguishable from one another.

I watched the torso of the one attached to the bumper disappear above the back window as it scurried to the roof, and as its white toes slid from view, a bolt of terror flashed through me.

“Is it on the roof, dad?” Emerson asked. “It’s on the roof! It’s on the roof!”

I didn’t acknowledge my daughter; instead, I accelerated down the access road and quickly merged back onto the interstate, not looking back at the tableau of mutated creatures that had arrived like a fog, apparently having followed the report of the gunshots to the Relax Inn. 

I stared at the speedometer now, locked onto the steadily climbing number, watching it like the price of a recently purchased stock. When the dial hit seventy mph, I shouted, “Seatbelts, everyone! Now!”

The clicks of buckles sounded like gunshots all around me, and then I fastened myself in, pulling the strap tightly to my chest. I took a deep breath and lowered my voice. “Hold on,” I said, a dusting of doubt in my tone.

I didn’t slam the brakes, but I gave them a good, steady push, enough to bring the car to a lurching stop and send the White One above us tumbling from the roof, down over the windshield and across the hood, collapsing to the road below.

The monster was directly in front of the Explorer now, hidden from our view on the street below, so I threw the car into reverse and took it back ten yards or so to get visibility. And by the time I put the truck in park and looked back to the road, the White One was on its feet, standing in the beam of the headlights like a hunched statue of ice. I could see the damage done by the crash—blood on its face and chest, its arm hanging low by its shin, the shoulder clearly separated from the socket that held it in place—but it made no show of relenting as it dipped even lower to the street, returning to its familiar insect-like position, its black eyes again clear and focused. 

I shook my head in disbelief, like a fighter who’s beaten the hell out of an opponent who refuses to throw in the towel. The creature began to move forward, slowly and hurt, but appearing no less motivated. 

I gritted my teeth in frustration and put the car back into drive. “Damn these things,” I grumbled, and then I sped toward the creature as if to meet it head on, to let its flesh and bones feel the full brunt of 4500 pounds of torque and metal. 

But at the last possible moment my senses won out, and not more than five yards from the creature, I swerved the car to the right and just clipped the beasts arm with the sideview mirror, spinning it around so that it was facing the Explorer speeding away from it.

I watched the creature in the rearview mirror, looking like a stranded traveler whose car has broken down in the middle of the freeway. And just before it faded into the night, I saw it drop to all fours and begin to chase.
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9: The Road
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For the remainder of the night, we slept in the Explorer, which I had parked on the top level of the Jonesboro Hospital parking garage, a small medical facility that sat halfway between Sprague and Lake Sloman. At first, the hiding spot seemed counterintuitive, since we were essentially trapped if the White Ones found their way to the hospital and decided to amble up six levels of concrete ramp. But that scenario seemed unlikely; the hospital was isolated from any other business or residence—almost island-like in its placement within the county—and the height of the garage felt like an advantage; if the mutants did come for us, I reasoned, we would spot them coming from a mile away. Of course, being asleep would negate any benefit of such a vantage point, but my mind was mush by the time of the decision, and that was the thinking that guided me.

But, as it turned out, we were safe there, and the five of us slept through the night more peacefully than we had in days. And by nine the next morning, we were on the road again, headed back to the cabin to gather the rest of our things—Newton included—before heading east to the river. 

Unlike on our way to Sprague, however, where we saw not a single White One along the road, on the way back to Lake Sloman, we saw several, some of which were loping along the border of trees that lined the roadway, others which were scavenging in the various cars that had failed by the roadside. A few of the monsters stopped to watch us as we passed, staring at the Explorer as a lion would a zebra, following the SUV in slow-hopping steps for several paces, as if gauging whether the vehicle exhibited even the slightest hint of vulnerability.

But the Ford was reliable, and we made it to the cabin unmolested; and when I reached the dirt turnoff that led to the cabin, I paused.

“Ready?” I asked Charlotte, who nodded confidently, her eyes fixed on mine. 


“Just take it slow.”


I drove as instructed, taking the narrow lane deliberately, anxiously, as if taking my speed any faster than fifteen miles an hour would somehow attract the creatures. But the road was clear, and soon I could see the cabin in the distance, static and clear like a painting. 

I parked the truck approximately thirty yards from the door, and the five of us waited silently for a good ninety seconds or more, simply staring at the house, watching it as if it had been wired for demolition and the explosion was scheduled to happen at any moment.

Finally, Charlotte cleared her throat and said, “It looks pretty clear, right?”

I nodded, but my eyes remained fixed on the idyllic setting of the cabin. “It does.” 

It appeared the White Ones had gone, and from what I could tell at the distance of the truck, there didn’t seem to be any damage to the cabin. Without a word, I pulled the truck ten yards closer and then turned the engine off, and from the corner of my eye, I saw Charlotte whip her head toward me, her eyes expressing something just short of anger. 

“I don’t intend for this to take long,” I said, “we just need to pack what we need, use the bathroom, and grab the cat. But we do need to save our fuel.”

Gas had become an issue once again, one I had decided not to voice aloud, though I was sure it was already in the back of Charlotte’s mind, and that she had likely sneaked a peek at the gauge at some point over the past few hours. I had kept the car running for an hour or so at the hospital, just to get the cabin warm and allow us to sleep through the night; but now we had just over a quarter tank remaining. That was enough to get us to the river, but likely just enough. That was fine if there was indeed a checkpoint or ferry somewhere close to us, but not if we needed to drive as far as Memphis, for example, or to some other larger city along the river. If that were the case, we were going to have to find another ride. 

Without a signal, Charlotte and I stepped out of the car in unison, and a beat behind us, the kids followed our lead. Charlotte and I walked around to the rear of the Explorer, and as I opened the hatch and began arranging our current supplies to make room for whatever else we were intending to bring, I heard Ryan shout, “Uncle Joel!”  

I turned to Charlotte, who swiveled her head like a startled deer, her eyes wide with surprise and a glint of terror. I slowly lowered the hatch, clearing my view of the trunk, and there was Joel Castillo, my best friend, standing on the porch, a weary grin across his face. Ryan had already begun his sprint toward Joel, and a moment later, he was wrapped in his arms.

Emerson and Nelson stayed put by the car, staring at their adoptive uncle in what I could only assume was stunned amazement. I walked past them and stopped a couple paces in front, and I too stared at Joel in disbelief, as if he were a ghost who had just invaded my home and was now hovering on the porch. 

“Joel?” I chuckled incredulously. “What...how did you...? I...I can’t believe you’re actually here.”

He shrugged. “I mean, you don’t return my texts, what choice do I have but to show up unannounced?”

“Is Lauren here?” Charlotte asked. She was now standing beside me, her question a reference to Joel’s wife. 

Joel nodded, giving a strange grin and a nervous swallow. “She is. How are you Charlotte?”

Charlotte shook her head, as if confused by the question.

“Where is your car?” I asked.

“Yeah, well, that’s kind of the thing. We knew we couldn’t make it to Helena—or even to your cabin for that matter—but we made it to within a couple miles of here, so we slept in the car last night and then humped it here first thing this morning. Only been here about an hour. I figured you guys had already made it across.” Then, as if compelled by some primal urge to speak, he added, “You guys are pretty nicely stocked.”

I ignored the observation and asked, “Helena? Is there some kind of checkpoint happening there?”

Joel nodded. “That’s the closest one to here. You haven’t heard?”

I shook my head. Helena was almost a hundred miles from the cabin, which, based on the estimated miles remaining in the Explorer, was close enough to reach. I sighed, and a thin smile formed on my face as I walked toward the porch. On my way toward the house, I remembered the bag of guns I had dropped during our escape, and I looked to the spot where I’d left it to see that it was gone. It seemed unlikely the Corrupted had taken it, but I didn’t pursue other possibilities.

I reached the stairs and ascended them slowly, and when I got to the top, I stared at Joel for several beats before extending my arms and embracing him, squeezing him tightly for several seconds. “Good to see you, buddy.”

Ryan stood beside us, smiling from ear to ear, and although Joel wasn’t technically an uncle to anyone, my kids—and Ryan especially—liked him far more than they did their actual uncle Lyle. I pulled away and said, “We’re not staying long, just so you know. We had a hell of a night last night. Just came back to grab the cat and a couple of other things, and then we’re heading east. Helena, I guess. I think we have enough gas to get us there.” 

Joel smiled. “I knew you were the man to see. Mind if we tag along?”

My first thought was of the promise I’d made to Charlotte, not to let anyone inside, and how I had already violated that oath back at the pharmacy. But this was different. Joel and Lauren were our friends, had been for years; we could never deny helping them get to safety, especially when we were headed to the river anyway. Besides, they were the ones who had just pointed out the crossing spot.

And regardless of any promise, they were already inside.  

“Your text,” I said. “What was that about?”

Joel kept his eyes on me, unblinking, the smile fixed. “It was about this. I...I wanted to see if we could hide out with you until all this passed. You’re the only guy I know with a cabin in the middle of the woods. Just seemed like a good place to be while the world imploded in on itself.” He paused. “But then we heard about the Safe Regions and, like everyone else, we thought we would give it a go.”

“So, they’re real then?” Charlotte asked, having now joined me on the porch. Clearly, she was still unconvinced of Jamaal’s story.

Joel scoffed. “If they’re not, Charlotte, there’s gonna be a lot of disappointed people this side of the Mississippi. And by disappointed, I mean dead.” His eyes dropped, and I could see the fear in his face for the first time.

I changed the subject. “Did you see any on your way here? Corrupted, I mean? While you were on the road?”

Joel shook his head. “Not many. And the ones we did see were from a distance. We kept just inside the tree line for as long as we could. Not that that’s any real protection. Just felt like we were sitting ducks in the middle of the road.” He swallowed and met my eyes, his now filled with tears. “We have to get to the bridge, Dave. We have to.”

“Joel!”

In the doorway was Lauren; Joel looked to her in shame.

“Hi, David,” Lauren said. “Charlotte.”

We nodded. 

“I’m sorry we arrived like this. We had to break a pane in the back-door window to get in. We’ll pay for that obviously. But we...we’re rattled right now. She put her hands to her mouth and entered the first stages of breakdown. Charlotte walked to her and pulled her into her chest, shushing her. 

“I know, Lauren. I know. But we’re going to be fine. We still have time and we have enough gas. We’re going to make it to Helena just fine.”

Lauren pulled back and gave a tearful smile, nodding as she wiped her nose. Charlotte turned to the kids now. “Em, get Newton and his box. Boys, grab some underwear and a change of clothes. And your toothbrush. And use the bathroom. I don’t know when the next time will be that you get that opportunity.”

The kids headed off toward their respective stations, while the adults performed their own duties of packing and arming. Charlotte and I quickly decided on one small suitcase for the five of us, not knowing what the rules would be once we met up with whatever authority was overseeing the river crossing. That along with the fact that we had two more passengers now, essentially cutting our storage space by two-thirds. As for the guns, I grabbed the last two weapons from the locker—a shotgun and a second pistol—and stocked them in the back beneath the luggage. And I still had the magnum, which was stored beneath my seat. If we were lucky enough to get as far as the point of inspection from federal authorities—and they denied the allowance of guns to cross into the Safe Region—I would gladly sacrifice them. But until that point was reached, it was better to have them available. 

Within a half-hour of arriving back at the cabin from our nightmare trip to Sprague, we were on the road again, this time with Joel and Lauren Castillo in tow, as well as our cat Newton, who seemed perfectly content, oblivious to the plight of his new world. 

The Explorer was a tight fit with seven people and a cat, and Joel and Lauren were forced to hold their bags atop their laps to make room. But our spirits were relatively buoyant, holding to the hope that the Helena-West Bridge would lead us to salvation.

We were ten minutes or so into our ninety-minute drive when Joel asked a question that, until that point, I hadn’t fully considered, though somewhere in the recesses of my mind it lay dormant. “Where did they all come from?”

The question settled over the cabin of the SUV like a thick blanket, and the silence that followed made it clear that no one was ready to risk an answer. 

“What do you mean?” I finally asked. “You know where. They came from Warren and Maripo Counties. And that military lab. We all saw the same video.”

I looked in the mirror at Joel, who was in the third row with Lauren. He was shaking his head, unconvinced. “There weren’t that many though. That’s my point. Not enough for them to be everywhere like they are now. How many were there in that video? Really? Enough that they’re flooding Northeast Arkansas already? And who knows where else. For Christ’s sake, they’re shutting down the entire interior of the country. I’m telling you, David, there were at most two hundred of those things at the lab, and that’s being generous. It was probably closer to a hundred.”

I shook my head, not ready to acquiesce to Joel’s piling on of an already extraordinary calamity. “The cameras didn’t capture everything. There was...obviously more.”

“From where? Where did they all come from? Even if the cameras didn’t capture everything on that video, how many more could there possibly have been inside those labs? Or in the cordon itself? We all saw the same drone footage over those months when the place was locked down. There weren’t thousands of those things walking around in the streets. Hell, we never even saw more than groups of three or four at a time. And now there are enough that after a couple of days they’ve already spread this far west?”

I looked back to the road ahead, re-focusing on the destination, the Estimated Miles to Empty gauge at the bottom of my sight line taunting me all the while. “They obviously only showed us what they wanted us to see,” I answered meekly.

“Oh, I’ve no doubt that’s true, but still, how could the streets have been so empty during those shots from the drones? You haven’t answered that.”

I paused, searching my mind for an explanation, which I couldn’t find. “So, what are you saying, Joel? What exactly are you saying?”

“Look!” Emerson shouted, her fingertip shooting over my left shoulder to some point in the distance.

“Oh my God!” Charlotte screamed beside me, obviously seeing the object of Emerson’s exclamation.

And then I saw it a moment later, just off the edge of the road sixty or so yards in the distance. At the bottom of a shallow embankment was a small Ryder truck that had gone off the pavement and was now nose down in the grass. Atop the truck, standing with their backs to each other, was a young couple, and all around the truck was a circle of White Ones, some back on their haunches in a waiting posture, others on all fours as if ready to pounce.

I depressed the brake slowly, easing my speed by half, coming to about ten yards of parallel with the scene where I quickly pulled the Explorer over to the opposite shoulder. 

“What?” Joel asked, bemused. “What are you doing, Dave? You can’t stop here, man. Seriously, brother, keep going.”

The man on the roof of the truck was waving his arms in a desperate plea to flag us down—which he had—while the woman stayed huddled tight, eyes fixed on something in her arms.

A baby.

I stared in disbelief at the trapped family, the scene almost surreal in its madness and desperation. The Corrupted to this point hadn’t glanced in our direction, so fixated were they on the people above. 

“She’s got a baby,” Charlotte announced, snapping her hands to her mouth in a combination of shock and sickness. 

“We have to try,” I said to no one in particular, staring in the mirror at the faces from the backseat. 

Lauren and the kids were staring out their respective windows at the scene, while Joel kept his eyes watching me. I finally caught his stare in the silver of the mirror. “Just keep going, Dave,” he said solemnly. “You know you can just keep going.”

I felt the pain in my chest at the dilemma that had just sprung from nowhere, and though I knew that anyone looking at the situation from the outside would have believed Joel to be cruel and cowardice, his appeal to continue driving wasn’t an unreasonable one. My family’s lives came first—above even those of helpless babies—and choosing theirs over the troubled strangers on the roadside was neither cruel nor cowardice, and certainly not beyond the pale. 

But we were also in a position where we could at least try to help, if not save the lives of these stranded people. We had guns and a car. We could give them a chance. “I can’t drive by without at least trying something, Joel. She has a baby for Christ’s sake.”

“I see it, Dave! She has a baby! And I feel really, really bad for her. I do. But they’re not going to make it! You crash out here and you’re done. You said yourself we’ve barely got enough gas for Helena. And I’ve already been out on the road, and we got very lucky to have made it off alive. I can’t get stranded again. I’m sorry, Dave, I just can’t. There’s nothing you can do about those people.” Joel’s eyes were desperate now, pleading with me to comply.

I held his stare for several seconds, and then I reached for the door handle and said, “I’m going to try.”

“No, you’re not,” Joel replied, and before I could open the door and begin my walk to the tailgate, where my plan was to retrieve the shotgun from beneath the lode of bags and fire off a few warning shots to draw the White Ones away, Joel had a .9mm Beretta aimed at the back of Emerson’s head.

Charlotte screamed, and, reflexively, I put my hand on the back of her head and shushed her, fearing that escalating the situation could trigger Joel to shoot. And then shoot again. Continuing until there was nothing but my family’s massacred bodies strewn across the leather of the Explorer.

I didn’t really believe that my best friend, whom I had known since our first year of middle school, would shoot my only daughter from point blank range; but fear—desperate fear—was the one emotion upon which I was not willing to gamble. I knew in my heart that I would have killed Joel to save Emerson—or anyone in my family—if I truly believed in the sincerity of my actions. And there was no reason to believe that Joel didn’t feel the same way about his own life, irrational though it may have been. 

Ryan had begun to cry and was now pushing his shoulder against Nelson, trying to move as far away from Emerson as he possibly could. Nelson, who was now smooshed against the door, was also crying, but, thankfully, his asthma was held at bay.

“Okay, Joel, I’m going. I’m going. Please put the gun down.”

Joel shook his head, as if irritated that we had now reached this point in the relationship, one which we could never recover. “Dammit, Dave. Why couldn’t...why do you have to be like this? Why can’t you just do what the fuck everybody else would do?”

I looked back to the scene unfolding by the roadside, where two of the creatures had begun to move in on the Ryder truck, with one already scaling the grill, making its way to the hood. “Joel, please, let me at least fire off a couple of shots. We have to give them a chance.” 

“No!” He pulled the hammer on the nine, the click of the metal sounding like a rocket through the car. “Let’s go.” 

I shifted the car into park and began to ease the Explorer forward, now pulling even with the truck, where the first creature had reached the bottom of the windshield. The woman began to scream feverishly, bending at the waist as she unleashed her wails, covering the helpless infant with her bosom as she did. The man dropped his hands to his sides in defeat as we rolled past him, and as I checked the side mirror one last time, the White One, which had been sliding down the glass with each climbing attempt, finally found a grip on the glass with its raw feet, and was atop the truck a second later.
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10: The Bridge
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By the time we reached the Helena-West Bridge sign—Distance: 2 miles—and had yet to see another moving car on the road, I knew something was very wrong. Once Joel told of the entrance to the Safe Region, I had visions that a serpentine cluster of cars would be backed up all along the interstate for miles—five at least—before the toll booth bank, and that at various points along the route there would be military outposts to guide us through, navigating us into increasingly secure zones, perhaps inspecting our cars and IDs until finally ushering us through, making the crossing of the bridge a mere formality. 

But there was nothing to suggest the military, or any law enforcement for that matter, had ever been there. No tanks or cruisers, no signs or cones or cordoned off areas, and soon the seeds of doubt were embedded in my brain about whether the Safe Regions existed at all.

“Stop the car,” Joel instructed, his voice cracking and nervous. They were the first words anyone had spoken in forty minutes. The gun at the back of Emerson’s head was now lowered, but presumably it was in Joel’s lap, ready to re-engage; there was no way I could risk making a play for the magnum beneath my seat. 

“Where?” I answered.

“Just...here. I don’t care. Just stop the car.”

I did as I was told and brought the SUV to a stop, parking the Explorer in the middle of the street.

“Now we’re going to do a couple of things very slowly, and at the end of the process, no one is going to be hurt. First, Dave, I need you to leave the car running and unlock the doors. And put your right hand in the air while you do it.”

I raised my right hand and then pressed the button on the door rest, firing the locks up from their tiny caves. 

Joel lifted the pistol again and held it eye-high, again a few inches from the back of Emerson’s head, and then he climbed from the back of the Explorer and squeezed in between Emerson and the boys in the middle row. Charlotte began to cry again.

“Joel, don’t—”

“Shut up!” Joel screamed, cutting off my plea. “The only way people will get hurt is if they do what you’re doing now. No one asked you to say a word, did they?”

I shook my head, keeping my mouth shut.

“Now, Emerson, when I tell you, I need you to step out of the car. Everyone else stays put. Got it?”

Reluctantly, Charlotte, Emerson and I nodded. The boys were frozen with fear and apparently given a pass on agreeing.

“Okay, ready? In three...two...one. Open the door, Em.”

Emerson wasted no time and snapped the handle toward her, releasing the door. She immediately stepped from the car in a panic, and as she stood outside the car, I could hear her taking huge gaping breaths, crying in disbelief. Joel followed Emerson outside and quickly corralled her several feet from the car, and then he maneuvered himself so that he was standing behind my daughter, who was now facing the car, her hands by her sides away from her body. 

Joel maintained his position directly behind Emerson, and it was clear he was using her as a shield, in the event I went cowboy and bolted from the SUV with guns blazing. But in my heart, I knew Joel wouldn’t hurt us—at least not directly or intentionally—and I hadn’t yet reached the point where I was going to wager on my daughter’s life. 

“Now the rest of you,” Joel shouted from outside. “Lauren, stay put.”

I turned to my boys in the backseat, both of whom wore masks of anguish upon their faces. Behind them I caught Lauren’s gaze for a flash, but she quickly looked away in disgrace. I looked at the Ryan and Nelson again. “It’s going to be okay,” I said sternly. “We’re just going to do as Uncle Joel says and get out quietly.”

“He’s not our uncle!” Ryan snapped, and I could see a rage in my middle child that I knew one day would make him someone’s formidable foe.

“That’s right, Ryan, he’s not, and after today, we won’t ever have to see him again. But right now, we have to listen to him. I’m going to get out now, and you both are going to follow me.” 

Before any protests could be lobbed in my direction, I turned and opened the driver’s door and then waited until the rest of my family followed suit. In moments, we were standing on the street, with Joel still holding the gun at the middle of Emerson’s back.  

“Where did you get the gun, Joel?” I asked, already assuming the answer.

Joel gave a snap of his shoulder. “Shouldn’t leave guns lying around in the driveway, buddy. People get hurt that way.” He waved the gun toward the middle of the street, directing Charlotte, the boys, and me there, separating us from the car. “Go,” he said, nodding for Emerson to join us, and as she walked toward our huddle, Joel took his position by the driver’s door.

“I assume you’re taking the car,” I said. I was looking in Joel’s direction but not meeting his eyes, instead casting my stare across his shoulder. “But let me have my stuff, please. At least some of it. Nelson’s meds are in there. And leave me my cat.” I knew Charlotte had stuffed an inhaler in her purse, which, thankfully, she had been permitted to take with her from the car, but we had gone through too much in Sprague for me not to try to get the rest of our bounty. 

Joel stared at me for several seconds and then looked down the road in the direction of the bridge, as if considering the danger of my request. Finally, he shook his head and said, “I can’t risk it, Dave. Sorry, man, I really am.”

“Joel!”

Joel ignored me and hopped inside the Explorer, and the moment the door slammed, the chorus of my children’s tears began as they stood crying in the middle of Interstate 49, two miles short of the Helena-West bridge, the access point that crossed over the Mississippi River into the state of Mississippi. I felt like crying too as I watched Joel speed off toward the salvation of the toll booths, leaving his former best friend and his family stranded. 

I felt helpless, doomed, and for a moment, I wanted nothing more than just to sit on the pavement and give up, to wait in place for either some miraculous rescue to come from above or for death to arrive, likely in the form of the Corrupted, the creatures that had appeared from seemingly nowhere to ruin the world.

“David? Hey? What do you think? It’s only two miles to the bridge.” Charlotte’s voice was low and muted, unhurried and rational, as if sensing I was reeling and that balance from her in that moment was what was needed. “I think we should follow them on foot. We can walk it easily as long as...as long as there are no problems.”

‘Problems’ was an obvious euphemism for the White Ones, but, in fact, we had seen very few of them during our travels from the cabin to the bridge. And she was right: following the Explorer to the bridge was really the only choice we had. We certainly couldn’t head back to the cabin—not on foot anyway. I cleared my throat. “Yeah, okay, I think that’s right.”

“What about Newton?” Nelson asked.

“We’ll get him once we cross the bridge,” Charlotte answered. “Unc...Joel will make sure to leave him somewhere safe.” 

I had no reason to believe Joel wouldn’t do that, so, despite Charlotte’s goal to cushion the villainy of Joel, the sentiment from her didn’t feel like a lie. And even if it was, it didn’t matter. At that point, Newton was the least of our worries. 

“But we have to get ourselves across first,” Charlotte continued. “So, we’re going to stiffen that upper lip and follow the road until we reach the bridge.”

Nelson began to prim his lips, presumably trying to stiffen his lip per his mother’s instruction, and without delay, we began our strides toward the river, with me in the back to ensure everyone kept up the pace. In just under twenty minutes, we reached the one-mile sign, and there I got the sinking feeling that the Helena-West Bridge was no longer a crossing point to safety, if ever it had been at all. The multitude of cars that I had expected to see queued up miles earlier suddenly began to populate the landscape, thickening with each eighth mile we traversed toward the bridge. The cars all looked to be empty, most with at least one door open as if they had been abandoned.

“What happened here?” Charlotte asked.

“I don’t know. Let’s just...let’s just keep going.”   

We continued down the interstate for another half-mile or so until another sign appeared, this time warning of the toll booths ahead and preparing drivers to reduce their speed. But behind the toll booth sign, another sign came into view, this one erected only a few yards beyond. It had been made recently, by hand, painted with white letters on a wooden slat, the dried drips giving the message an ominous appearance.  

Danger! Helena-West Bridge No Longer Accessible. Ferry Travel only beginning September 26th. The Last Crossing to the East Safe Region Will Occur on September 27th at Noon.

September 27th. I wasn’t a hundred percent certain in that moment, but I was pretty sure that was today’s date.

“Oh my god,” Charlotte blurted, affirming what I had suspected. She turned to me, her stare focused on my wrist. “What time is it?” 

I hesitated to look at my watch, knowing in my heart we were too late. Finally, I flicked my wrist to the sky and nearly vomited at the obtuse hands of the watch positioned at 12:25.

“No! No, no, no! Shit!”

I ran toward the bridge now, barely able to breathe as I thought of the consequences of missing the last ferry, praying that when I reached the edge of the embankment that led to the water I would see the boat docked, perhaps a line of ferries waiting, along with armed soldiers standing on the docks, hustling people aboard, barking orders as the scared families quickly embarked.

And as I cleared the trees and signage blocking my view of the water from the road, I, indeed saw a boat, halfway across the mile-long span of the Mississippi. The ferry was too far out to see how many occupants were aboard, but I imagined, based on the Explorer parked at the base of the bridge with its tailgate up (Newton in his cage meowing in protest), that there were only two—Joel and Lauren.

I put my hands to my head in disbelief, staring at my SUV and then back to the water and the boat drifting cruelly away with each second. I panicked, but I quickly found the access road beside the bridge that led down to the old ferry station where the boat had surely departed. I sprinted toward it, reaching it in seconds, following it down to the water while screaming and waving my arms furiously. In the back of my mind I envisioned the young couple I’d been forced to abandon only hours earlier, abstractly imagining the pain and anguish they’d felt when the White Ones finally reached them.

I reached the clearing at the bottom of the road, but from there I still had another hundred yards to the river. I hung my head for just a moment and spat, and then I raced toward the water, finally reaching it as I gasped for oxygen on the shore. But the uncaring stern of the ferry was relentless in its advancement toward the opposite shores of the Mississippi, and nothing I did now was going to bring it back.  

Still, I put my hands to my mouth and called out with all my voice could offer; but the words were tired and impotent, and they were snatched by the wind almost instantly, swept away into the oblivion of the ether. I felt the sting of tears in my eyes as I turned to my left, then to my right, studying the length of the riverbank in both directions, focusing on the dozen or so piers that occupied the expanse of land, searching for any sign of a boat that we could use ourselves to cross. But there was nothing to be seen, only the gray of the waves lapping against the shoreline or the pilings of the various piers. 

And then a breeze broke forth from the atmosphere, and for the first time since we’d arrived, I felt the chill of fall.

I looked up to the toll booth, at the base of the bridge, and found the Explorer once again, parked just in front of the barrier arm. Charlotte and the kids were there now, and I could see Ryan holding Newton in his arms. Well, I thought, at least we had the cat back. And the car. Whether or not Joel had left the keys, I couldn’t be sure, but, since he’d left the trunk open for us to see Newton, I guessed he had. He was scared, not evil, I reminded myself, though little difference it made at that point.

Twenty-five minutes late. If Joel hadn’t shown up at the cabin, we likely would have made it. Then again, if not for Joel, we would have stopped to help the family on the Ryder truck, and who knew how that would have gone down. Or perhaps we would have been the family on top of the truck, having swerved to avoid a horde of White Ones and ending up stranded in the same ditch. There was no use playing the ‘What-if’ game—that was a contest for fools.

I watched the boat for several more seconds, squinting in disbelief at the cruel crawl of the ferry as it made its way across the river, and when it was nearly to the other side, I walked back to the access road and ascended it toward the bridge, where I finally joined my family at the tailgate of the SUV.

“Dad, it’s Newton!” Nelson cried.

I smiled and rubbed the cat’s head. “Hey buddy.” I turned to Charlotte. “Keys?” 

She nodded, dangling them in front of me. She shrugged. “I guess he could have thrown them in the river.”

“Yeah, and he could have lobbied the ferry operator to wait twenty minutes.”

Charlotte shrugged again. “Who says he didn’t?”

I was tempted to keep the discussion going, to ask my wife why she was defending the man that had held a gun to her daughter’s head, but Charlotte had a way of keeping perspective at the proper moment, and perhaps this was a time when such depth was needed.

I nodded, conceding the point, and as I did, my eyes automatically drifted again toward the bridge, where the foot of the crossing came into view. I changed the subject on a dime. “Hey, what’s to stop us from crossing the bridge?” The question was more suspicious than anything, as I noted that the only barriers in place were a single row of plastic orange barricades from one side of the bridge to the other, the kind road crews set up to separate traffic from their worksites. 

“What do you mean?” Charlotte asked.

“The sign says the bridge is closed, and they have these plastic orange barrier walls, but what’s to stop us from just moving them aside and driving across?”

Charlotte shrugged again. “I would imagine a line of tanks on the other side, maybe? Big guys with big guns?”

“Okay, great. What are they gonna do? Beat us up? Fire off a grenade launcher at an SUV full of kids? And a cat?”

“We might not get close enough for them to see who’s inside. I think that’s the point.”

I considered Charlotte’s reasoning, but the deeper I took it, the more it didn’t make sense. If we were driving, we obviously weren’t the monsters they were trying to keep out, and if their intentions were to blow us up before we got too close, certainly they would issue several warnings first, give us a chance to turn back.

She continued. “I mean, they must have closed the bridge for a reason, right?”

That was right; Charlotte’s skepticism was sound, but I assumed that reason was to keep tighter controls of the crossing, which a ferry was able to do. “I suppose so, but we don’t really have much of a choice.”

Charlotte nodded nervously, reluctantly agreeing to the idea, and she, Emerson, and I moved aside the barrier walls while Ryan pushed up the arm of the toll booth, and soon we were back in the Explorer and crossing the Helena-West bridge, heading into the state of Mississippi. 

No one spoke as we drove toward the apex, which was as daunting as any stretch of road I had ever driven, reminiscent of the climb of a roller coaster, where the opposite side is invisible until the last moment, with the promise of adventure and excitement on the way down. 

But this was no roller coaster, and there was certainly no assurance that thrill and fun awaited us at the top. And when we finally crested the hill and began the steady descent, I slammed on the brakes almost immediately, avoiding by only a few feet ramming into the back of a large bus. 

“Oh my god!”

The reason for the bridge closing was now horrifyingly evident, as lined up before us was a slew of cars, rising from the base of the bridge to the crest. Some of them had simply been abandoned, like the queue by the toll booth; others had smashed together in a long chain of destruction.

“I’m guessing this is why it’s closed,” Charlotte observed dryly.

“What is that wall?” Ryan asked.

“What wa—?” 

I saw it almost instantly, a giant concrete barrier that had been raised about a hundred yards from the base of the bridge on the Mississippi side. It was similar to the those that had been erected at the bridges leading from Warren county, and like those, this one had been positioned so that the only way around—other than going over—was to plummet into the water.

“What is that?” Charlotte asked, leaning forward until her face was nearly on the windshield. Her voice was dreamlike as she spoke, disbelieving. “At the wall?”

I centered in on the direction of Charlotte’s gaze, and soon I could see movement at the barricade. A lump formed slowly in my throat, and as the motion came into focus, the lump grew to the size of a plum, and I had to open my mouth in a gaping yawn just to take in a breath. 

The White Ones were there, everywhere by the wall, so many that they blended in with the color of the concrete, indistinguishable but for the movement, which made the wall seem almost alive. Most of the creatures appeared to have their bodies pressed against the wall like ivy, but others were more active, climbing atop each other like ants on a discarded apple core. 

They were trying to escape, using each other as rungs of a ladder.

“Daddy!” Emerson squeaked, the high pitch of her voice reminiscent of when she was of six or seven years old.

“I see them,” I whispered, and then, a beat later, as if Newton had seen the mutants too, or perhaps had just sensed the danger of them, noting them on a level that only cats and other animals possessed, he leapt from the back seat, out of Nelson’s hands, and directly into my lap. Had he only startled me, the incident would have been insignificant, and I would have been in the clear to simply back up to the Arkansas side of the bridge, putting us back to square one. But Nelson was primed for a fight, with claws in full attack position, and as he landed on my groin, he dug them into the inner side of my right thigh, causing me to shoot my left forearm into the flat surface of the steering wheel, sounding the horn.

It was just a blip of noise, the kind of honk you give to a motorist at a stoplight whose attention has drifted from the road into the chores of his day ahead. But this was a quiet world now, without the clatter of rubber on pavement or airplane engines above, and as the duck-like sound of the car horn cascaded through the wreck of cars in front of us, I had no doubt it would soon reach the newly refined senses of the White Ones below.

In seconds, there was a detectable shift of the figures at the base of the wall, as if they all turned their heads in unison. And then, for just a moment, all movement stopped, a pause in activity as the beasts studied the air around them, searching for the source of the noise.

“Go, David,” Charlotte said. “Go, now!”

Despite the urgency in Charlotte’s command, I gently eased the gearshift into reverse, as if moving it too quickly would somehow agitate the monsters, which were still at least two hundred yards away. 

I backed the Explorer up slowly, careful to keep it centered and straight so as not to send the backend against the side wall, and within seconds the SUV was headed toward the crest of the hill once more, this time in reverse. But before I reached the apex, at which point I could essentially allow the vehicle to drift back down toward the Arkansas side, I saw the first White One’s face appear in front of me, its face emerging through the mass of metal with shocking clarity, just as the one had arisen from the darkness at the motel. It was bounding down the middle of the roadway, bouncing on its haunches as it dodged the cars in its path with ease, barely avoiding the abandoned vehicles, like a kick returner splitting tacklers on a football field. 

“Go, David!”

I hesitated for just a moment, almost impressed at the speed and determination of the being in front of me, but I was back in the moment quickly, and I pressed the accelerator to the floor. Within seconds, almost absurdly, we were safe again, the magic of machinery separating us from the wave of white that was now headed up the bridge, still zealous in their pursuit despite the near impossibility of their goal. 

In seconds, we were at the base again, where I quickly did a three-point turn until I was properly aligned and back on the interstate, heading in the direction of the cabin. I glanced in my mirrors once to see the distant shapes of the white ghosts, which appeared still to be coming. I looked to my gas gauge: 8 miles remaining to E.

“All right,” I said, “we’re not out of the clear yet. Time for a trade in.”

I drove to the furthest car in the queue, which extended from the toll booth to the edge of the ramp on the opposite side of the interstate, and there I began searching each of the cars for keys, ordering Charlotte and Emerson to do the same. I still had enough gas to get down the road and away from the horde if they found their way that far from the bridge, but I didn’t want to push the tank to the very end. Such a decision would almost certainly have left us stranded in the middle of nowhere, forced to find our next shelter on foot. 

“I found one!” 

It was Emerson. She stood in front of a Chevy Monte Carlo dangling a key fob in her fingers. The car was parked in front of several others, but there looked to be enough space to maneuver it out. 

“Atta girl,” I barked, and in seconds I had the key in my hand and was pressing the button to start the car. I checked the gas level immediately, which, thankfully, was just over half full. 

“Let’s get what we can from the Explorer and get out of here.”

There was no reply from my family, and no need for one. We knew the horde was coming, and within seconds, our knowledge was reaffirmed. I could hear the slaps of their feet first, and soon we could see them, just beginning their descent of the bridge in our direction, hurdling familiarly like apes. 

We quickly loaded what remained from the Explorer into the trunk of the Monte Carlo, including the weapons bag, which Joel had left behind. I assumed guns were verboten on the ferry, and that’s why he hadn’t taken the bag with him, but I wanted to believe otherwise, that it was because he knew we would need them to survive. 

Finally, the five of us squeezed ourselves into the two-door Chevy, and before I drove off for the cabin once again, I peeked in the rearview mirror at the approaching avalanche of demons. 
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11: The Store
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It rained on October fifteenth—at least that was the best estimate of the date—and a few weeks later, as we neared the first day of November, the sky looked primed for snow, as the temperature dipped into what must have been the low forties. Snow was rare in Arkansas, at least according to Ryan, who claimed that the state rarely got more than a few inches for the whole year. And since my oldest son was usually spot on with his statistics, I had no reason to doubt him. We were still almost two months away from winter, but based on the recent temperatures, it threatened to be a bad one.

And food had become a challenge. We had enough to last us another week, and that was if we pushed it. 

It had been over a month since we returned from our close call at the Helena-West Bridge, and on that day, Charlotte and I vowed not to leave the cabin for at least a few days—perhaps even a week—however long it took for us to feel certain that the White Ones had finally moved away from our secluded section of Lake Sloman and off the in the directions of the Safe Regions. At the checkpoints, they would either be stopped at whatever barriers had been erected, just as they were at the bridge, or they would find their way through and unleash their chaos on the outside. Neither of those outcomes were our problem, however; our problem was our own survival. 

A week of waiting quickly turned to two, however, and though we hadn’t seen any sign of the mutants over that time, suggesting we were as safe as we were going to be, the debate about whether or not to stay began to divide Charlotte and I. She had become spooked, paralyzed, and spent most of her days with an eye out the window, as if staking out a crime suspect. And despite my insistences that we make another play for the river—one off the beaten path, away from the bridges—she refused to risk the trek, claiming that only an airtight plan and solid assurances of success could draw her out. The first part I had—the plan—but there was no way I could guarantee the killer devils had left our neck of the woods entirely, and no matter what I said, it was always dismissed with a ‘You can’t be sure.’ 

But desperation was now at our doorstep, and though I knew we would simply have no choice but to leave, I didn’t want it to be with me dragging Charlotte in hysterics. The Wal mart at Sprague was in the opposite direction of Helena-West, but I decided if I made it there and back, it would accomplish two things: I could load up on whatever non-perishable food remained, but more importantly (and more likely to still be available), the cold-weather blankets and clothes we’d foregone during our first trip there as a family. 

I shined the flashlight on the battery-operated clock above the pantry (the only working clock in the house), which showed 2:27. Worst case, I’d be back by six a.m., best case, five. Either way, Charlotte and the kids would likely still be sleeping, and even if they weren’t, they wouldn’t have been up long, and their worry would be short-lived. 

It was the leaving part that was the trick.

I eased the front door open and closed it again, and as I stood on the porch and shined the light toward the yard, a chill of remembrance from our escape a month earlier hit me. I walked to the grounds and around the house until I was facing the pier and the lake beyond. The water was serene, the moonlight dancing upon it like a ballerina. The coast was clear, just as it had been for a month. 

But the coast of our cabin wasn’t good enough. I had to show Charlotte that places beyond our cabin were safe too, and the only way to do that would be a successful supply run outside of our neighborhood.

I stepped into the Monte Carlo like a car thief and gently closed the door, and then I started the engine with a push of the button, cringing as the new motor purred subtly to life. Despite the relative quiet of the ignition, however, the noise of the engine sounded like a grenade to my ears, and I sat for several seconds, perhaps even a full minute, waiting for Charlotte or Emerson to come tearing outside to interrogate me.

But all was quiet from the house, and I slowly pulled the car down the driveway, around the maple tree and on to Campbell Farm Road. And once the tires hit the paved road of the interstate, I floored it.

***
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IT HAD ONLY BEEN A little over a month since the collapse, but already the creeping ruination was evident in the Wal mart parking lot. Wild grasses and weeds had sprouted through the cracks of the ground like prehistoric ferns, and the empty lot presented a general vision of disrepair, evident even in the darkness of the early morning.

Also evident was that the store had been raided, as items seemingly from every section of the retailer had been strewn across the grounds of the parking surface, no doubt surplus treasure that had been lost by burglars as they made their getaways. Whether anything of value remained within the walls of the massive store was still unclear, but my hope began to dwindle. Still, I wasn’t dismayed, as securing spoils was only a secondary task; my ultimate mission was to prove to Charlotte that I could make it to Sprague and back, and thus another trip to the riverbanks—albeit one away from Helena—was an achievable goal.

I double-parked the Monte Carlo outside the Lawn and Garden section of the store, where the metal gate that protected the outside items from thieves had been opened wide. From my vantage at the curb, I could also see the sliding glass door leading inside was open, and a passageway presented like the gaping jaws of a whale.

My nerves were already tattering at the thought of entering the building, my breathing short and panicked. But I was on a schedule, and if I stuck to it, I could get back to the cabin before anyone—especially Charlotte—awoke.

I grabbed the flashlight from the seat beside me, as well as the .357—now with only two rounds remaining—and I quickly headed toward the store, stopping for just a moment to illuminate the outdoor section to see if there was anything useful to be had. I noted a few stray tools as a potential departing prize, and then I headed into the store proper, grabbing a stray shopping cart that appeared immediately upon entry, as if it had been waiting just for me.

Nothing could have prepared me for the fear I felt in those first moments walking around the deserted store, so dark and open, cavernous in its sound and height. But I kept my eyes forward, ears perked, and quickly my senses and nerves steadied into a rhythm, keeping the fear at bay.

It was clear the place had been looted, as the mess that had spilled out into the parking lot was ten times as bad inside; but the overall organization of the store was still apparent, and based on the items littered upon the floor and the bulk of those still on the shelves, there were still plenty of worthy goods to be had. A six-pack of plastic applesauce containers caught my eye first, followed by cans of tuna and ravioli and several dented canisters of green beans. I couldn’t recall the last vegetable I’d eaten, and my mouth watered at the thought of the legumes. 

I quickly loaded the cart with cans and cartons until I had a solid layer of steel and aluminum on the bottom of the cart, and then I pushed onto the clothes section, where I had hoped to score some heavily layered items by the bulk. But the breach had happened at the end of the summer, which meant the Wal mart had been abandoned only days later and there was little stock of winter jackets. Still, there were plenty of sweaters and other types of thick clothing, and I grabbed what I could find, making sure to secure a variety of sizes that would match the mold of my family.

I rolled around next to the sporting goods section, and more specifically the hunting area, and though there were no guns to be had—that would have been a miracle—I did score a box of ammo for the Mossberg (though nothing for the magnum). Also available was a small Ozark tent resting neatly on the shelf, a Coleman lantern, and a fixed-blade hunting knife that had found its way off the shelving and beneath the bottom ledge. But my flashlight caught just the tip of the blade in its beam, and I secured it quickly and shoved it in my back pocket, just beside the handgun in the back of my pants. 

I considered adding a fishing pole, just in case we really did decide to live off the land for the foreseeable future, but that seemed a bad omen, so I left it alone, deciding not to tempt my good fortune. All in all, it was a great shopping trip. I was only ten or twelve minutes in and already I’d found more than I ever would have dreamed available. Now, it was time to head out.

The jangle of empty hangers chimed from somewhere in the middle section of the store, in front of me, about four aisles down from where I stood currently. The Girls’ section of the store, I figured, maybe the Women’s.

I was at about the midway point in the building, halfway in either direction from side wall to side wall, meaning I had to travel half the store to reach the exit that led out to the Lawn and Garden area. I flicked off the flashlight and stood as still as a cigar store Indian, knowing that whatever I decided, it had to be quick. If I was going to make a run for it, I had to do it then, in the next few seconds. I would have to leave the groceries behind, of course, but the openness of the store and the moon shining in through the windows gave off enough ambient light that I could find my way to the exit. 

But what if I’d misjudged the distance of the intruder? What if the White One (assuming that was what had made the noise) was, in fact, only an aisle or two away instead of four or five? A sprint with that narrow of a gap would mean I wouldn’t make it, and once it grabbed me, chaos would ensue, and I would have no chance to use any weapon against it. A misjudgment would have me end up like Lee and his friend. Torn apart. 

Death. 

Death meant I wouldn’t make it back, that my final resting place would be in the back of an abandoned Wal mart, mutilated, never to be seen by my family again. They didn’t even know I had left. Or why. Would they think I’d abandoned them? I took the car, after all, left without a word, so what else would they think? What would Charlotte tell the boys? And Emerson?

“No,” I said aloud, and as the word left my mouth, a chilly peace settled over me for a moment, a kind of fortification, a knowingness that though I may not live long enough to see the Safe Regions, I wasn’t destined to die in the Sporting Goods section of an Arkansas Wal mart.

I let the option to sprint for the exit die, and instead I pushed my now-full cart slowly up the Sporting Goods aisle until I was at the back passage of the store, and there I continued steadily along the wall, heading in the direction of the Lawn and Garden section where the Monte Carlo was parked. I finally reached the dead end corner of the store, in what appeared to be the Baby Care section, and there I turned left and made my way toward the main aisle and the double doors that led out to the nursery. I was now only fifteen or so paces from the doors to outside freedom. 

The patter of feet behind me, from somewhere along the back aisle where I had walked seconds earlier, the skin slapping the smooth tile and then stopping for just a moment before echoing again in the aisle immediately next to me.  

I stilled myself again, this time at the midway point of the final aisle of the store. My adrenaline was still racing, but I was in control, my thinking clear, and, as if I had been training for years for such an unlikely scenario, I tucked the flashlight in my front pocket and pulled the magnum from my back with one hand, and with the other I reached to the bottom of the shopping cart and pulled up a can of tuna fish. 

I held my ear to the air, trying to detect from which direction the attack would come, and thinking the attacker was still only a few steps into the next aisle, I decided I would lure it to the back, away from the exit path. Then, as if I were tossing a cornhole beanbag, I threw the can of tuna high in the air and outward and waited the second or two it took to come crashing down at the back of the aisle. 

I heard the slap of the creature’s feet once more, scurrying toward the sound like a frightened rodent, and I immediately re-gripped the flashlight and shined it toward the back of the aisle, anticipating the appearance. Almost instantly, it was in front of me, entering the light’s beam like a circus showman, though hunched and balled in posture, its face a mask of white, its eyes squinted in a way I’d never seen from them before, bothered by the light. 

“Come on,” I said quietly, gripping the cart handle and flashlight simultaneously as I backed my way to the front of the aisle, pulling the cart toward the awaiting door that led to the Lawn and Garden section.

At first, the White One simply studied me, but then, as if fearing I was drifting too far away, it began to follow, one limb at a time to start, and then at a lope.

“That’s it,” I said, “keep coming.” I was out the door now, into the nursery area, my car only twenty yards or so to my right at the curb.

The mutant once again entered my sights now at the doorway, still inside the store, staring out at me, hesitating, as if it knew it had been led to a trap. I held the flashlight and magnum both like pistols toward the creature now, ready to fire, but before I could pull the trigger, it darted to the right, out of the path of my beam, disappearing into the far front section of the store. And as it did, it cleared the way for the beam of my light to shine down the main aisle of the Wal mart, to the opposite end of the store, and there, in a gallop, I could see them coming.
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12: The Fear
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I was at the driver’s side of the car now, door open, and there was nothing but pure fear in me now, an animal sense of self-preservation. I focused not on the approaching horde, but only on piling what I could from the basket into the car while still leaving enough time to get in myself and drive off. I figured fifteen seconds total, ten for the loading of items and five to escape. 

I wrapped my arms fully around the top pile of clothes and tossed them to the driver’s seat, and then dug beneath for the cans, which I could only grip one at a time. 

Six cans were loaded when I heard the crash of flesh against metal shelving, followed by the destruction of pottery on cement, and I quickly used my last selection on the tent, which I clutched to my chest as I snaked myself into the driver’s seat and closed the door.

They were at the car now, surrounding it like a mob of rioters, but unlike a crush of people, I had no obligation to consider the lives of these demons, and I started the Monte Carlo and steadied it forward as if I was pulling out of my own driveway. 

The creature in front hopped to the side, as if sensing I was prepared to squash it, and unlike at the motel, none of them pursued the car. I watched them in the mirrors turn like a flock of birds back toward the store, where they were obviously sustained by god-knew-what inside.

It was still dark when I arrived at the Lake Sloman sign, and by the time I entered the hidden road that led back to the cabin, I knew something was wrong. 

Very wrong.

My palms began to sweat, my throat tightening, and as I entered the darkness of the driveway, the sting of tears formed in my eyes.

I drove the car all the way up to the cabin, banging the front porch with the bumper of the Chevy, and I immediately leapt from the car and ran to the house. The front door was unlocked, but I knew I had locked it, and I instantly ran inside and back to the bedrooms, first to the boys’, then to Emerson’s, and finally to ours. 

Empty.

“No!” I screamed, the tears already on their way down my cheeks. “No! No! No!”

I walked from the bedroom and stood at the intersection of the three bedrooms, the flashlight now lit and searching the tiny cabin for clues. I couldn’t breathe; fear was consuming me, and I felt my legs begin to wobble.

I closed my eyes in a long blink, trying to find a reserve of courage and level-headedness. I opened my eyes again and walked back to the main area of the cabin, then to the kitchen, all of which seemed to be in relative order, though not exactly as I remembered. A few blankets and pillows in disarray. A plastic cup on the floor. 

And then my eye caught something else: the gun locker.

It was open, and the Mossberg Patriot was gone.

I put a hand to my mouth, trying to decide whether the open locker and the missing gun was a good sign or one to be dreaded, and I quickly decided on the former. My family was gone, which was almost unbearable, especially after I had left them in secret; but the gun was gone too—as was Newton—and that meant that Charlotte had had enough time to prepare for an escape. 

But to where? And how? I had the only mode of transportation, and if they’d been attacked—either by men or monsters—leaving on foot with three kids would have been suicide.

As I stood in the silent house, racking my brain for possibilities, the crackle of steps came from outside; I could hear them through the kitchen window, which was slightly cracked, and as I gazed toward the screened opening, I recalled the incident from a month earlier, only a day after the breach, when Emerson and Ryan had been playing on the pier one moment and were suddenly gone the next. The fear I’d experienced then had been unique to me, and that was after only a minute or so of not knowing where my children were.

But now they really were gone, as was Charlotte and Nelson, and the more I thought it through, gun or not, the chances they were still alive were faint.

The rustle again, this time more erratic, and I was thrust back to the moment, out from the darkness of my dismay. Dawn was beginning to break above the lake, and I walked to the window, where my eyes fell upon something on the ground, moving slowly along the shoreline, away from the pier toward the tree where Emerson had dried off that day so many weeks ago, just after emerging in defeat from beneath the water.

A surge of hope suddenly flooded me, and I cocked the revolver and headed for the porch, clearing the steps in a single spring as I ran for the lake. 

And three steps in the direction of the water, I knew exactly what I was seeing. 

A White One, with a dried red exit wound like a bloody eye on the right side of its back, was crawling through the reeds and stones and sand of the lake shore, heading toward a grassy bank that led to the woods, presumably looking for a place to die.

I swallowed and took in a large breath, and then I pointed my weapon at the creature, my hand shaking now, tears streaming my face again as a vague anger—anger at the creature and the world and my decision to leave without warning—now replaced the fear and anxiety from moments earlier. I didn’t know if the creature lying wounded on the ground should be taken as a sign of encouragement or despair—on the one hand, it was injured and dying; on the other, I knew where there was one, there were always more. As Ryan had noted one day: There was never just one Corrupted. 

But whether the damaged beast was a blessing or not I couldn’t decide in that moment, so overwhelmed was I with pain and fury, energy and motivation. The sun was now risen, and in the openness of the lake shore, I had a clear view of the morning chaos, and I strode with purpose toward the creature until I was within a pace or two of it. The thing seemed unaware of my presence still, or perhaps it was too injured even to make the turn of its torso to see me. I absently debated whether to use one of my two remaining bullets on it or to simply let the nature of the wound run its course, thus allowing it to die a slow and, presumably, painful death. 

But as the decisions played out against one another in my mind, a different thought, one from only moments earlier, wedged itself back inside.

There was never just one.

It was as close to a fact as I could state about the creatures, and it was one I had forgotten—almost fatally—back at the Wal mart. I lifted my chin suspiciously and turned back toward the cabin, and then I took a step in the direction of the house, my intention to enter it again and conduct a second search, this time in the new, better light of the rising day. After all, I thought, if Charlotte had managed to fire off one round, certainly she could have gotten of another, perhaps even two more, any of which could have found its way into the body of a White One, just as the first one had. 

I was suddenly buoyed with hope, now believing that I would find one of the creatures dead somewhere in a corner, or perhaps beneath the porch; and as I prepared to break into an all-out run for the cabin, I stopped as if I’d hit a stone wall and then slowly turned toward the water. There was another White One, not dead at all, but sitting in the grass some twenty yards down from the pier where the outboard motorboat had been beached for the past three months. Beside the creature was a second one, and both were watching me from the same meditative pose, arms sprawled out by their sides, each studying me like nonchalant albino orangutans, and I some new species of animal that had just climbed from the lake water.

I squinted in their direction as the anger from earlier boiled again within me, and with little concern for the ensuing consequences, I took several quick steps toward the creatures, my neck forward, eyes wide and searching, studying their faces and bodies for remnants of flesh or blood, any indicator that my family had been slaughtered by them. 

But I couldn’t see any evidence of violence upon their faces, and I was now only twelve or fifteen feet away from the creatures, well within striking distance of them, suicidal in my proximity had I been unarmed.

But I was armed, and this time I raised the magnum with a steady right hand while stabilizing the gun with my left, and when my first target—the one to my right—fell into its proper place within the sight, I fired. 

The bullet entered the beast’s forehead perfectly, as if I’d measured for the true center of the skull and then placed it there by hand, and I thought back to all the hours I’d spent on the shooting range, a hobby I’d taken up soon after the army, never believing the practice would ever pay off in the wild.

I fired again, and the next White One fell beside its partner seconds later, and like that, two of the marauders—perhaps the killers of my family—lay in a grotesque fleshy mound in front of the lake, like corpses being prepared for discardment into an earthen pit of a prison camp.

I hung my head for a moment and breathed for the first time in minutes, and then I quickly thought of Charlotte and the kids again, considering where to go from there. I was out of ideas for an explanation; the only thing to do then was to drive the area around the cabin and patrol the woods on foot, increasing the perimeter with each pass as I called their names, and then hopefully find them walking the street or hiding somewhere beyond the tree line. 

I lifted my head to turn back to the car, but before I took my first step, my gaze caught the line of the shore again, just beyond the lumps of dead flesh that I’d left littered there moments earlier. 

And there I saw nothing. 

The beach was empty. 

The boat. 

It was gone.
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13: The Trail
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I was at the Lake Sloman overlook in three minutes, and with the binoculars I’d retrieved from the Explorer, I stared down to the lake as far east as I could see before the tufts of treetops shrouded the view beyond. I only prayed I would catch sight of the boat on the water before it was too late; even if I was at a distance too far to call out for them—which I almost certainly would be—just knowing they were alive and heading in the direction of the Mississippi would bring new life to my lungs and legs.

That prospect was too easy of course, and though I desperately scanned the water and landscape for any sign of my family, the only life I could find was a single blue heron steadfastly keeping watch over his lake. But my hope had still been salvaged. The boat was gone, after all—which I knew for certain it hadn’t been the day before—and that meant Charlotte and the kids had escaped. 

Of course, the lake didn’t reach all the way to the waters of the Mississippi—not even close—but it was a good seventeen miles wide, and if Charlotte kept the boat heading east and stayed on the water for as long as possible, she could arrive at the end of the reservoir a little over six miles from the mighty river. And from there they could walk the remainder of the way, Charlotte leading the kids to an early bank of the river, perhaps finding another boat there that she could get out on the water and sail across. And then, with luck, perhaps a ferry or helicopter or...

I closed my eyes and cleared my mind. I was mentally rambling. The possibilities about what might happen were endless; there was no point playing such a futile game. I just needed to head in the same direction they were traveling, to follow them on land as best I could. Charlotte knew the lake reasonably well and had a good sense of direction, better than I on both counts, and I would have trusted her more than myself to get us to the end.

The challenge was that there was no real way for me to travel on foot along the banks of the lake, not in a way that I could keep an eye on the water the whole time. Most of the shoreline in any direction was buttressed by sheer earthen faces and trees, with only a scattering of beaches at various points along the way, respites that had been carved into the banks by machine. 

And that meant the only real way to follow the flow of the lake, albeit from a distance, was along Flint Trail.

Flint Trail was just over twenty-three miles long, most of which traced Lake Sloman like the outline of a shadow. I’d never taken the trail to its full extent (though I always declared I would run it one day and count it as a marathon, explaining to Charlotte that she would need to pick me up at the other end), I knew the place on the map where it ended, an opening in the trees just west of a large wilderness refuge, less than a half-mile from the Mississippi. If I made good time, I could traverse the trail, get to the end, and then backtrack a few miles north and west and hopefully run into Charlotte and the kids. 

Along the trail were several outlooks, just like the one at the trailhead, and from what I knew about the portion of the trail that I’d traveled previously, the waters could be spotted at various points throughout. It was from one of those points I was praying to catch a glimpse of some movement below, any sign of hope that Charlotte and the kids had passed through.

It was all wishful thinking, of course, especially the first part about beating them to the end of the trail. Even with the ancient outboard motor attached to the even older boat (‘vintage,’ Charlotte liked to label them), they would still be traveling way too fast for me to keep pace. And unless they ended up camping somewhere along a bank—and I doubted Charlotte would ever make that choice—the likelihood of me spotting them from the trail was not good. 

Still, there was a chance, and a chance is all I would have asked for back at the cabin the moment I knew my family was gone. Besides, they couldn’t have gotten more than an hour or so head start, and though I was exhausted and weak and would certainly have to stop at some point along the twenty-three miles to rest, there existed still the breath of hope in my chest.

And then suddenly that breath appeared before me like a ghost, hovering in the air before me like a numinous mist, and I felt a sting in my toes and ears and at the tips of my fingers. 

The temperature had begun to drop like a stone. It was getting cold. Very cold.

I looked to the sky, which had suddenly gone from a brightly lit blue to a linen white; in the distance grayer blankets threatened. And as I pondered the cloud cover, my mind sparked of the first stories that began leaking from Warren County, stories that at first made only the tabloid news shows and papers, but which quickly became lead stories—then the leads—for the more mainstream outlets. Snow had burst through the atmosphere in May, they had reported, witnesses on the outside were sure of it, and though the specifics of what had really fallen from the sky that day had never been confirmed, there was little doubt in my mind (and most citizens, I assumed) that a connection between that detail and the White Ones that followed was one that could assuredly be made. 

Six months. That was all the time that had passed since the story first broke, an unbelievably short amount of time in comparison to the shift the world had taken. And now winter was almost here—the first winter of the new world—and the snows that, presumably, had created the enemy loomed.

I put my hands to my mouth and blew a warm blast into my palms, heating them for only a cruel moment before the surrounding bitterness took hold once more. I looked out again to the river and shivered my shoulders, knowing the chill I was feeling was careening down upon my family as well. 

Charlotte would have dressed them appropriately. Layered them up with everything she could find in the cabin. Sweaters—she had mentioned sweaters—and she always fussed over winter.

And with that prompting thought, I walked quickly to the Monte Carlo and began scavenging for those items I would need for the trip ahead, beginning with two of the Wal mart pull-overs which I forced onto my body with some effort. The tight fit was far from comfortable, but I would make it work. I then pulled one of the knit hats down taut against my skull and loaded as many of the other pieces of clothing into the tent bag, which I then strapped across my back like a mountain climber. Finally, I stuffed the hunting knife into the hollow above my backside (the empty .357 I left behind), picked up the Remington rifle that I’d retrieved from the gun locker, and with my gear loaded, I began my track down Flint Trail, taking the path in a sprint for as long as my lungs would allow me.

***
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A DECENT MARATHON RUNNER can finish a race in between four or five hours, and though my conditioning was above average for a man my age, I was no marathoner, and with the weight of the tent pack and rifle on my back, I was well behind that pace. And I had little energy to boot. I had sucked down the pop-top can of green beans and a carton of applesauce in the car on my way back from Sprague, but I was hungry again, and tired. I needed to rest. 

I was just over eight miles into the trail at that point—based on the various trail signs along the route—and though I wanted nothing more than to lie down and sleep (since I’d gotten almost none the night before), I forbid myself the luxury. At least for now. If Charlotte was out there, motoring the boat along (or perhaps rowing it by that point), she wasn’t sleeping. 

Besides, though I had the tent for a surface layer of protection, I didn’t have blankets or heavy coats, and I couldn’t trust the elements. If I slept too long, it would be easy to freeze to death in the dropping temperatures. 

I decided to push on to the next four-mile overlook, which, based on the observation point I’d passed a few minutes earlier, was still a good three and a half miles away. That would get me to about the halfway point on the trail, at which stage maybe I could rest my eyes. Just for a minute or two.

I lifted myself to my feet and continued down Flint Trail, receiving the luxury of a descent for most of the next mile before coming to a cruel rise in the land that brought fire to my thighs and calves as I climbed. But I trudged the slope like a soldier, my feet like dumbbells, and as the earth finally plateaued again at the top of the rise, an opening in the trees appeared, displaying a view as clear as the first overlook at the trailhead. This was as far as I’d ever been on the trail, and from there I could see not only the full width of the river as it snaked to the right around the earth’s bend, I could see across to the opposite bank as well. 

Unlike the trailside, which was largely government land and thus undeveloped, the opposite bank was a strip of private real estate, lined with houses, some of which looked to have been built a hundred years earlier, others luxury, million-dollar constructions. And it was in front of one of these more elaborate homes that I saw them for the first time since the cabin. 

A beach had been constructed at the bottom of a steep walkway that led from one of the mansion-sized homes, and along that stretch, herded together like a colony of stranded albino seals, were dozens of White Ones, so tightly huddled it was as if they’d been melded together. 

I quivered my head once and tried to blink away the vision, but more of the monsters flowed slowly down the stone staircase, as if the smell of some rotting animal were drawing them there. Fear raged in my gut, and I took several steps backward, tripping over a large root beside the trail as I did, falling backward into the hillside behind me. But I was on my feet quickly, and I stepped back to the spot in the clearing, praying silently that what I’d just witnessed had been some trick of the eyes, a mirage of chaos and menace.

But the Corrupted were still there, in numbers larger than even seconds earlier, thick like a pack of bloated white coyotes as they stared in the same direction, gazing down the lake, their eyes watching relentlessly as they swayed from side to side, quietly longing for some object in the distance, unreachable from their stranded position on the bank. 

I was suddenly intrigued by their rapt attention, and I quickly moved past the border of the trail until I was at the edge of the drop-off, where the trees had adapted to their environment and grew at an angle, projecting outward over the water, their powerful trunks clinging to the solid wall of earth. I grabbed the trunk of the tree closest to me, and from there I climbed out five feet or so and then lowered myself to a branch below me, and within moments I was a quarter of the way down the embankment that led to the lake. I swung out to another tree that leaned even further toward the lake, and from there I could stand upright, giving myself a wider vantage of the lake just at the bend. 

My heart raced at the gentle ripples of water waving gently toward me, the remnants of a boat’s wake, one that had recently passed. Tears hit my eyes like an ocean spray, and with all the strength I could muster, I quickly retraced my trapeze efforts along the trees until I had pulled myself back to the ledge. In minutes, I was on the trail once more, running.

It was Charlotte and the kids in that boat. It had to be.

There was no time or purpose to think otherwise, so I cleared my mind and continued down the trail, running like an escaped prisoner who’s just reached the open ground of freedom, passing trees and fallen logs as if they were part of a dream, all the while trying to steal whatever vision of the lake I could along the way, knowing only when I reached the next overlook would it be possible to know for sure whether it was my family who had passed and if they were all still alive. If it was our rickety ‘vintage’ boat—an item that was a mere afterthought when we’d purchased the cabin, having conveyed at closing without discussion—the fact that I had caught up with it almost certainly meant the motor had given out. Charlotte and the kids had probably gotten only a few miles down the lake before the oars came into play. 

It was a miracle. The wake meant that I had made it; there was a real chance to save us all. 

I reached the next overlook in maybe a half-hour, a time that I probably couldn’t have duplicated under the best of circumstances; but adrenaline had taken over, and as I finally reached the stone barrier of Overlook 4, which divided the trail from the drop-off to the lake, I finally saw the front of a boat—my boat—coming directly toward me, with Charlotte rowing like a robot, dazed and broken, as if she’d lost some battle at sea and had been taken as a slave for the galley. Three bodies were slumped across each other behind her at the rear of the boat; the kids sleeping in the stern. 

They were still too far away to hear me if I called out to them, but that didn’t matter; the boat was coming toward me and would be parallel with me at the overlook within minutes. I began to cough and snivel. It seemed impossible that I had found them, and yet, at the same time, the only outcome possible.

I dropped my gear to the ground and put my hands across my mouth, consciously decelerating my breathing, keeping my mind clear, fearing that even the slightest error in what I did next would somehow ruin the vision appearing before me. Despite the convergence of good fortune that was unfolding, it all seemed so fragile. 

So, I waited, clearing my throat again and again as I laid out in my mind the plans that would follow once I greeted my family on the shore below. I reminded myself of the garments I’d brought and who would need what in order to get warm. They would all be cold, no doubt, freezing even, but they were alive. I could feel their life as clearly as I could the chill on my face.

I reached for the bottom of my sweater, the first of three layers on the top half of my body, and as I lifted the pullover to just below my shoulders, in preparation to remove it and then eventually drape it across whichever member of my family needed it most, I heard a sloshing noise below me, sounding as if it came from the water’s edge at the end of the beach.

Each four-mile overlook along the trail had a carved-out section of land on the lake bank below it, and though these parcels were technically off-limits to trail-goers, existing mainly as emergency stops for boaters, on the five or six times we’d hiked the first half of the trail, at least one of these beach sections was always occupied with people. Usually it was a group of fisherman breaking the rules, but I’d seen picnickers there as well, and, based on the litter of empty cans I’d spotted on occasion, it was a haunt for nighttime drinkers as well. 

I held my breath and lowered my sweater back to position, and as I did, I stepped forward to the wall again and looked over, desperate to be wrong about my suspicions. 

The mutant was there in full view, the back of its head as white and pure as a newly minted cue ball, its feet and knuckles resting low in the tide as it hid itself behind the bottom branches of elms that grabbed out for the lake, clutching desperately for some treasure within it. 

Soon, another White One appeared beside the first, and within seconds, there were eleven of them lined up along the shoreline, hunched for engagement like gargoyles on a gothic cathedral. Their postures were focused and patient, unaware of the observer behind them as they mimicked the demeanor they showed outside the cabin on the day of our supply run into Sprague.

But this time there was no decoy at play. The monsters were simply hiding like ambush predators, waiting for the boat to reach striking distance. 

For an instant, I was incapable of moving, stunned motionless with disbelief at the sudden collapse of my joy, irrationally attributing this new dilemma to my own overconfidence, assuming I had jinxed the reunion for having planned it before it was a certainty. But there was no value in such self-aggrandizement, and I shook off the notion quickly, regaining my focus and directing it again to the danger below me. I studied the beasts now like a naturalist on safari, measuring out the next course of action anxiously, knowing the path I chose would be the difference between death and survival, for both me and my family. 

I could simply make an uproar from my perch above, shout and distract the creatures and draw them to me, but that was almost certain suicide. The creatures were nimble and fast, and if their reactions were as I expected—that was, to leave their posts at the lakeside and attack me—they would scale the hill in seconds and be upon me before I got fifty yards. I could never outrun them, and I had nothing in my legs to try anyway. 

But I did have a rifle.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




14: The Boat
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I walked quickly back to my gear and picked up the Remington, which was loaded with six rounds, the final six rounds in my stash. It was enough to take out just over half the monsters, which, in all honesty, didn’t do much good if the others came my way. But maybe once the first two or three fell, the others would understand that death was upon them and flee, instinctually realizing they were like sitting ducks on a lake bank. 

On the other hand, the opposite scenario might unfold, with the White Ones reacting like trapped animals and attacking out of desperation.

Still, six shots gave me a chance, and, more importantly, the shots would warn Charlotte to keep clear of the bank, even if that meant the demons would ultimately come for me on the trail the moment I emptied my rifle. I wasn’t in the mood to die, exactly, and the very thought of it left me breathless; but I was more than willing to sacrifice myself for my family. That was what men did for their wives, what parents did for their children, and on a dime, my resolve strengthened like cement as my jaws and balls clenched in unison at the fight ahead.

I looked up to the lake to see the boat nearing the bank now, and there was no doubt of Charlotte’s weariness and her intention to rest there. Her head was hung low as she stared at the hull beneath her, her body depleted; and caught in the throes of her exhaustion, she was unaware of the danger that lay ahead. It was too late to call forth any warning, however; at the point the boat was in the water, the creatures could easily get to her in the lakeside surf. The time was now. There was none left for waiting.

I lined up the first White One—not the first one in the line but the one that had meandered to the water’s edge first—and I let out my breath, seeking some power from the heavens that I suspected existed for military snipers, men who had only one shot to spend, the result of which could end a conflict or detonate it into pandemonium.

I felt no magic form inside me, but the calmness I’d experienced back in the aisle of the Wal mart returned for an instant, and before the moment vanished, I squinted the beast into focus and squeezed the trigger. 

As quickly as I heard the report, the monster’s face was flat in the water, the blood from its wound clouding the dark lake like chocolate smoke. I kept my eye in the sight and shot again, this time taking out the White One beside it, collapsing it forward into a position almost identical to the first, and the two corpses lay beside each other like perfectly struck targets in a shooting gallery. 

I lowered the rifle and looked up to the lake once more, gauging the boat’s distance again, deciding whether I would have no choice but to begin shouting for the beasts to come for me, as it didn’t appear they knew exactly where the shots that had killed their brethren had originated.

But it wouldn’t come to that. As if she had been part of the plan all along, Charlotte was now sitting forward on the bow seat, her shoulders high, neck stiff, and her own rifle—the Mossberg Patriot—pointed out toward the shoreline in the direction of the Corrupted. Emerson and Ryan were just behind her on either side, each now rowing with a single oar, and even from that distance, I could see their eyes were giant orbs, reflecting both terror and fascination at the world into which they’d been cast. 

Another of the monsters fell, this one’s body jolting violently to the right, landing atop the other two dead ones, the coruscation of Charlotte’s weapon killing it instantly. 

By now, the remaining Corrupted were scrambling chaotically, and a few of them finally noticed my presence atop the overlook. Presumably, some instinct inside them attributed the deaths of their brothers to me, and the fear that followed drove the surviving beasts into the water in search of salvation, like water buffalo crossing the crocodile-infested waters of the Nile. 

But there was no salvation to be had in the waters of Lake Sloman, and once the creatures entered the dark lake, the pressure of the water on their white bodies slowed them to an almost comic crawl, making each one even easier to hit, as if they’d been encased in ice. 

One by one, Charlotte and I took out the remaining Corrupted, alternating shots, each round fired slightly off the beat from the previous one, as if we were jazz musicians riffing in the studio. Two of the White Ones died on the shore just as they began their escape from the bank; the rest sank beneath the shallow waters of Lake Sloman like Caribbean galleons plundered by pirates.

I lowered the rifle and stood awestruck behind the barrier wall of the overlook, still fixated on the now-silent water, anticipating at any moment for one of the creatures to emerge from the freshwater lake, rising angrily and lethal like some mythical sea creature. But the White Ones were mortal, as mortal as any man on the planet; I had killed enough of them by now to know that fact of their impermanence.  

“David!” It was Charlotte, and I instantly noted the chatter of her teeth as she called out from the impotent motorboat, which was now perhaps fifty yards away and drifting toward the beach. “Oh my god, David, it’s you!”

I studied the glorious faces of my wife and children in silence (except for Nelson, who was still hidden from view), the lump in my throat a barrier to any reply to my wife’s shouts. And even from that distance, I could see the desperate longing in their eyes, the need to get the boat to the bank and their bodies to me. 

“It’s me,” I finally said, far too softly for them to hear. But I gulped in a huge breath and, with all the desire in my lungs, shouted, “Yes! It’s me!”

I ran back to the trail and grabbed the tent pack and quickly returned to the barrier wall, over which I tossed the pack down to the beach and then immediately followed behind, repelling the bank of the overlook in seconds, risking a rather damaging fall if I’d happened to misjudge a tree branch or root or footing in the hillside. 

It seemed an eternity as I stood on the beach waiting for the boat to arrive, watching Emerson and Ryan as they rowed furiously. And as I willed them closer with every shove of their oars, watching Charlotte with her rifle at her side, I couldn’t help but replay her marksmanship over in my mind, the accuracy of her shots from such a distance, in a moving boat, shivering as she must have been during each perfect shot. 

Parents die for their children, I thought. That’s what they do. 

And they kill for them too. 

Another minute passed and I was finally pulling the boat up to the bank, and immediately I went for Nelson to lift him from his curled position at the stern, ensuring he was breathing, alive. Beside him, nestled between his tucked elbows and coiled knees, was Newton, looking none the worse for wear and rather annoyed at being awakened from his slumber. 

“Nelson!” I shook him, perhaps a bit harshly.

Nelson stirred and opened his eyes. He was groggy but awake, and his cheeks, though not warm, were pink and healthy-looking, not hypothermic. 

“You okay to stand, buddy?” I asked, lifting him quickly from the seat. The relief in my voice was palpable as I placed his feet at the back of the bank on the drier ground. 

He wobbled a moment but then stood tall and nodded, his eyes finally finding me, focusing on the reality of the reunion. And then he held his arms out toward me, and I picked him up again and squeezed him tightly. 

Emerson, Ryan and Charlotte completed their nervous disembarkation from the boat, as if they too expected some rebirth of the creatures to occur from beneath the water; but as soon as they were flat on the beach, they quickly joined in on Nelson’s and my embrace, and we hugged in a huddle on the shore for several beats.

Finally, I pulled away, the smile on my face a mile long. “I know you’re all freezing,” I said. “Here, who needs my sweater?” I took a step back and quickly began to remove my pull-over once more, and as I did, my heel caught the calf of one of the white corpses on the ground below, and I tripped backward, nearly falling on top of the body. 

“We’re okay,” Charlotte said, grabbing my arm at the last moment. “Just relax, David. Look at us. We’re okay.”

I got my bearings and stared at Charlotte and the children, wiping my eyes repeatedly as new waves of tears entered my ducts. But she was right: they did look okay, dressed appropriately for the trek (as I knew they would be), at least as well as could have been expected given the impromptu nature of it. 

Charlotte always fussed over winter.

“How did you know?” I asked.

“Which part?”

“What...what do you mean?”

“I mean which part? How did I know to dress the kids warmly, or that those things were coming again?” She paused. “Or that you didn’t really leave us? At least not forever.”

I dropped my eyes, knowing the true meaning of shame for perhaps the first time in my adult life. “My god, Charlotte, I...I am so sorry. I can’t...I just wanted to—”

“Prove to me that it was safe, right? That we could make it to the river?” 

“I...yes. I’m sorry.”

She smiled. “It’s safe when we’re together, David. Always remember that. When the family is apart, that’s when things go to shit.”

I nodded.

“That said, you were right. We have waited too long.” She paused and added, “And that part was my fault. That day at the bridge...how many of them there were, it...it just spooked me. I couldn’t imagine ever trying again. But we should have. Weeks ago. And obviously we have no choice now. I don’t know what’s on the other side of the Mississippi, whether it’s salvation or a death sentence, but I do know what’s on this side, and it sucks.”

I chuckled. “Yes. Yes, it does.” I looked down at the dead creature at my feet. “Sucks for these guys, too. Helluva couple shots you fired off back there.”

Charlotte smirked and nodded, as if she’d impressed herself as well, and then she looked to Emerson and Ryan. “Had some steady hands helping me.”

I looked to the kids, searching for any signs of distress. “How we doing, Nelson?” I asked, the boy now standing between his older siblings, wedged there as if for safety. 

“I’m fine, I guess.”

I looked at Charlotte, eyebrows raised, verifying.

Charlotte was visibly choked up by the question and gave only a quick nod. “We need to get across. That’s all. I thought I had the inhaler with me but...I don’t know, I don’t. And we had an episode when we started but...we worked it out.”

Charlotte started to tear up, and I quickly put an arm around her, quelling any sobs that were lingering within. I hugged her alone, separate from the kids, who now stood on the lake bank and watched their parents flounder.

Charlotte rallied and I stepped back from her and stared at my brood once more, each of whom seemed to be bundled in seven layers of tees and jeans and hoodies, many of the clothing items mine which I hadn’t seen in years, ones I’d left stored in the cabin never to be used again. “You guys ready to do some hiking?” I asked. “We’re halfway to the prize.”

They all smiled and nodded. Newton at their feet meowed on cue.

“David, no!”

“What?” I was genuinely confused. “What’s wrong?”

“We can’t hike the trail to the end. How far is it from here? Ten miles?”

“Maybe a little more?”

She looked at Nelson and then back to me again. “We can’t risk it.”

“I don’t know what choice we have, Charlotte. Either way we’re going to have to walk. The lake runs out in another five or six miles and then we’ll have to go by foot. Lake Sloman doesn’t go—”

“I know where it goes, David.” She didn’t yell, but the text of Charlotte’s words suggested condemnation. “I got this far, didn’t I?”

I frowned and dropped my eyes, discouraged that the joy from moments ago had already disintegrated to tension. “Charlotte, I just—"

“Six miles is less than eleven or twelve, and...” She broke off the sentence.

“And what?”

The tears that had been mostly held at bay earlier now streamed down Charlotte’s cheeks like raindrops. “They could be waiting for us.” She looked up at me now, bewildered at why I needed clarity on her statement. “Anywhere. Anywhere along the trail! And if they are and we have to run, how are we...” Charlotte put the heels of her hand to her forehead and slowly dipped into a crouching position, and then she let her head drop and stared at the ground below. Soon her torso began to heave as she sobbed quietly. Finally, she rocked back and collapsed onto her backside and stared up at the sky, which was now a bulging blend of white and gray shades. 

I waited a few beats for the wave of emotion to wash over Charlotte before I said a word, all the while giving reassuring smiles to the kids, a signal that all would be fine. I then walked beside Charlotte and stood for just a moment before sitting beside her on the beach, bending my knees and hugging them to my chest, matching her posture. 

“Okay, Charlotte,” I said, staring out at the water as I spoke, “if you think the water is the way to go, then the boat it is.”

***
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THE COLD WAS MORE BITING now, and the sweater I’d offered earlier, and which had been declined by the group, was now draped across Ryan’s shoulders, the child who had always hated cold weather most. Thankfully, the wind wasn’t blowing, but the air was thick with the threat of frost, and the feeling of late fall was rampant.

In spite of the throng of creatures that had been roving along the edges earlier, we kept the boat relatively close to the shoreline as we rowed east, thirty yards or so from the bank, along the side of the lake opposite from the trail, where the row of lakeside homes sat on the hill high above the water.  It was the side where the larger horde of White Ones had stood captivated by Charlotte and the kids when they passed several miles back; but there were few large beaches like that one that we could see in the distance, and we didn’t want to drift too far into the middle of the lake, in the event a storm suddenly arose, or the boat became further compromised, both of which seemed possible, if not probable.

The home-side bank had other benefits as well, not the least of which was access to the various piers that extended from the backs of the properties. Thus, unlike on the trail side, which offered stops only at the beaches beneath the overlooks, on the house side we could reach a pier in a matter of moments. 

After another ten minutes, we came parallel with the next overlook along our route, indicating we’d traveled another three miles, and, from our position on the opposite side of the lake, we could see the bank was empty of White Ones. Charlotte and I locked eyes for a moment and sighed, knowing it was only a few more miles before we reached the end of the lake, at which point we would be forced to leave the boat behind and travel the rest of the way by land. If all was clear—which was an ‘If’ as big as an elephant—we would hopefully make it to the river by sundown. 

Of course, the thought of just reaching the river or some tributary thereabouts seemed daunting when I laid it out in front of me, and the idea of actually finding a way to cross the river rendered as nothing short of impossible. There was no use agonizing on the future, however, the only focus I needed was on the matter at hand. Reaching the end of the lake.

I pivoted my shoulders left to check on the condition of my children, all of whom seemed cold and tired but hanging in. Ryan and Emerson were positioned on either side of the boat, bundled fetal-like, their shoulders pressed against the gunwale. Nelson was in the back with Newton, centered in the boat, his breathing shallow, his eyelids dipping and opening instantly before settling again. It was going to be a tough slog once we reached the far bank, but there were few other options. 

I turned forward once again and continued rowing, dipping the oar faster now, encouraging Charlotte with my eyes and a nod of my head to keep pace, which she did, and  suddenly we were energized, feeling that last shot of adrenaline we would need to reach our goal.

Splash!

The sound had come from directly behind the boat, and though I’d heard it clearly, it arrived to me as if from a memory. The reality of the sound lagged only a second behind, however, and as I turned to see the source of it, the piercing rattle of Charlotte’s shriek hit me like an electromagnetic pulse, as if her scream had come through a portal from another world, dampened and echoey. I felt staggered, my brain heavy and dulled, as if some primitive defense mechanism had been triggered deep inside to keep me from panicking or fainting or acting rashly. For an instant, I was rendered incapable of receiving both the sound of Charlotte’s terror and the absence of my youngest son from his position on the stern seat. 

Nelson had been in the boat woozy and struggling only seconds earlier but was now gone. Disappeared. As if some invisible lagoon magician had waved a wand and made him vanish, leaving only Newton behind. 

“Nelson?” It was Emerson, and this time the name of my son brought me alive to the moment as my muscles flooded with cortisone, and I rocketed to my feet and began frantically searching the water for my son, slowly and focused, knowing there was not a second to waste if my son were going to live. 

But the area of the lake behind the boat was a steady wake, unexceptional; I couldn’t find him.

Charlotte was already standing, not hesitating for a second, the rifle instinctively up to her face, ready to fire. But the lake to the naked eye was absent of danger, no target to speak of. Then, like a snowball rising to the surface of an oil slick, the head of the Corrupted breached the water, twenty yards away, perhaps, the dome of its head like a bobbing orb as it hovered in place for just a moment before skimming the surface, away from the boat. A second later, the top of Nelson’s head appeared behind it, his too moving away, following a few feet behind the creature, towed like barge. 

His face was in the water, and it had been for almost a full minute.

“Shoot it, Charlotte,” I said, my teeth never separating as the words flowed. “Shoot it or he’s dead.” And before the words had finished leaving my mouth, I had already taken two steps to the stern of the boat, and then I dove in. Just as my hands entered the water and the icy lake enveloped me, I heard the report of the rifle above my head and the snap of cracking bone somewhere in the distance.

I swam like the lake was on fire, and I had Nelson in my arms in seconds, grasping wildly beneath the surface and latching onto his chest from behind just as he began his drift to the bottom. He was free from the clutches of his abductor, and though, in the darkness of the water, I couldn’t see the creature that had snatched him, I felt the beast bounce against my foot, the heel of my shoe just brushing the demon as it descended to a watery Hell. 

With Nelson in my left arm, I backstroked toward the boat, holding my son’s face high above the water, turning to measure my distance from the boat once, and there seeing Charlotte locked in a trance of terror, her jaws wide in a silent scream while Emerson provided the soundtrack beside her. 

In seconds, I reached the boat and handed off Nelson to Emerson and Ryan who pulled him inside and laid him face up in the hull, and then Charlotte joined them in helping to drag me over the bow, where I collapsed to the boat bottom like a cannonball. But I was to my knees in an instant, and I immediately leaned over Nelson with my ear to his chest. I closed my eyes and sighed. He was breathing, thank god, though his breaths came out as a struggling wheeze, desperate for a clearer path for the oxygen entering.

But it wasn’t his breathing that concerned me, as I knew the asthma would pass. It was his temperature. He was cold.

“Give me the sweater, Ryan!”

Ryan followed my command and snaked the sweater from his shoulders and tossed it to me, and after quickly stripping Ryan’s wet clothes from his torso, I replaced them with the pullover, rubbing his back all the while, trying to bring up his body temperature. Charlotte knelt in beside me, nearly pushing me away as she studied the state of her son. His lips were pale, his face a ghoulish white, and I could hear the tremors of despair in Charlotte’s breathing. 

“He’s freezing, David,” she said, almost disbelieving the state of her boy. She looked at me now. “No, David,” she said, crying in full now. “I won’t be able to—”

“Shh, Charlotte, stop. He’s going to be okay. But...” I looked up to the surroundings now, the vast lake ahead and the banks to either side. “But we have to get him warm.”

“Give him everything!”

I took off two more layers until I had on nothing but a tattered gray U of M shirt, and I tried my best to wrap my son in the cotton layers, squeezing them in against his body. But the air around him was too chilled. He needed shelter and his body properly dried.

I pulled him to my chest like a newborn and continued rubbing his back, and with each breath he managed to squeeze from his lungs, I sighed, desperate for him to take one more. Then another. I looked ahead now, and though we were perhaps only a mile or less from the end of the lake, it would do no good to reach it. It was too cold for Nelson to go on now, and maybe even under the best of circumstances. Charlotte had been right about not taking the trail, at least as it concerned Nelson’s conditioning.

“Take us to that pier, Em,” I instructed. “The next one up ahead.”

Without a word, Emerson grabbed an oar and shot to the stern seat, and from there she began to pound the blade into the water, propelling us forward toward a long pier that jutted out from the land at the bottom of a two-story home rising high above the lake. In moments, we were at the dock, and as we had nothing with which to tie the boat to the pier, I held to the piling with my arms while Charlotte unloaded Nelson to the top of the structure, Emerson and Ryan following close behind. 

There was no other boat tied along the pier—as there hadn’t been at most of the ones we passed along the way—and since there was no rope and no time to find any, I had no other option but to leave the boat and set it adrift, hoping only that it would somehow find its way back to the shoreline.

In truth, however, I didn’t think it would matter. The lake seemed out of play now as a means of travel; we were only a mile from the end of it anyway. The rest of the way, if we were to make it to the river at all, would be on terra firma.

When we were all on the pier—including Newtown—I took Nelson into my arms and began jogging toward the steep staircase leading to the house, which was modern in design, stylish, with clean architectural lines and windows facing in every direction, giving the owners what must have been stunning views of the lake from all sides of the house. But we weren’t there to scope out a summer rental, and though the house was quite the vision from the bottom of the steps looking up, the precipitous angle leading there was formidable.

I mustered everything in my legs as I began the climb, landing each foot to the next stone like it had been filled with wet sand. Nelson couldn’t have weighed more than thirty-five pounds, but as I reached the top of the staircase and stumbled to the yard, I couldn’t hold him any longer, and I deposited him on the manicured grass of the property. 

I checked my son again, his breathing and skin, his temperature against my freezing hands, unable to verify his condition. He was alive, for sure, but descending, shivering sporadically now, as if his body’s natural defenses to warm itself were beginning to fail. Ryan and the girls huddled beside me, staring at Nelson like a hospital patient, and none of us saw the woman standing on the doorstep with the shotgun, twin barrels directed straight at us.
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15: The Warmth
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I lay Nelson on the chaise section of the woman’s sectional couch and began to rub his chest frantically, trying to warm my son’s cells to normal temperature while the cat brushed back and forth against the top of Nelson’s head. But the woman, who stood patiently beside me, quickly leaned over and grabbed me by the wrist, her wrinkled fingers gentle yet firm as she lifted my hand from my son’s body and moved it to my lap. I stared up at her defiantly and she smiled, and then she took my hand in her own and patted it with the other like a doting grandmother.  

“You must be gentle with them when they’re in this condition,” she said. “Bring them around slowly. He’ll be fine, but rubbing him that way could cause more harm than good. Trigger the heart to get going too fast. You and your wife get his pants and the rest of those clothes off, and I’ll be back with some blankets.” 

She left toward the back area of the house, to what appeared to be the master bedroom, and as she disappeared behind the door there, a rattling sound erupted almost instantly, followed by a crash, as if some shelf had collapsed while the woman was retrieving the blankets. Charlotte and I quickly undressed Nelson as instructed (swapping his wet pants out with a pair of kids’ sweats I’d bundled in the tent), and moments later, the woman returned and settled a tightly knitted quilt over Nelson, a first layer of warmth, and then followed it with a billowy white comforter that appeared to be filled with down. She then folded in half a thick, dry hand towel and applied it to Nelson’s head, flattening it out like newly pressed pants across his brow. 

“Breathing is a little raspy, I see,” she said.

“He’s asthmatic,” Charlotte offered quickly, relaying the information as if to a doctor, hoping the new data might be of some use in diagnosing her son’s condition.

“Aha. Not too bad though, I suspect?”

Charlotte shrugged. “Could be worse. Mild persistent.”

“Oh yes, it could be worse indeed. Bernard—he was my middle boy—developed severe asthma after a bout of pneumonia when he was a teenager. The attacks when they came, he always described it as if he were breathing through a toy whistle.” She laughed and then shook her head ruefully. “Shouldn’t laugh, of course, but that boy had a way with words.”

I smiled weakly, allowing the memory of the woman’s son to play out, and then I said, “Thank you, ma’am. And I’m sorry we just showed up like this. We were—”

The woman, who was probably in her mid-sixties, maybe even a bit older despite having the eyes and posture of someone half her age, raised her hand and shook her head more forcefully than before, not entertaining any apologies. “First of all,” she said, “my name is Betty, not ma’am. And second, I’m very glad you’re here.”

“My name is David. This is my wife Charlotte.” I nodded toward the older kids. “My daughter is Emerson and beside her is Ryan.” I then put my hand on Nelson’s cheek and pressed, already feeling the heat returning there. “And the one here whose life you just saved is Nelson.” 

The woman frowned. “Seems to me you and your family saved your son’s life, David. All I did was give him some blankets.”

“Yes, well, that was what he needed. So, again, thank you.”

Betty stared at me and nodded, and for several beats, an awkward silence hung in the air, until finally Charlotte made an exaggerated swing of her head as she looked up toward the two-story living area, which had an upper-level walkway and two sets of stairs leading to it. At the bottom of each staircase was a makeshift barrier, each of which had been wedged between the bottom two balusters of the railings. One was a flat piece of common plywood, the other an interior door that had been removed from its hinges and wedged diagonally between the wooden columns of the banister. 

On the far wall, across from the sofa set, was a large floor-to-ceiling hearth that bracketed a huge fireplace which was currently burning, warming the room perfectly. Above us, a chandelier hung from the middle of the ceiling, ornate and dazzling, though its incapacity to shine made the room feel like the lobby of an abandoned hotel. “You have an amazing home,” Charlotte said, continuing to take in the detail, lingering on the gates at the stairs for a moment, visibly curious as to their purpose. “Have you been here...the whole time?”

“You mean since The Fall?” She paused. “And by ‘The Fall,’ I mean the collapse, not the season.”

Charlotte nodded, a thin smile on her mouth. “Yes.”

“It was just before that actually. This is my...was my son’s house. He flew me out here as a Mother’s Day present, offering for me to stay as long as I liked. He and my daughter-in-law had just learned they were pregnant with their first.” She swallowed and gave a sad smile. 

It was clear there was no one else in the house, as they certainly would have been introduced to us by that point, and the direction in which the story was headed was fairly obvious. I wanted to change the subject, to focus back on Nelson and our plans to get to the river, but despite all the telepathy I was sending in Charlotte’s direction, begging her not to press the issue, she asked, “Where are they now? Your son and daughter-in-law?”

The woman’s irises flickered for a moment, seeming almost shocked by the brazenness of the question, and then she squeezed them tightly shut, crushing the first tear that attempted to flow across the bottom of her left eyelid. She pulled a handkerchief from her pocket and dabbed her eyes properly and then answered, “I’m afraid they’re no longer with us.”

Charlotte dropped her stare and swallowed. “I’m sorry.”

Betty looked up again at Charlotte, and before she softened her eyes and spoke, I could see what appeared to be disdain upon her face, a tautness of her skin and cheeks, an expression ready to detonate.  

“He was out chopping wood the day it happened,” she began. “Imagine, chopping wood in Arkansas in the middle of May. It must have been eighty degrees that day.” She chuckled. “But it had apparently become a hobby of his soon after they bought this house. He did it to keep in shape mostly.” She looked to the hearth and the tower of severed wood that rose a quarter of the way to the ceiling. “I’ve got all I need now though. And by the looks of the winter, it won’t go to waste.” She looked back to Charlotte. “In any case, none of us had heard about the news that came through the night before. It simply wasn’t on our radar. We all knew about the cordon, of course, and the disaster that had befallen those counties—it was all anyone talked about anymore, it seemed—but I had only been here a few days, and we were so busy talking and catching up, we didn’t even turn on the television. And with the phone service out here, well...” 

Betty smiled again, breaking off the remainder of the backstory, quietly rejoicing in those days of reprieve from the media, basking in a time—brief though it was—when she and her family had simply enjoyed the humanity of each other, free of the torrent of information that ceaselessly attempted to turn us toward or against one belief or the other. 

“Anyway, Timothy was always an early riser, and like every other morning, he was out in the yard—the yard right where you folks arrived—swinging that axe like Paul Bunyan, getting his exercise in.” Betty put a fist to her lips and turned away, hiding the grimace on her mouth as she stared through the large picture window that looked over the treetops and out across the lake. “It was there that they surprised him, I suppose.” She took in a large breath and let it out. “I heard the screams like they were inside my head. Sounds so awful I thought Timothy had chopped his foot off at the ankle.” She paused. “But it was worse than that.” 

Charlotte cleared her throat. “I’m sorry, Betty, I—”

“You don’t need to be sorry, Charlotte. Sorry for what? For saving your family?” Her voice wasn’t exactly aggressive, but it had lost the aura of sweetness that had been apparent since the start, matching more the vision of the woman who had greeted us at the door with the shotgun, or the face I’d seen just a minute earlier when Charlotte had asked about her son. “You’ve got children, and you would do anything to save them. As would I.” She stood now and walked to the kitchen, where she pulled up a ladle of water from a bucket and poured it into a cup. She took a long sip and paused, and then she followed it with a gulping swallow to finish it off. “When he came inside that day, he was sweating and panicked, screaming for Jane—that was his wife’s name—all the while trailing the thing’s blood from the tip of his axe as he slid it across the floor behind him.”

My heart pounded at this addition to the tale, not anticipating the direction it had taken. I sat up on the couch now, my eyes locked on the woman expectantly.

“I watched him from the top of the walkway there, and I instantly knew what had happened. The breach. The Corrupted. All of it. Instinctively, I just knew. The Fall had begun.”

A grave silence enveloped the room, and for almost a full minute, no one spoke. ‘The Fall.’ The label had a power and finality behind it that ‘The Breach’ did not, and I suddenly saw a vision of the future as something bleak and hopeless, one where the society from which we’d been banished no longer existed anywhere, on this side of the river or beyond. 

“So, your son survived the attack?” Charlotte asked, breaking me from my reverie of despair. “What...what was the scream you heard?” 

Betty looked back to us now, seeming to study the family as a whole, gazing at each of us on the couch individually for a few beats before moving on to the next member. Finally, she looked back to Charlotte and answered. “The scream was from his injury, of course, as well as from the surprise at seeing them, I suppose. As I said, before that day, we’d only seen the videos, like everyone else.” 

“So, he...he killed it then? He killed the Corrupted with the axe?”

Betty nodded, a single, samurai-like bob of the head, stoically expressing her pride in the bravery of what her son had done to protect his family. “But the injury, it...it was too deep.”

I could see Charlotte preparing to ask for more details about the nature of these wounds, and even to follow up on the whereabouts of the daughter-in-law; but I placed my hand on her forearm, a tacit signal for her not to push it. And though another ‘I’m sorry’ seemed an appropriate comment in the moment, we had already apologized too often already, so instead we said nothing and simply bowed our heads reverently.

Betty finally cleared her throat and clapped her hands together, and then she walked back to the couch, where she stood before us like a waitress, her eyes bright once again as she looked at Emerson and Ryan. “I’ve been rude, kids, I’m so sorry. Would you like something to drink?”

“No, thank you,” Emerson and Ryan replied in unison, and then, after a moment, Ryan said. “Do you have any food?”

“Ryan!” Charlotte snapped.

Betty put a hand up. “Charlotte, no.” She then put the same hand to her chest and walked to Ryan, placing her other hand on his cheek. “My goodness, the manners of me. Of course you will eat. Here I am offering you water when you kids are probably starving. I’ve an icebox I run from a generator in the back. There is plenty of food in there for you kids. Meat included if you’d like me to cook up some stew. Timothy was a hunter, a bit of a survivalist, I guess you’d say, and I’ve done my best to keep his legacy alive.”

I didn’t quite understand where ‘the back’ was and why the icebox was there, but the mention of meat unleashed a flood of saliva in the corners of my mouth. The woman hadn’t offered the food to Charlotte and me, however, only to Emerson and Ryan—and Nelson, I presumed, once he woke up—but one could dream.

“And David and Charlotte, you are obviously included in the supper as well.”

And with that, for the first time in months, a dream had come true.

“I don’t know what to say, Betty. Thank you, you’ve been very kind. We would be grateful for dinner, of course. But we don’t want to burden you any longer than that. After the meal, we’ll be on our way.”

Betty let my words hang for just a beat too long, smiling strangely as she gazed at me, and then without blinking she said, “Yes, of course. And where were you headed?”

“To the east end of the lake. It’s just a mile or so past this house. And from there we’ll walk to the river. Another six miles or so.”

“Six miles? My goodness. That’s quite the ambitious trek.” She looked at Nelson dubiously. “And what prize awaits you at the river?”

Anyone still alive in the middle of the country was off the grid and had been for months, but the woman before us had been off for days leading up to the breach, and, based on what she had told us to this point, likely didn’t know anything about the aftermath. We only knew of the details from Jamaal at the pharmacy—details which were later verified by Joel and the signs and ferry at the bridge—but if we’d stayed holed up in our cabin like Betty, we would have been completely blind to the current state of the world and the Safe Regions. 

“A couple of months ago,” I informed her, “we were told the government had sealed off portions of the country, the strategy being to contain the White...the Corrupted inside. Arkansas was one of those states. Any state west of the Mississippi and east of...I don’t remember exactly...California or Arizona. Beyond the Mississippi, though, is a Safe Region, at least that’s what we’ve been told. And there’s some evidence to back it. We saw a ferry crossing. Signs. It looks like it’s true. I’m not sure how we’ll cross, exactly, but we’re going to try.” I looked at Charlotte, silently asking for her permission about what I was to propose; but she only stared at me, not picking up the signal. “You should come with us, Betty,” I stated.

The woman stared at me, though it was more of a penetrating look, as if she were measuring my words while also deliberating her next move. “That is quite kind,” she answered finally, her eyes distant now, vacuous, showing anything but an appreciation for the kindness she’d just referenced. “I will certainly consider it, David. Thank you. And what of your son? Will young Nelson be able to make such a journey?”

I looked to Nelson and frowned. It was a valid question. “I’ll carry him if he can’t walk.” I paused, deciding finally to ask what had been brewing in my mind for several minutes now. “And I would like to ask another favor of you, Betty: if you decide not to come with us, would you allow for us to take a few of these blankets? I understand if you can’t spare them, but, if you can, we would be very appreciative.”

“Of course, she’s coming,” Emerson said immediately. “Right, mom?” 

Charlotte smiled blandly, perhaps sensing the same hesitation I had earlier. “We would like you too, Betty. Of course.” She scanned the room again. “You’ve done very well here under the circumstances, but...it can’t last forever.”

Betty let Charlotte’s statement settle, and then she nodded. “I will think on it while I cook then.” She turned and walked toward the back room again, where the clatter of shelving had sounded earlier, but before she entered, she turned and said, “In any case, you’re of course welcome to the blankets, but only if you stay the night.”

I looked to Charlotte again, and it was obvious the answer to the offer was a decisive ‘Yes.’ Darkness was coming in a few hours, and we were currently safe and warm, Nelson resting, already on the mend. And if one night turned to two, that wouldn’t be the end of the world either. The Mighty Mississippi wasn’t going anywhere, and Betty had food and warm blankets. 

“Thank you, Betty,” I replied. “Of course, we’ll stay.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




16: The Corrupted
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Dinner consisted of a meat-filled stew that Betty cooked in a pot over a fire in the backyard. The stew was thick with flour and salt and tasted like a fantasy. Vegetables of all colors—which must have been kept frozen in the aforementioned icebox—bobbed in the broth like lures, and with every bowl we emptied, it was filled anew, Betty doting on us like a grandmother seeing her grandkids for the first time in months. When the pot was finally empty, I was genuinely full, and then a little embarrassed, for all of us, as we spoke barely a word during the entire meal. I looked through the picture window once more to the horizon, just as the last glow of light settled across the lake. The sky above was consumed by white clouds, the pale canvas still holding tightly to the precipitation within it. And in that moment of dusk’s arrival, I felt joy arise, just for a flash, and I clung to it, knowing it would be as fleeting as a shooting star. 

“I’m afraid the rooms upstairs aren’t suitable for sleeping,” Betty said, offering nothing more in terms of details. “And since there is only the one bedroom on this level, I will insist you all have it. I will sleep on the couch out here.”

Charlotte had begun to clear the table, placing the dirty bowls in the empty sink. I could see in her hesitation the uncertainty about how the dishes were to be rinsed, given there was no running water, so she simply left the used bowls in the basin and continued clearing more. 

But there was no uncertainty in how she spoke to Betty regarding the sleeping arrangements just proposed. “Absolutely not, Betty. That sofa is plenty big enough for all of us. We will be fine out here.” She looked at Nelson, who was now sitting up on the chaise, his own bowl of stew set to the side on an end table, empty. “You’re comfy there, right honey?”

Nelson nodded and pulled the comforter tightly to his chin, his eyes heavy again with sleep.

Charlotte lowered her voice. “It would be better with us out here anyway. Nelson is perfectly comfortable, and that way we can keep a better eye on him. You’re too kind, Betty, but you enjoy your bed and your privacy.”

Betty gave a rational nod. “I’ll bring you some more blankets then. That will be the least I could do.” 

In fact, Betty had done the most we ever could have expected, and before she retired for the evening, our host instructed us to the location of the makeshift outhouse—in the yard fronting the main house—and to the working well—down by the pier—should the water pot go dry and we to get thirsty. But we were as sated as we could be at the moment, and once we relieved ourselves and returned to the living room, just as darkness took its full hold on the day, we were asleep, the five us lined along the sectional sofa like sunning sea lions.

I was the last to drift, and as I did, I could still hear Betty in the back room, stirring and shuffling, making a bit of a row for that time of the night. But the woman was clearly a worker, someone who took a great deal of pride and paid detailed attention to keeping her home the fortress it had become, and it was hard to imagine a better place to have stumbled upon given the predicament in which we’d found ourselves on the lake. It was a miracle, really, and with the idea that some higher power was looking down on us, my hopes for making it to the river lifted.

I doubted Betty would come with us in the morning, however. She seemed content in the house, if a bit lonely; but the memory of her son and his family still seemed as fresh as the dew, and it would no doubt loom large in her decision. I would certainly continue to push for her to come, but if by morning she insisted on staying, I wouldn’t fight her. Her hospitality had saved us, and I would never forget her, but her judgment and desires were to be respected, and we had to keep moving. 

My plan was to leave early. The snow which seemed imminent when I started off at the head of Flint Trail had been held at bay for now, but the chill in the air still lingered, and the flakes were almost certain to come the next day, if they hadn’t fallen already by morning. 

With the thought of virgin snow drifting from the sky, I fell asleep, and my dreams were peaceful for perhaps the first time in months.

But my sleep would take me just to the brink of morning, when I heard Emerson’s voice and felt a nudging of my shoulder.

“Dad!’

My eyes flashed to life, and for a moment, I had no idea where I was in the world. My first thought was of the Relax Inn, but then I saw Emerson’s face only inches from mine, with the frame of the sofa in the background. She had come from her spot on the opposite L of the sectional from where Ryan and I were sleeping and was now on her knees in front of me, concern in her eyes. “Em, what is it?”

“I don’t know. I heard something back there.”

I rubbed the sleep from my eyes. “Where?” I knew, but I asked anyway.

“Ms. Betty’s room.”

I sat up slowly, waiting for my eyes to adjust to the large space around me, and with the beginning light of the morning just beginning to break through the massive window, I could see through the hallway leading to the back bedroom where the door was open wide. “I don’t hear anything,” I answered, though the open door was certainly curious. But perhaps Betty had simply gone to the well for water. Or she was having trouble sleeping and had gone to the porch, having been displaced from her normal retreat, the room in which we were currently squatting. “Why are you up so early, Emerson?”

She ignored me. “It was like a rattling sound. Not like pots but like...”

Thump!

My eyes had drifted from the room to Emerson, but I re-directed them back to the door where the sound had originated, the noise like the bump of a shoulder against a wall. My eyes caught sight of the jamb, and before I could conclude what I already knew, the White One was in the doorway, its bleached frame soaking up the dull moonlight, making it appear even more alien than it was.  

I stood and grabbed Emerson by the shoulders and turned her, placing her like a plant on the couch where I had just been sleeping, and instantly I was across to the other side of the sectional. My heart was slamming against my chest cavity, my stomach knotted like ancient tree roots. “Charlotte! Get up!” 

Charlotte scrambled to her feet before she was even fully awake, her senses heightened now, having evolved protectively over the last few months. Immediately, she had latched her eyes upon the creature as well, and within seconds, we were all corralled at the far end of the sectional, watching the bald white beast as it lumbered forward from the room. 

“Oh my god! Betty!” Charlotte’s words were panicked, but they arrived in the air as only a whisper.

Based on the position of its eyes, the White One hadn’t yet seen us in the virgin light of the room, but I could only assume it knew we were there, as it was making its way forward.

How did it get in? From where?

It took another hunched step forward, banging again against the wall to its left, nearly knocking itself to the floor. And then, as if irritated that it was no longer the agile creature it had once been, it shook itself wildly, juddering like a wet dog drying itself, and with that motion, it seemed to clear the torpor from its body. It lurched forward again, and with the next step, the White One displayed a level of bounce and energy it had not shown previously, gaining more distance in its stride. Another pace followed, and with that one, the Corrupted was standing at the edge of the sprawling family room, its stare upon us.  

“Dad!” It was Nelson, a new level of desperation in his voice, coming through in a pitch that indicated he might not have the energy to triumph another day, certainly not like the one prior.

“Where’s the rifle, Char?”

“Your guns have been removed.” 

The voice came from the rafters, the walkway above the family room. In unison, we all looked up to see Betty. In her hands was the same shotgun she’d held on us at the door when we first arrived on the property at the top of the steps that led from the pier. 

I looked back to the creature, measuring its proximity, and then back to the now-crazed woman looking down upon us from ten feet above. “Why?” It was the only word I could think to say. 

Betty flipped the switch on a battery-operated lantern and then took three steps to her right, where she hung the glowing lamp on a wall which had been equipped with a nail for just that purpose. The creature was directly below her now, while we were at a perfect angle for a shot from her perspective. “You seem to be very nice people. Cordial, with well-behaved children. Not all that common these days, I’m sad to say. So, I am sorry. But it’s been a long time since Timothy has ravaged. He’s been dulled for too long now.”

I felt my face flush and a sickness arise in my stomach, as if I’d eaten scombroid-poisoned fish. I pulled my eyes back to the White One again, which was now swaying with more energy, as if emboldened by the voice of its once-mother. But its eyes were focused on my family, the orbs anxiously bouncing between the five of us. 

“What does that mean, Betty?” It was Charlotte, her voice anguished but soft and understanding. “You’re saying that thing is—”

“He,” Betty interrupted, nearly growling the word. “He is my Timothy.” She hesitated, regaining her composure. “Did you not know about the change?”

We stayed silent.

“You didn’t know.” Betty seemed genuinely shocked, awed at what such a revelation must have felt like to us. In truth, however, on some level, I think we did know. It was never spoken about amongst the family, but we—Charlotte and I, and perhaps Emerson—knew it wasn’t only the original people of Warren and Maripo who had turned. “Where did you think they all came from?”

“The injury,” I said, my voice like a distant murmur. Quietly, I had accepted that some of the White Ones which had emerged in our post-breach world over the last few months were newly turned, but I didn’t know the mechanism by which they had been transformed, and I had never allowed my thoughts to extend as far as to guess. But the attack Betty had described earlier now made it clear.

“It doesn’t take much more than a scratch, I would guess,” she confirmed. “Based on Timothy’s wound. His turn occurred quickly.”

“How are you...?” It was Charlotte now, and she let the last word hang in the air like an echo.

“Alive? Because I knew it was happening almost instantly, the moment Timothy began to complain of pain. Somehow it all came to me in a moment. The images that had come from the cordon, those white things in the street on that drone footage, I knew they were people. Didn’t we all? And when he told me one of them had cut him, and then he started to feel ill, I knew he was going to turn into one of them.” She took a deep breath and smiled, and though I couldn’t see her face clearly, I could imagine a glisten of water was covering her eyes. “It feels so good to talk about this,” she continued. 

“But how?”

“How what?”

“How did you...contain him?”

“I tied him up.” She shrugged, as if the answer were as obvious as two plus two. “As soon as I knew what was to become of him, I reacted like I would have if he’d been set on fire. I worked as a nurse practitioner for thirty years, so I’m adept at reacting to medical emergencies, and this, I deemed, as nothing more. The cure will come someday, and until then, I will keep him alive, at least as long as there is breath in me.”

I could sense the true madness now, and as it began to trickle forth, I could see other hints of it in retrospect. But I had been blinded by the warmth of the home, the temporary safety of my family. The smell of the stew.

The creature remained perched in place at the edge of the great room, bent at the knees as it leaned forward on its hands, like a sprinter in his starting block. It seemed content to study us, however, as if unsure how to behave. But it twitched sporadically, shivering its head occasionally as if fighting off a mosquito, movements I took as suggestions that it would attack at any minute.

“But the better question, I would think,” Betty continued, “is how I was able to keep Timothy subdued for all this time. And subdue him is what I’ve done over these six months.”

The statement was begging for a follow-up question, so I entertained one. “How did you?”

Betty had been looking toward her former son as she spoke, but hearing my voice, she turned back to the five of us and blinked wildly, as if she’d forgotten we were there. “If you can believe it, David,” she said, her voice mischievous now, as if preparing me for the secret of a lifetime, which, as it turned out, it was. “He doesn’t much like the cold.”

We all remained silent; the kids were still in shock, while Charlotte and I weren’t quite sure what to make of this new data.

Betty chuckled. “Or perhaps it’s not a matter of not ‘liking’ the cold, but rather, it keeps him quiet. Or maybe ‘muted’ is the better word. He’s always quiet, of course; their tongues disintegrate during the change, did you know that?” 

I paused and then shook my head. “They don’t like...the cold?”

“I know! It seems not to make sense! They were born of something like snow—at least to hear the stories be told—but that snow wasn’t the kind that comes naturally from the atmosphere. It was May when that supposed blizzard arrived, which is impossible for that part of the country. My guess is there was something artificial in that snow, something chemical that changed those poor people in those counties to the beings they became, beings like Timothy. But the snow and the cold that followed wasn’t God’s snow, God’s cold, and when the Earth warmed once again, most of those beings died. But those that lived, they could still pass the chemical to others, changing those people just as they were changed.” She looked to the ceiling for a moment, as if re-structuring some of the details in her hypothesis, and then she said, “That is the theory at which I’ve arrived anyway, a theory about which I’ve thought quite a bit about over these last several months. Timothy has allowed me time to test it quite rigidly—the part regarding the cold that is. A generator and an icebox amount to quite the laboratory it would seem.”

The White One flexed its legs and stood erect for just a moment before collapsing back to its more natural simian stance, dropping as quickly as a popped balloon in the rain. But the movement was quick and supple, dexterous, suggesting the beast was close to recovering from whatever cold paralysis Betty had cast upon it. 

“The turning of the weather is the only reason you’re still alive. They were all along the banks, weren’t they? Waiting for you? It was only the one you spoke of, so desperate with craving that it plunged itself into the water. But rest assured, had the lake not been the frigid reservoir it is today, they all would have come for you, as surely as alligators in the Everglades.” Betty stared again at the creature that had at one time been her son, casually measuring his behavior, no longer moved by the remarkableness of what he had become. “As you can see, as they begin to warm, they become livelier.”

“Don’t do this, Betty,” Charlotte said. “We can help you. We can get you across the river. And with what you’ve learned about them, about how they react to the natural cold, maybe you can help scientists find a cure for...” She frowned and swallowed nervously. “Maybe not for Timothy, but for others in the future. For the country and the world.”

If Betty’s theory was true—that the artificial, chemical cold which had mutated these beings was, in fact, a handicap to them when experienced in its natural, atmospheric form—it was one almost certainly known by whatever government entities had caused the catastrophe in the first place. Or at least some version of the theory was. But, of course, that wasn’t the point of Charlotte’s speech; she was trying to save our lives, to create a gap in the moment for us to escape.

“Even if you do make it to the river,” Betty replied, “how ever do you expect to get across? In what? Surely you can’t drag a boat six miles. And even if you could, do you think your patchwork lake boat can make it through the tributaries and across the Mississippi?”

She was right about the boat, and I had no intention of trying to drag it. How we got across the river was something I hadn’t yet figured.

“And besides, even if the Oxford crew team awaited you at the closest tributary, the Corrupted will be everywhere once you reach the riverbank. Cold and sluggish, perhaps, but numerous and hungry. So many people retreated to the river in those early days, I remember all the cars passing, and I’ve no doubt most of those people got stuck by the river as quite something else. The closer you get to the river, the more of them there will be.”

The White One stood again and made a sudden leap forward now, this time slamming its chest against the back of the long row of the sectional, nearly toppling itself over onto the cushions but instead bouncing backward to its stoop. Emerson and Ryan screamed, Newton scuttered toward the door, while Nelson simply closed his eyes and squeezed tightly against Charlotte’s leg.

Betty had the shotgun pointed down at us again, fully engaged with her aim. “At least one of you will be his. Timothy is owed that.” She paused, considering. “Once he’s begun, whichever one of you is chosen, the rest of you can attempt to leave. Though, as I said, I don’t expect you’ll get far.”

“I’ll stay, Betty,” I said instantly. “I’ll...allow it to be me. I’m offering myself to him now! Please, just let them go and have the chance you spoke of!”

“David, no!” Charlotte chirped.

“Dad!”

I turned to my family and locked eyes for a moment, and in that look was the expression of fear and pain and love all at once. I turned back to the White One once more, which was now encroaching. I nodded as I studied the beast and said, “Yeah, this is okay. You guys can make it. Just stick with the original plan. Get back to the boat and take it to the edge of the lake. If...Timothy gets out, it won’t be safe on the road. Once you get to the end, head straight ahead. A few miles to the tributaries.”

“We didn’t tie the boat down,” Charlotte said, and I was thankful she was at least considering an attempt to follow my instructions. “What if it’s gone?”

It was too much to process though, the thought of the boat not being there, and I could only shake my head and shrug. “It’ll be there, Charlotte. It has to be.” I looked back to Betty and put my hands up, and then I took a step forward, placing myself between the White One and my family. “This is fair, Betty. Let them go. Like you said.”

Betty hesitated, as if debating whether to agree to this offering, perhaps considering whether the thing that was once Timothy would have preferred the hunt. But I knew she was a reasonable person, at least in the outer regions of her brain, that section which had not yet been infected with insanity. 

“Go,” I said again, still looking straight ahead.

“Davi—”

“Go!”

Charlotte hesitated another beat, and then she lifted Nelson with one hand and grouped the other two kids into a pair and shuffled them quickly toward the door. Only Emerson looked back to me, her face a spectacle of sadness. 

Betty followed them in her sights with the shotgun, but I knew she wouldn’t shoot, and within moments—following Newton who was out the door first—Charlotte, Emerson, Ryan, and Nelson were outside on the back lawn heading toward the lake and the boat I prayed had come back to us. 
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17: The Escape
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The White One was close enough now to touch with the proverbial six-foot pole, and had it made another lunge, one similar to the move it made moments earlier when it crashed into the back of the couch, the creature would have been upon me before I could even begin to retreat. And now I knew the additional detail which Betty had offered, that whether it killed me or not didn’t matter. Even if I managed to fight it off, all it took was a scratch or a bite—perhaps even a deep bruise, who knew for sure—and I was one of the Corrupted within minutes. Maybe sooner.

“You don’t hurt him, David!” Betty called down. “You don’t try to hurt him. I let your family go, but I won’t let you. You’re gonna die in this house one way or the other.”

If Betty had wanted me to give my word that I wouldn’t hurt her monster-son, she should have made me agree to it before she let Charlotte and the kids leave. Because now, I had other plans.

I took several steps backward until I was again at my sleeping spot on the sectional, and there I sat, back straight, resting my hands on the cushions beside me with my palms flat, as if I were at the home of some British aristocrat awaiting tea. I looked straight ahead into the kitchen, focusing on neither the White One nor Betty, but rather on the fingers of my right hand as they searched between the cushion and the bottom of the sofa arm. It took only a second, however, and then I had it.  

The Corrupted Timothy dipped below the height of the sofa again, and when it reemerged, it was on my side, having moved its way around like a crab.

Crabs. When they moved fast like that, they looked like crabs.

The White One’s posture was more aggressive now as it approached, slowly, its spine arched and stiff, hunting like a lioness.

I waited patiently, keeping my breathing slow, my mind clear. I peeked up at Betty, barely moving my head as I did, and I could see her still in the lofted position above me. But the shotgun was at her side now, the barrel in her left hand as she prepared with avarice to take in the sight of her son devouring her houseguest.

I cleared my voice and let boom the question, “What happened to Jane?” As the words finished leaving my mouth, I couldn’t help but think of the old Betty Davis/Joan Crawford movie from the sixties with a similar name, and how the Betty above me (the irony of the matching names!) had much in common with the Betty Davis character from the movie.

“What?” A question of surprise, disgust.

“Timothy’s pregnant wife, Jane. What happened to her?”

No answer, and suddenly Betty was visibly quivering, angry.

“You fed her to him, too. Is that it?”

“It was...it was only for—”

The next move I hadn’t planned exactly, the when or how of it, and though it seemed a bit early in the dialogue for me to act, I knew my time was short, certainly to be counted in seconds. 

I stood straight with my hands behind my back, feet apart, as if placed at ease by a commanding officer. There was a moment of silence that followed, a stillness, when everything seemed to line up just so, positioned in such a way that, though I was as secular as anyone I knew, I could only think that God had arranged this for me, or at least had given me the opportunity to do with the situation what I could.  

As if prompting the chaotic scene finally to begin, Betty unleashed an incoherent, anger-filled scream, a painful reaction to my insolence regarding her daughter-in-law, the overarching truth of which I now knew. 

She had fed Jane to Timothy, and thus her unborn grandchild as well. 

And a beat later, Betty’s son—a being who was now more walking ghost than man—attacked. 

The assault started with a single hop forward, like a trepidatious bunny, yet the move was somehow terrible and hostile, a primer for the full-on assault. A second bounce forward followed, and this one landed the White One atop the large ottoman that fit neatly inside the right angle of the sectional. The creature stared up at me now like a stone-carved grotesque, appearing almost stupefied that I had allowed myself to be taken so easily. It crouched tightly once more as it prepared to spring for the final predatory lunge, but before it could release the tension in its legs and shoulders, I brought my right hand from behind my back and swung. 

The hunting knife split the air like a sword, the sharp steel blade piercing the white demon’s temple like an unripe avocado. The side of the skull crunched, and then a sucking sound followed, perhaps the brain encasing the edge of the knife. And like a prisoner executed by firing squad, the White One fell face down to the ottoman and then slowly slid to the floor, the knife protruding from its head like a malformed horn. 

If Betty reached for the gun, I didn’t see the move, as I hesitated but a breath before striding to the door like a tiger through the jungle. I could hear the screams of “Timothy!” from the top level of the house, however, so tormented in their pitch I thought Betty herself would collapse and die. 

In truth, however, I wasn’t sure the White One was dead, and that doubt was almost certainly a good thing in the moment, as it would keep Betty’s attention on her son and the possibility of his revival. Yet even as I cleared the house and the front yard, and then the road twenty yards away where I began my sprint east in the direction of the river, I waited for a bullet to break the morning air and strike me somewhere in the back. 
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18: The Walk
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For the first half-mile of my run, I didn’t feel the cold at all, as my adrenaline was like rocket fuel, propelling my legs and heating my body. But as I reached the edge of the lake’s boundaries, where Lake Sloman finally ended and the dry terrain that separated the lake and the Mississippi tributaries began, my lungs were burning, cold and heavy, as if they’d been loaded with ice water. But the sun was risen now, and the temperature, which seemed a day before to be on the verge of turning bitter, had already warmed slightly, suggesting the sun would heat the earth even more as the day went on. In the early hours of the morning, however, the air still felt on the edge of freezing. 

But I was dry, which was no small victory, and my path toward the lake proved much easier than the day before, as I was no longer on a hiking trail but on a proper road, paved and flat. And though I was once more from land chasing my family on the water, I knew exactly where the boat was headed this time and approximately when it would arrive. 

And as I turned inland toward the spot where I expected the boat to appear, my calculations proved correct. Sunrise Beach was the furthest point east on Lake Sloman, and, unlike the part of the lake where Charlotte and I had bought our cabin, which was remote and secluded, Sunrise Beach was a tourist spot, a place where locals came to swim and boat and party during the summer months. And within twenty minutes of puncturing the temple of the White One in the living room of Betty’s lakeside home, I was lumbering on the sand toward Charlotte and the kids, just as they were guiding the boat onto the beach for the final time. As I ran, tears flowed from my eyes like the river of our pursuit.

My family, too, hollered at the sight of me, but there was an exhaustion in their outlines now that was palpable, and no doubt an instinctual reaction not to waste their precious energy on emotion. 

Or maybe they just knew I would show.

We regrouped for only a moment, and since all of us were already overcome with sentiment and fatigue, no words were passed regarding my escape; it was a story that could wait. Instead, we began walking immediately, up the slope of the beach and through the visitor parking lot, and then across the street to where the Lake Sloman Hotel once operated what was likely a thriving business. There were no White Ones to be seen, and I conjured an image of them retreating to holes like reptiles, listlessly disappearing into the earth, the exposure of the air finally chasing them from the landscape. It was only wishful thinking, of course, but I knew Betty was right. She had somehow kept her turned son captive in her cabin for months, generating some refrigerated prison to subdue him. How else, if she wasn’t right, could she have done that?

Finally, we cleared the far property of the hotel and then reached a tree line which, if I wasn’t mistaken, began a trust of undeveloped land that stretched most of the rest of the way to the tributaries. Between that point and the beginning of the inlets and branches of the Mississippi, it was nothing but wild Arkansas.

I carried Nelson in my arms to begin the trek, while Ryan carried Newton, each of us following the sun east as we marched, making sure not to stray from that direction, understanding how easily one could become lost in the expanse of trees and land that lay before us. 

As we walked, I thought back to the evening prior, to the dinner and the warmth of the home; and though it had all gone to hell in a matter of hours, I gave a silent ‘thank you’ to Betty for supplying us with the meal and rest that would be critical to seeing us through that day. 

And this, I knew, was the day that mattered. If another sunrise arrived and we hadn’t reached the eastern bank of the Mississippi—or at least weren’t en route to it—we weren’t going to make it at all.

I estimated we had traveled about a mile when I was finally forced to stop to set Nelson down and rest. My legs and arms burned, as did my back, and I knew there was no way I could make it five more miles. Not unless Charlotte helped and we went a quarter mile at a time; but at that rate, it would take us hours.

“I can walk,” Nelson said suddenly, his eyes wide and alive, a new spark in his voice.

I wasn’t going to question him, knowing that doing so would give him the option to retract the offering. If my son could walk, which he said he could, then that’s what I needed him to do. “Okay,” I said, giving him a manly nod. “Just for a while.”

With Nelson walking, it was still slow-going, but we could at least continue our pace without stopping, and by the third mile or so, we had collectively caught our stride, settling into a march that, though not exactly easy, had guided us through thick areas of woods and open fields, steep hills and marshland. This latter terrain, the marshland, was ground that would have been impassable during any other season, and only the early onset of a cold winter, which had frozen the wet ground over, allowed us a way through. 

And we all felt the cold, especially in our feet. The effort of the walk had kept most of our bodies warm, and we were all sweating, but our hands and toes were cold, and the promise of a warm day suddenly began to fade. The sky was again heavy with clouds. 

But we continued on without complaint, and when we put behind us what must have been another mile or so, the world suddenly opened up once more, and now on the horizon, as well as all along my periphery, I could see only the flat earth and the white of the sky; for a moment, it seemed we were advancing toward the edge of the planet. 

It was the river ahead—or at least a tributary of it. We had made it. Finally.

“I can hear it,” Emerson said. “I can hear the water.” There was no glee in her voice, simply a statement of fact. We were all too tired for elation.

“What do we do when we get there?” Ryan asked. “What if there’s no boat?” 

There would be a boat. Just as I knew the boat I’d released at the pier of Betty’s house would drift back toward the bank. In that case, the modified rowboat with the dead outboard motor had been directed back to us, guided by something beyond what I could categorize in the moment, a thing I would never understand, perhaps. The Hand of God. The pull of the Universe. Some power that had witnessed us do our part to survive and was now obligated to reciprocate.

But it wouldn’t be luck or ethereal forces that would provide us with the boat this time. There were homes along the tributaries that fronted the western banks of the Mississippi, small houses that had once—before The Fall—been occupied by river folk who fished and gigged and lived under the constant backdrop of flooding upon the arrival of each new spring. They made their livings along the banks, and in this part of the country, everyone had a boat. 

And it was only another fifty yards or so, as we walked past the old homes and down to the water, when a long row of ramshackle boat houses appeared before us. In minutes, we were at the tributary edge, looking down the bank at a dozen boat houses in either direction.

“Looks like we’ll get our pick of the litter,” I said, my voice disbelieving, astonished.

“I don’t think we should give it much thought,” Charlotte replied, her pragmatism centering and necessary. “Pushing our luck and such. Let’s just find one we can start and steer and then get the hell on the way.” She was shivering as she spoke now, and the chattering of her teeth directed me to the condition of the children, all of whom had eyes that were aware and hopeful, though they too were descending into chill. I considered going back to one of the houses to scavenge another layer of clothing, perhaps find food for the remainder of the journey; but we were close now, and we hadn’t seen a White One anywhere along the way. As Charlotte said, such a play would have been pushing our luck.

The first boathouse in the long row to the left was empty, as was the second, but the third was loaded with a fishing boat that looked far too new to belong in such a dwelling. It appeared to be made of aluminum, flat-bottomed, a fishing boat with an outboard motor attached, and despite my believing there wasn’t a Corrupted’s chance in Hell that the motor would start, after attaching the fuse hose and pulling the choke, on the third pull of the starter, the engine fired. In minutes, we were outside the structure and navigating the narrow tributary, praying it would lead us to the Old Man.

For the first several miles, however, the waters took us north, and then west, opposite the direction we needed to go. But soon the rivulet took a drastic turn again to the north—and finally east—and we were back on track, heading toward the direction of the Safe Region. 

We all kept our eyes on the banks as we rode, an anxious silence now consuming the open confines of the boat, all of us quietly anticipating an army of white beasts to suddenly appear from behind the tall reeds and grasses that sprouted everywhere along the shoreline. But aside from the occasional splash from a flailing perch, the day was quiet, empty, the cold having slowed everything in the post-breach world to a crawl. Perhaps my image of the monsters hibernating hadn’t been far off after all.

Charlotte and the kids huddled closely in the front of the boat, with Charlotte at the helm, kneeling forward, watching restively, like the iconic image of George Washington crossing the Delaware. But there was no enemy we were attempting to engage, only the salvation that we all prayed existed on the opposite side of the largest river in North America. 

“Dad, look!” It was Emerson, and at the sound of her voice, I lifted my head to see her pointing to her left. She turned back to me. “Do you see it?”

I released the tiller and stood in the boat, allowing the craft to drift as I craned my neck forward, staring across a wide stretch of land that divided the tributary and the object of Emerson’s attention. “I see it,” I said just above a whisper.

“Is that the river?” Charlotte asked.

“It’s gotta be,” Emerson answered correctly. “Look how wide it is. I can barely see to the other side.”

“How do we get to it?” Charlotte asked. “Why is there no water passage? 

Everyone turned to me now, awaiting the answer. I lowered my gaze from the river, which had captivated me momentarily, and then focused on the answer to the question, looking at the locked land around us. “I guess we can’t,” I said.

“What? Can’t? How...how can that be?”

“I...I don’t know. Not all of these tributaries flow directly into the river at all times of the year. There’s basin flooding and...it doesn’t matter. We’ll just pull up to the bank here and drag the boat across.”

“Jesus, David, look at the distance. That has to be a half-mile away.”

I couldn’t help but smile. “Charlotte, I appreciate your pessimism. It’s been useful during a lot of this. But we made it! That’s the Mississippi! We can see it! Now we only have to get to it.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




19: The Trap
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The makeup of the boat’s material and its flat bottom made the job of dragging it across the land as simple as it could have been given the circumstances, and after trading off with Charlotte and Emerson at about the halfway mark, I couldn’t help but run ahead to see what awaited us in terms of a launch point. We just needed to get the boat in the water without destroying the motor or getting soaking wet. Once we were loaded and off, I had no doubt we could make it.

“Hey, where are you going!”

I put up a finger as I ran, indicating I would just be a moment, feeling the eagerness of a seven-year-old bounding down the staircase on Christmas morning.

And then, as if the earth beneath me had suddenly turned to molasses, my feet stuck to the ground at the sight ahead of me. My knees buckled, nearly sending me face down to the dirt, but I didn’t fall, and as I looked ahead to the cluster of White Ones that stood all along the riverbank like seagulls on an island of beached fish, the only noise I could make was a panicked cough that erupted from my lungs like a dying engine.

There were dozens of them, crouched and crablike in their usual postures, yet a bit more desultory, as if they were lost in the desert of some far-off land. Finally, I turned back toward Charlotte and the kids, who were moving with alacrity now, equally anxious to get to the river. But before I could wave them down, to signal them not to take another step, Emerson saw them.

And she screamed.

I turned back to the White Ones, each of which now had turned their heads in our direction, their black eyes like giant olives, glistening and hungry. The first one lurched forward from behind a pack of others, bouncing through them like a hungry runt for the teat. It had the usual elegance of movement as I’d come to know, but not the same vitality. The cold. As Betty had said, it was the only thing keeping us alive.

Soon the rest of the sixty or so White Ones began to move toward us, some faster than others, though all of them appearing diminished at least slightly. I turned and ran back toward my family, and when I reached them, I took the boat from Charlotte and Emerson and then turned and began dragging it back to the tributary. In a moment, Charlotte was beside me, her hands on the gunwale, double-timing it with me to the water.

“Hurry!” Emerson shouted. “They’re coming!”

I turned back to measure the distance, how much time we had. We were still probably three hundred yards from the tributary, and at the rate we were going, we weren’t going to make it. 

But it didn’t matter.

“David!”

It was Charlotte, and as I turned my head back in the direction we were running, I looked up. And there, ahead of us, now on the banks of the tributary, was another set of White Ones—perhaps ten—staring directly at us. We were trapped.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




20: The Snow
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“Dad? What are we going to do?”

It was Ryan, and his tone was confused, as if not quite understanding how I could have led us to the position in which we found ourselves. 

The creatures on the riverside of us had begun to fan out to either side, and eventually the bodies joined with the others on the tributary side so that we were surrounded entirely. There was nowhere to run. 

Slowly, the circle began to close in on us as the White Ones instinctively moved forward, each of them keeping their eyes directed straight ahead, never distracted by their thoughts or the external world around them. Animals. Predators. They were only yards away now, and there was little else for us to do. I considered making a run toward the perimeter, which might have caused them all to collapse on me, thus giving Charlotte and the kids a chance at escape. But the move was such a long shot as to be absurd, and it would only shorten the time I had left with my family. 

Another few steps and I could almost touch them, and at that moment, finally, after threatening the ground below for so long, huge flakes of snow began to fall from the sky. 

“Daddy!” Emerson cried, “I don’t want to die!” 

My heart was broken, and I pulled my daughter in close to me, teardrops falling to her auburn hair. “We’re going to make it as hard as possible,” I answered. “Quick, under the boat.” 

“What?”

“Just do it. Everyone, tuck down into as tight a ball as possible.”

Without delay, Charlotte, Emerson, Ryan, and Nelson ducked down, and as they did, Newton jumped from Ryan’s arms and dashed toward the riverside group of monsters, easily dodging their shins and feet as he passed them and headed toward the river.

“Newton,” Nelson cried, beginning the chase for his pet, but I caught him before he got a step.

“He’ll be okay. Get down.”

Nelson obeyed, and seconds later, I was standing above my wife and three children—all of whom were now lying on the ground in constricted spheres—holding the boat balanced on its port side. Finally, I knelt and lowered the boat with me, giving us one last chance as I covered us from the beasts all around us. But before the world went dark—perhaps for the final time in the lives of the Willis family—through the sliver between the gunwale and the ground, I saw one of the White Ones drop to the ground. And I could tell from the plummet that it was not an action of attack, but rather one of trauma, pain. I couldn’t hold the weight of the boat for long, but it was enough time to see the fallen monster squirming seizure-like on the ground.

And then another one fell. 

I released my grip on the gunwale so that we were all beneath the boat now, with only a ribbon of light at the borders shining in, giving us enough brightness to see the looks on each other’s faces. We shifted our eyes wildly as we listened to the silent footfalls of the Corrupted turn to panicked scurrying, and we all shrieked in unison when the first of the creatures toppled on the bottom hull of the boat, creating a thunderclap in the hiding space below. 

Chaos ensued in the world outside, though none of us knew exactly what it looked like. I thought of Betty, of the cold, and of the artificial mechanism she’d developed to keep Timothy captive. It was like poison, I thought, the condition of cold without the chemicals, and the woman on the lake had discovered a way to keep her son just cold enough to keep him controlled. 

But now came a different kind of cold, one born of the atmosphere, and with it the fruit of snow, deadly to the monsters that had emerged in a similar setting six months earlier. 

The five of us waited in stillness, and after several minutes, as the bouncing and banging and scuttling ultimately turned to silence, I lifted the boat. 

And then I cried. Again. 
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21: The River



[image: image]


Charlotte and I pulled the boat past the sea of white bodies that surrounded us and headed again toward the river, the kids fanned out beside us, allowing themselves their own space as we walked, taking in the experiences of the past few days and months in their own way. My wife and I were like fortunate soldiers dragging off a fallen friend from the battlefield, too numbed by the war to know whether to grieve our slain warrior or celebrate our survival. 

But, in truth, miraculously, we’d lost no one, and it was only our exhaustion that kept us downcast. That and the snow, which now fell in popcorn-sized flakes, coating the ground quickly as it accumulated at the toes of our shoes.

The White Ones were dead, though with the distant stares of their black eyes, not dissimilar from their expressions in life, it was impossible to tell the difference. Perhaps they were just hibernating, and once the snow melted, they would reanimate to terrorize the world once more. 

But I didn’t think so. There was a change in their skin color now, the white hue almost purplish, and their splayed postures were those of corpses that had been suddenly murdered, as opposed to ones that had gone to sleep for the season.

And besides, the government, and whatever other entity was involved with their creation, would never allow the possibility of a revival. Once their weakness of the cold and snow was learned, the army would find a way to herd them—or lure them—to some place like Minnesota or Michigan or South Dakota, some land where they could trap them until November or December when the snows eventually fell. And once the creatures succumbed to the white flakes of death, they would no doubt be systematically gathered, piled and pyred.

Maybe even someday someone would pay for the catastrophe. Perhaps someone already had. 

Unless, of course, the responsible powers were quite aware of the weakness and had been all along; in which case, they would have no intention of killing them off. At least not all of them. Certainly, there were uses for them that were still untapped. Military uses, of course, but perhaps others, as well. Agricultural or industrial. Turning the stricken monsters into modern-day slaves whose locomotion and strength could be utilized for profit. 

“Do you think we can make it, David?” Charlotte asked, now holding Newton in her arms, stroking the cat gently. She stood at the edge of the grassy bank, where the river lapped lightly at her feet, consuming the snow which continued to fall upon it. It was a perfect launch spot for the flat-bottomed boat.

I stared out across the expanse of water, which was calm and welcoming, despite the falling snow. The stretch of river wasn’t very wide as the Mississippi went. Maybe three quarters of a mile. Beyond it was only the mirror image of our bank. No tanks or trucks or milling soldiers. And no creatures, at least none that we could see. 

The kids were inside the boat already, huddled together, a calmness upon their faces that I hadn’t seen in weeks. 

“Yeah, Charlotte,” I answered. “I know we can.”
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DEAR READER,

Thank you for reading. You made it to book four in the series and I hope that means you have enjoyed the series! Please leave a review for The Ghosts of Winter on Amazon.

If you haven’t read my standalone novel, They Came with the Rain, I hope you do! I think you’ll really enjoy it.

To stay in touch with me, subscribe to my newsletter.
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