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CHAPTER ONE

Sherrie was, like, majorly pissed off. It was mid-February during the warmest and least snowy winter the Dakotas had ever seen, and she had an interview for a job in Fargo, another hour away on I-29. So where the hell did this blizzard come from? That’s what she got for not paying attention to the news. She thought maybe she remembered someone saying something about it on the radio between songs, but she was, like, texting, you know? How was someone supposed to pay attention to people talking when…never mind. She had glanced down at a new text from Kate—Good luck, bitch! Holla when ur done!—and when she looked up again, the flakes were already falling. A string of brake lights flashed two by two until she had to hit her own. The snow was heavier, piling up on her windshield. Then the crawling traffic stopped for good.

That was more than a half hour ago.

Back at Kate: Im gonna be sooo late. It’s like Destiny for me to stay stuck in Windmyre.

Her phone battery was down to one bar. Her reception, too. This stretch of interstate was one of the bleakest ever. There were hardly even gas stations unless you were willing to take an exit, drive another ten miles to a barely there town, then find out the gas station is open four hours a day, four days a week. Some sort of religious reason.

Every year, Sherrie heard about miles of road being frozen, people stuck in cars overnight. She had the emergency kit her dad insisted she carry in the backseat, right under her grandmother’s quilt—not one she quilted herself, no, but one Sherrie knew Grammy had bought at Kmart years ago and pretended she’d made herself “at my mother’s knee.” It was also stained with big splotches of Grammy’s favorite, Grain Belt beer with olive juice. But thankfully Sherrie had filled up before leaving town and the car was great on gas. She should be able to keep the heat on for most of the night, if necessary.

Kate texted back: One of us! One of us! We are your fate, gurl, Could B worse.

True that. Sherrie nodded. But it could be a shit-ton better, too. It sucked being a teen mom from a town that small. Like, they were all sluts, all of them, but she was the stupid slut for getting knocked up. And that was even from the girls who had gotten knocked up and were married with two before age twenty—well, they’d planned it that way, so they said. Sherrie was the one who wanted an abortion. That is, until Braden nearly beat her silly for bringing it up. Not going to vacuum out his kid, nuh-uh. She was going to have that baby, and she was going to love it, and he was going to provide for it—you know, buy it diapers and stuff. Not like real child support. He sure as hell didn’t want to get married. That would have crushed his delusions about blowing town as some sort of skateboard star. He fell off six tricks out of ten, and he was scared of heights. Who was he kidding?

And also—Sherrie rolled her eyes just remembering—Braden had called his daughter “it” until two minutes before she popped out. Then he wanted to name her Felicity, the name of the girl he was hooking up with before Sherrie, but claimed it was the name of an aunt who had died from cancer. As if she didn’t already know.

There was no way she was going to let Braden fuck up her child’s life by popping in and out, pretending to care one minute, ignoring her texts asking for those diapers he had mentioned the next. So she cut him off. She went to a lawyer. Even her own mother didn’t want that, but Sherrie was tired of Mom’s sermons and Dad’s cold shoulder and the whole town clucking their tongues at everything she ever did. No more. This job in Fargo at the John Deere dealer would give her security, benefits for her and Valerie—yes, named for her best friend’s mother, the only one who had ever been truly kind to her—plus enough of an income to get her own place and consider a few community college classes. Maybe she could be a TV journalist after all.

She searched through her purse. First, the candy bar. She would need something to tide her over. Next, the phone charger—except it wasn’t there. No, no, no, she was sure she had put it in there before she left. She dumped everything into the passenger seat. It wasn’t hidden among the lip gloss and the concealer and receipts from Hardee’s.

Better call ahead, then, while she still had the juice. It rang and rang, and then a woman answered.

“Yeah, like, I’m Sherrie, and I’m supposed to have an interview today, but I’ve hit some bad snow that stopped all the traffic. I’m not sure how long—”

“You didn’t leave early enough?”

Rolled her eyes. “I’m stuck right now, out on the interstate.”

“Really, you should have thought ahead.”

“Well, I’m sorry, I thought I’d be fine. I’m sitting in a whole line of cars buried in snow. Can we reschedule? That’s all I’m asking.”

“Listen, I wouldn’t worry if I were you. We’ve already seen plenty of good applicants. If you can’t make it, just be safe and turn around when you can.”

Oh. My. God. That. Whore. “No, please, listen.”

“I’ve got another call. Should I just mark through your name? Okay? And done. Mm-hm. Bye, now.”

“Wait, wait—”

But the line was dead, and Sherrie swore once she got out of this, she’d pick up Kate and they would whip this chick’s ass, they sure as hell would.

No, that was Small Town Sherrie talking, not New Beginnings Sherrie. New Sherrie thought, like, isn’t this illegal? They can’t do that. She should sic her lawyer on the bitch. How much would he charge to send a threatening letter? She thought about giving him a call but remembered the low battery. Maybe not even enough juice left to tell Kate about it.

Nothing else to do but go back home, search for more jobs, deal with her mom and Braden another week, all the time plotting a way out. But still, she couldn’t shake the sick feeling in her stomach. She’d never been stranded like this, all alone. She wasn’t even able to see the cars in front of her anymore.

Her phone buzzed. A text from Mom. Are u there yet? Val is sick throwing up fever. Can U come home?

Of course Val was sick. Sherrie had told Mom that this morning when she left the baby with her. And of course Mom wasn’t listening, as usual. Too busy thinking of different reasons Sherrie should stay where she was instead of jetting off to the big city. No idea why, since it seemed all Mom wanted Sherrie around for was to have an audience for her sermons. When was the last time she had said, “I love you”? And “God loves you but doesn’t love your sin” didn’t count.

Sherrie tried to text back, but the phone chimed and ran its shut-down animation halfway through. “No no no no! Fuck!” A blank screen. When was the last time she’d seen this screen absolutely blank? Right out of the box? She tossed the phone onto the passenger seat and tried not to panic. Without the dinging text notices, the wind was louder, and she could even hear the snowflakes as they blew into her window.

Nothing to do but sit and wait. She tried the radio, but she was on that shitty stretch of I-29 where all the stations were fuzzy. The only CDs she had were Adele’s 21, which she’d played so much it wasn’t even music anymore, just noise, and a Nickelback that really only worked for her on weekends. No reason to rock out all alone in the snow. So she settled for a weather report on an AM oldies station, the droning voice a comfort as she pulled her parka tighter, ramped up the heat, and closed her eyes.
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The crunching snow woke her. She blinked. Yes, the car was still running, and the radio was playing a soft-rock seventies hit, maybe. The kind of stuff her mother used to like before going all Jesus on her. She spun the volume down, rested her head against the glass. Her mouth was dry, the heater going full blast. Better check the gas gauge—already down to a quarter tank. How long had she dozed? The windshield was completely caked with snow and ice, as were all the side windows. So strange, bathed by blue light but blind to the world outside. Like a frozen cavewoman.

She swallowed and tried to hold it together. Another go at the phone. Maybe there was just a tiny bit of reserve left in the battery. But she couldn’t even get the screen to blink at her.

A shadow passed by outside. Sherrie could barely make out the shape, but it had to be a person. It passed from the passenger side around the front until it was darkening her window. She held her breath and listened closely.

When the knock came on the glass, she shrieked. It was like a horror movie, right? But really, it was more likely a police officer or a fireman or someone like that. Another knock. The snow and ice fell off the window in chunks, but more snow covered it right back up. Another knock.

“Okay, okay, okay, hold on.” Sherrie tried to roll the window down, but it wouldn’t go. Frozen. She flicked the lever back and forth, back and forth, and the window would come down a little more each time, but not enough. “It won’t go. I’m sorry.”

A hand, no glove, smeared away the slush, picked at the hard bits around the seal. Wait, was that blood streaked across the glass? If it was, it disappeared as the snow struck it. The person outside looked like a man. Like a cop. He had a cop jacket and hat. Maybe he was here to evacuate her. Or maybe they’d cleared the road ahead and it was time to move on. Not like it would matter—her next move was a U-turn toward home, with no new job, no freedom.

She rolled down her window and had to squint her eyes nearly shut to avoid the snow needles. But through her blinking and eyelashes, she could tell this was not a cop at all, regardless of the jacket and hat. Underneath was a prison jumpsuit. The man was bald, it seemed, and he wore wire-rimmed glasses. His lenses—and hell, his whole face—were smeared with blood. And he was laughing, too, in a dopey, like, pretty-high way. Weird, right? Before she could get the window up again, the man thrust both of his hands inside and grabbed her around the throat. She screamed as best she could. How could anyone not hear her? They were right there in the next lane, ahead and behind. How could they ignore her shouts? The man began to pull her through the open window like she didn’t weigh anything. She grabbed the steering wheel, but he was too strong. Once she was halfway out, he took his hands from her throat. Up close, he wasn’t as scary. A goofy smile, but blood on his teeth. His eyes were cloudy, and it looked like steam was coming off him. She stopped screaming, but not because she really wanted to. Goddamn, this was a nightmare, but it was, like, a fun nightmare. She giggled again.

The man went in for a kiss, bloody lips and teeth and all. And Sherrie let it happen, the whole time realizing she should fight this. She should, I don’t know, like, struggle or yell Rape! or anything but let him keep on—

But he needed her. She knew that. And soon, she knew what she had to do. She needed others. She just…needed them.

On the ground, the fake cop gone, Sherrie stood, wiped the blood off her mouth with the back of her hand and walked off into the snow, looking for someplace warm where she could be around other people. There was an echo in her head: I need you, I need you, I need you…
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Sneakers caked with snow. Not good for walking around in this weather, which made him regret losing that pair of boots even more. Not what he wanted to be out in this anyway, but after the driver of the truck had been shot, what could he do? His ax swung beside him, lazily because he wasn’t sure these people were evil. They were something, but Matt Cahill hadn’t figured out what yet. He followed more tracks to this car, still running, the driver’s window down. Signs of a struggle, a little blood. It must not have been too long ago, since the snow in the driver’s seat was only a dusting. Another near miss. Another steaming, laughing zombie.

The young guy following along, jeans and a T-shirt, with a bass guitar strapped onto his back, shouted from a few car lengths down, “You find them?”

“Come on.” He waved the kid toward him and shivered in his light Windbreaker. Hands turning blue, nose going numb, though his sinuses were thick and burning. At least staying cold seemed to stave off the laughing. He drank from a nearly frozen bottle of water, choked it down. Shit. Which trail to follow now? He played “Eenie Meenie” in his head because if he’d flipped a coin, it would be long gone. He picked the one that looked like it had been made by the driver of the car rather than by the attacker. Maybe he could catch up before this person was too far gone, so that he could build enough of a crew to face the madman a second time.

He hunched his shoulders and headed into the wind, thinking, I was colder than this when I was dead. This is nothing.


CHAPTER TWO

Meanwhile…

Jimmy had to admit that it had been fun back when they’d started this band a couple of years ago, but after too many close calls with the big time, leaving them broken and frustrated every time, and all those shitty bars and high school dances, not to mention the birthday parties where the parents told them to keep it down and the kids were too busy texting to care, he was done in. Jimmy was done playing bass with The Vasectomies. He’d already applied to community college—he was going to be a mortician like his uncle Clark. Good money, and it was a field where there would always be demand. Everybody dies, after all. The next step was to tell the band. Just not yet. A handful of gigs left before he would have the money to pay his tuition.

So here they were again, crammed into Lamar’s minivan, five guys and all their equipment, Jimmy squeezed between Dick Vader, the drummer, and their Swedish import guitar player, Sven. He’d been closer to them, literally, than to his last few girlfriends. The air was thick with farts and beer breath and the singer’s cigarillo smoke.

“Jesus, can we crack a window?”

“Shut up!” Dick Vader, sleeping, sort of. “Sleeping.”

The driver—Lamar, keyboards—whined, “It’ll suck the heat out. And it’s, like, blowing sideways.”

Isaac blew smoke toward him. “How about now? You like that?”

Cough. “Whatever.”

They say personal animosity sometimes makes for great music. But Jimmy knew that when it came to a mediocre cover band whose originals sounded eight years out of date halfway through writing them, being dicks to each other didn’t help at all. It was a reflex now, almost like each one of them was trying to see how much it would take to make the others quit the band.

“Fuck this.” Jimmy climbed over the middle bench onto the back one, stacked high with guitar cases and drums and cymbals. He stretched his arm past the bass drum to the back window, opened it, and leaned close to get some fresh air. A few deep breaths later, he thought about how nice it would be working with the dead. How they wouldn’t try to step on his every last nerve like some sort of mental Twister game. Like, he’d even once been best friends with Dick Vader, who’d told the band if they didn’t give Jimmy a shot, he was out. They ended up dumping their much worse bass player, Isaac’s brother. But lately, with Dick drunk most hours of the day, sleeping the others, and fucking any high school girl with raccoon-eyed makeup in between, Jimmy had felt like all the fun was gone and he had missed that point where he was supposed to either (A) be a huge star or (B) grow up.

A few more gigs, and it was B.

Another breath of less-gaseous air, freezing, hurting his sinuses. He wondered if Isaac had rolled a joint into his cigarillo or if they had always smelled that bad. Then there was that noise. A crack, an echo. Was that a gunshot? Jimmy rubbed the ice off the window with his sleeve and was able to make out someone walking around out there between the cars. A cop? Sure looked like a cop, but he was weaving. Drunk or high or wounded…something. He had his pistol out and was just waving at random, firing, mostly over the tops of cars or into the air. But it looked as if some of his shots had slammed into the cars. Jimmy thought there were muffled screams, but it was hard to tell over the sounds of idling engines and the shitty demo of new songs Isaac had slipped into the CD player. Just Isaac, a badly tuned guitar, and a synth drum track.

“Hold up, guys, look at this.”

They couldn’t hear him over the minor chords and emo angst bullshit. The cop was only a couple of cars back.

Jimmy cranked his head around, shook Dick awake. “Hey! There’s a cop shooting out there. He’s going to shoot us! Get down!”

Lamar finally turned the sound off. “What are you—wait, what…what did we do?”

The cop must have heard, because he was now coming straight for the van, a goofy, wasted grin on his face. Lamar waved his hand in front of his face, clearing Isaac’s smoke. “Would you, like, get rid of that? Are you trying to get us arrested?”

“Just be cool.” Isaac didn’t even try to stub it out or toss it or anything. “Just tobacco. I’m serious. You think I’m stupid?”

“He’s shooting cars, man!”

“Chill, all right? Just fucking chill!”

Lamar gasped. Jimmy looked over to find the cop right at the driver’s window, brushing off the snow. Then the cop pressed his nose and tapped the barrel of his pistol against the glass.

The old minivan still had hand-crank windows. Lamar fought to get the glass down while the cop stood waiting. The wind was all over the place, and the snow cycloned into the van on all of them. The cop said, “What’s up, guys? Are we cool?”

The cop looked to be in his forties and not at all cool. No sideburns. A mustache from twenty years ago. Way too clean to be this loopy. Jimmy couldn’t be sure, but it almost looked like the guy was…steaming, like a hot mug of coffee. He rested his free hand and his gun on the lip of the door, leaned in uncomfortably close to Lamar, like, inches from his eyes.

Lamar leaned as far away as he could. “Is everything okay, Officer?”

“You guys, you didn’t happen to see, um, this bald guy? Glasses? He was in an orange jumpsuit.” Smirk. “No, wait, he had a hat, too. A hat like mine. And a jacket. So forget it. Just forget—”

The gun went off and punched Lamar back in his seat, square in his right shoulder. He yelled out one big time and then bled all over, propped up by the door. The others were still fighting to get their hearing back while freaking out, Isaac out of his seat and trapped on the floor.

The cop held his hands up. “No, no, I didn’t mean to—I need you guys, I really need you, it was just an accident, I swear, I need you…”

Another shot, and this one nailed Sven in the head. Dead, just like that.

Dick Vader slid the side door open and took off down the shoulder of the interstate. Jimmy was about to follow when he felt the need to look back. The cop had opened Lamar’s door and was bent over the seat, grasping Isaac’s head and trying to kiss him, still saying, “I need you, I need you, c’mon, I need you…”

Jimmy and Dick Vader hadn’t made it even two car lengths before hearing the cop yell, “Freeze,” and they did it. After all, he had the gun. He’d shot Lamar. He’d killed Sven. This shit was fucked up. Dick Vader, on his knees, same as Jimmy, hands behind his head, said, “This is it, man? This is all?”

Jimmy was pretty sure it was.


CHAPTER THREE

Rhonda had to speak up over her husband’s AM radio static. He had to listen to Limbaugh even when most of the signal was buzzing and bleeping. He hadn’t always been like this, though. So serious now, so angry all the time. She traced it to his getting laid off from the company, only to be hired back, after four hard months of job searching, by the same company in a different position for twenty percent less pay. Almost like starting from scratch.

Her mother was on the other end of the phone, saying, “I can’t hear you,” and “What’s that?”

“I said, Mom, that it’s the same every year. You’d think by now they would be prepared for these types of things. But no plows, no police, no anything. Didn’t they watch the weather?”

“They’re saying it might take a couple of days.”

“Mom, it’s ridiculous. I can’t even see the car in front of me.”

In the back of the Suburban, the kids were off in their own worlds; now eleven and thirteen, they thought they should be treated like twenty-year-olds. Each one had earbuds, and they were either texting or playing games on the phones they were probably too young to have. It bothered Rhonda every day, seeing her kids turn into wired-up zombies like everyone else. But it had been the only way to keep the peace. All of her younger notions of being a great parent, unlike her selfish and barely there mom, had gone up in smoke.

Stan shook his head and mumbled, “Unbelievable.”

No idea what he was responding to, but that’s because Rhonda just didn’t listen to him all that much anymore. She hated to admit it, but she was already thinking ahead to when the kids were older, so she could get out of all this. A typical suburban-style divorce. At first she had thought, oh, maybe hold on until the kids were in college. That turned into just until Kiefer is in college, which had now become fuck it, they’ll understand in high school.

There was a long sigh from the other end of the line. Then, “I told you to leave yesterday. It’s not as if… Listen, I promise you won’t have to come to the next reunion.”

But that was what Mom said every year, and she usually stuck to it for a couple of months before dragging out the “Oh, but [insert name of ancient aunt or know-nothing cousin] wants to see you. She couldn’t make the last one, hon,” and “The kids won’t know any of their cousins at this rate.”

What had surprised Rhonda this time was how easy it had been to convince Stan. Not even a problem. He’d switched his schedule at work and helped the kids pack and for the first time in a long time had no comment about how tedious and uninteresting her family was. The annual fight was a no-show, which had her worried that Stan was much further along on checking out than she was. Maybe he was having an affair? Or maybe he had been hiding money? Would he spring this on her now, years before she was ready?

From the backseat, Kiefer sighed, like he could read her thoughts.

Then something slammed into the side of the SUV.

Some of the snow broke off from the windows, but not enough so they could see what was going on. More thuds on the side panel, someone crying out. Stan turned off the radio and made sure the doors were locked. Clicked the lever five times.

“Mom? Mom?” Claire pawed her mother’s shoulder from the backseat. “Mom?”

“Quiet! Stay quiet, everyone.”

There was an awful squeak of wet fingers against fiberglass, running from front to back. It stopped. Rhonda held her breath, listening. Could it have been a deer? Yes, that was it. A deer…dazed, now up and gone. No harm.

But then something began trying to open the back doors, yanking violently, screeching, even. The kids shouted, and Stan told them to shut up, but they didn’t, and Rhonda felt her heart try to burst from her chest like in a horror movie, and she couldn’t help but want to—

The yanking and screeching stopped. It stayed stopped this time. A minute, more.

They all stared at one another. Not a word. Really? Was this what her family had come to? They had almost been—what?—car invaded, and they still couldn’t talk to one another like human beings?

Stan shook his head and said, “I’ve got to see.”

Rhonda grabbed his arm before he could open the door. “Are you crazy? Just let it go. We’re safe in here. Let me call the police.”

“I’ll be fine, really. Don’t worry.” He reached under his seat and pulled out a pistol. Holy fuck, a pistol? When did he—?

“When did you—?”

“A couple of months ago. I know how you feel about them, so I didn’t tell you. But see? Bet you’re glad I did now.”

“Are you, you know, legal? Do you have a permit?”

He spoke slowly and calmly, like she was a child. How could he? She had told him that she didn’t want him to own a gun, so he went off and bought it anyway. And she was the child. “I took a class. I have a permit. This is all legit, like thousands and thousands of others.”

She looked closer. “What is it? I mean…what kind?”

“It’s a Glock 40. Plenty of stopping power, and I’m sure no one wants to mess with it.”

Rhonda glared at him, hoping it was enough so she wouldn’t have to berate him in front of their children. But he had a gleam in his eye. A flicker of a grin. He loved getting this over on her. Nothing she could do about it now, especially when he had proven his point—you never can tell when you’ll need one.

You know, screw this. She had had it, and it wasn’t like the kids even gave a shit anymore. She was about to let loose on him, a good Oh, someone didn’t get to play cowboys and Indians when he was younger, so now he puts our entire family in danger zinger, but before she could, Stan pushed the door open against the ridiculous wind and stepped outside, closed it again.

Rhonda couldn’t see anything through the snow buildup. She grabbed the rearview and tried to angle it, but the back windows were frosted over and the kids were in the way, both of them turned around, on their knees, desperate for a look at something. All they got were shadows. At least they didn’t hear the one thing Rhonda was bracing herself for—gunshots.

“What’s going on? Can you see anything?” Rhonda climbed into the driver’s seat and rolled down the window, bracing herself while the kids whined about the cold. She brushed away the snow from the side-view mirror and saw Stan leaning over, talking to someone. She couldn’t hear his words. But it was definitely a person. From the look of her hair, a young woman.

“Stan! What’s going on? Is she okay? Stan!”

He helped the girl to her feet, held her arm and wrapped his around her, steadied her steps. He slapped his hand on the window of the rear door and told Claire, “Open it! Hurry!”

Claire scooted way back until she was nearly in her brother’s lap. “Mom?”

Rhonda didn’t want to, but it would be heartless not to. What had happened to this girl? Had she been attacked? Was someone after her? But in the back of Rhonda’s mind was the nagging If they come and ask if you helped and you tell them no, how will your excuses sound then?

She clicked open the lock. Stan struggled against the wind until he had pulled the door open, then helped the girl inside. Her hair covered most of her face. She was shivering like mad. Stan slammed the door and yelled at Rhonda, “Goddamn it, move, I’m freezing!”

He struggled with the driver’s door, then tossed the pistol onto the floorboard before hopping in, shoving Rhonda back to her side. He rolled up the window, hugged himself. Rhonda turned to the woman in the backseat. Her hair was nearly white, sparkling, but there was blond under all that. Straight, parted at the far side the way all these girls do lately, letting it hang in their eyes. She kept herself tight, her breathing shallow and fast. The kids squeezed themselves as far from her as they could. Rhonda was surprised by that, at least as far as Kiefer was concerned. Here was a hot college-aged girl needing help, and he acted as if she was radioactive.

The girl’s breathing finally slowed. Her teeth stopped chattering. She said, “Thank you, thank you so much, thank you, I needed you. I needed help.”

Rhonda reached back, put her hand on the girl’s knee. Funny, but she felt a lot warmer than she should have. And it almost looked as if she had steam coming off her, like when you open the freezer door. But…warm. And yet the snow wasn’t melting off her. “Are you okay? What happened?”

“I’m fine.”

“Listen, don’t be afraid. We’ll help if we can. What’s your name?”

The girl pulled her hair away from her face and tucked it behind her ears. Rhonda flinched, pulled her hand back, caught her breath. This girl’s face, wearing a lazy expression like she was high, was weird enough, but she had dried blood streaked across her lips and cheek. “Call me Sher-rie,” she said with a faux-French flair. “I like my name.”

Claire had nearly flattened herself against the floorboard. “Mommmmm?”

“Christ, did someone hurt you? Are you bleeding? Stan, Jesus, call the police. Now—do it now.”

Stan shook his head slowly. “It’s gonna be fine. Just cool it, babe.”

Babe? Years and years since he’d said that, even in jest. “Come on, Stan, she might be in danger! We can’t hold off the bad guys with just your gun, you know!”

“Hey,” the girl said. “He said it’s going to be fine. Pipe down, bitch.”

Rhonda felt like reaching for the gun herself. She must have been played. This wasn’t a random rescue, was it? This was Stan’s piece of stuff. This was a setup. “Who is she, Stan? Tell me. You’ve had your fun.”

He shrugged, made his face into cartoon rubber. “No idea.” He stifled a laugh. Was he steaming, too? “Not a clue.”

He was lying. Had to be. They were making eyes at each other via the rearview. Damn him! She should’ve left long ago, but look at this. What was he thinking? And with the kids right here.

Sherrie unfurled herself and eased between the front seats, all the time saying, “I need you, I need you,” and grabbed Stan’s chin in her palm. She buried her tongue in his mouth. Disgusting. The sort of kiss teenagers think is sexy. Slobbering, smacking. Rhonda grabbed Sherrie’s shoulder and tried to pry her off. Keifer and Claire pulled on the other, all of them screaming for her to get off Stan. But that kiss kept going. Smackety-smack and deep moans and all of it, Rhonda’s rage growing as she finally wrapped her hand around the bitch’s hair, screamed, and gave it one mighty yank.

Sherrie yelped, reared back, and then laughed as she fell into the backseat. Just as Rhonda was turning back to Stan, he caught her by the throat and squeezed for all he was worth. His expression was goofy, unnerving. He was really going to kill her. Oh God, no, no, no. She tried calling for Kiefer and Claire. Flashed her eyes toward the backseat. This couldn’t be. It just couldn’t be. Sherrie sat between the two kids, this time kissing Kiefer, and he was all over her. But Claire, too? Claire, pawing at Sherrie like they were behind the gym at a junior high dance? What was going on?

She gasped and found nothing there, nothing coming in or out, and everything was going dark around the edges. Really? Her kids in some sort of sick make-out session in the back with their dad’s slut, and Rhonda was the one who was going to die?

She so should have dumped Stan’s ass already. The bastard.

As the oxygen ran out, she felt herself falling, backward, and the cold air shocked her back to life. Her throat slipped from Stan’s grasp and she hit the ground hard, hacking through the pain to wheeze in that frigid air. And no, not her, too, goddamn it—she thought it was hilarious.

When she opened her eyes, a man stood above her. One with an ax in his hand.

“Better get out of the way.”

She scooted back until she was up against the side of the car next to theirs. Only a couple of hours before, she had remembered an older couple there, chatting and nodding. But now both doors were open and nearly all the windows were bashed in, the emergency blinkers going mad. In fact, all around her, cars were either abandoned or were closed tight like fortresses, rocking on their shocks, still blowing exhaust. She could barely make out people stumbling around between vehicles, but the laughter was clear. Drunken laughter. Giddy.

And more of it was spilling from her own Suburban.

The man with the ax was struggling with Stan now, still half inside the vehicle. He’d grabbed the ax handle, and her rescuer pulled Stan until he was out and on the ground. She thought for one terrible second that maybe he would bury the blade in Stan’s head. She winced, blinked, covered her eyes. But then nothing. She peeked between fingers. The ax was sticking out of the snow while her rescuer straddled Stan, pinning his arms even though his legs were still cranking, trying to buck off the attacker. The man wasn’t dressed for the weather—a Windbreaker and sneakers, no scarf, no cap, a backpack with a couple of bottles of water in mesh pockets. While Stan struggled, this new guy was busy trying to cover him with snow. Plus this guy with a guitar, wielding it like a sword but flinching whenever the action came too close.

Then the SUV’s back door was flung open and that bitch Sherrie stumbled out, followed by Kiefer and Claire, all three looking doped up and zombielike. Rhonda cried out, tried to stand up. Maybe out here, whatever hold this woman had over all of them would break. She called her children’s names.

When they turned, her heart sank. Their eyes were dilated, like they were cats with a bag of nip. There was steam coming off their skin. Stupid grins, too wide for their faces, as if their skin were becoming Silly Putty. She started for them, calling them over and over, “Come to Mommy, please, come to me!”

She was only a few feet from them when she realized it was a trap. Sherrie tried to flank her, coming fast from her side. Rhonda dropped to her knees. The man with the ax jumped over her and tackled Sherrie, rolled through the snow with her. Rhonda turned to her kids again. Her own flesh and blood, keeping their distance. But Claire was holding her arms out, and despite the creepy grin, she said, “I need you, I need you, Mommy, I need you, I need you.”

“I need you, too, baby. Come to me. Come on.”

Kiefer, too: “I need you, I need you, I need you…”

They kept coming, and for the first time in her life, Rhonda wondered if she should run from her children. Something about them—the chanting, the giggling…

Then a hand on her shoulder. The man with the ax. “Let’s go—run.”

“My kids! Wait, I can’t leave my kids!”

“We’ll get them later. We’ve got to get out of here quickly before that one gets going again.” He thumbed over his shoulder to Sherrie, half buried in snow but digging her way out. Stan, though, looked out cold. “Just to regroup. I promise you, nothing any worse will happen to them. But if you want to save your kids, you’d better come with me first.”

What did he know about all this that she didn’t? Still, Rhonda wrenched from beneath the man’s touch and marched over to her daughter, enveloped her. “I won’t leave them.”

The man blew out a cloud of cold air. Nothing like the steam coming off the others—the only way she could think to describe them. He looked up again. “What’s your name?”

“Rhonda. Rhonda Grant.”

A nod. “And your kids? Your husband?”

She pointed each out: “Kiefer. Claire. Um, Stan.”

Another nod. “Okay. Okay. I’m Matt, and that guy’s Jimmy, and we know how you feel right now. Trust me, I’ve seen some mighty strange stuff lately, but this is just bonkers. I don’t get it. All I know is that you aren’t acting like they are. Neither am I. And they don’t like people who don’t act the same as they do. Okay?”

For some reason, she believed him. She had suppressed the urge to laugh, no matter how much it welled up inside her. The stoned feeling—she had tightened all of her muscles and willfully forced it back in order to help her kids. She had to be strong for them. She ran her hand through Claire’s hair. Her daughter was fighting to get away from her. Muffled into her clothes, “She’s not us, she’s not us, she’s not us.”

Kiefer picked up the chant. “She’s not us, she’s not us.” The boy looked around, then seemed to remember something and headed to the SUV. He went around to the driver’s door, opened it, and then came back with his dad’s pistol. “She’s not us, she’s not us.”

He pointed it at his mom, too fast for either her or this man Matt to react. He was already running toward her son when Kiefer squeezed the trigger and—

Nothing. Stan hadn’t loaded one into the chamber yet.

Claire moaned and stamped her feet. “She’s not us!”

That was enough for Rhonda.

This Matt character grabbed her hand and started running, pulling her along like a rag doll, Jimmy following close behind. She let him lead, twisting around cars and semis and vans, cringing when a gunshot echoed behind them. She pulled back, slowed down.

“Stop, please, I have to go back!”

“They’ve loaded the gun, I bet. Not right now.”

“But…but…they’ll die!”

Matt took a deep breath and bent over, hands on his knees. He took his time. Then, “No, they won’t. Like I said, as long as no one else like you or me tries to kill them, they won’t die. This thing, I don’t know much about it, but it needs to spread. Once it has, it keeps them warm, keeps them safe. We’re the ones in danger.”

He reached back for one of the water bottles on his backpack and handed it over. “Drink this.”

She took it, nearly dropped it. “It’s freezing!”

“That’s the idea. Keep yourself cold.”

She popped the top and squeezed some into her mouth. The bottle was crunchy with ice, and the water hurt her teeth. But she swallowed, more pain all the way down her esophagus, and felt a little better. Her head wasn’t so cloudy. She didn’t want to laugh anymore. At least for a few seconds.

She took another swig, gasped, and then found her voice again. “This is crazy. What’s going on? Who are you? Why does he have a guitar? How do you know about this? Why aren’t we like them?”

“Whoa, whoa.” Matt waved his palms at her. “Let’s take ’em one at a time.”


CHAPTER FOUR

Several hours earlier

Matt sneezed again, and a jolt ran through both his shoulders. He hugged himself tighter and closed his eyes. Whatever sort of cold or flu he had caught, his usual quick healing wasn’t helping so much. Three days of this so far. And he wasn’t dressed for the weather, either. He had lost his jacket in a Burger King when he got up to grab some napkins, and his boots had been ripped to shreds and soaked in blood during a fight with some nasty pieces of work outside a Whole Foods in Omaha. So he’d had to replace them with cheap sneakers and a Windbreaker. His feet hurt, the cold seeped through the thin jacket, and he was in a generally foul mood.

The trucker in the driver’s seat didn’t seem to mind. He would toss out a quick “Bless you” after every sneeze and keep right on with his stories, one after another, sometimes veering off into a new one without finishing the one he’d started.

“So like I was saying, this winter? It’s like summer, might as well be, and I know we say it every year, but it’s just not like it used to be, and it really isn’t, it’s not just talk, ya know. I’m from up around Duluth, ya know? And even there you can really tell the difference. So after all this, here I am with a big haul, and now it’s gonna blizzard? Shit. Now, don’t get me wrong. I love the cold. If I didn’t, I would’ve moved to Florida a long time ago, wouldn’t you say?”

All Matt could do was nod and agree. He once tried to break in with, “I’m from Washington—”

“Like the government, Washington? Yeah, bunch of crooks down there, and we keep electing them. We tell ourselves, ‘They may be crooks, but at least they’re our crooks!’”

And so on.

It wasn’t that he was a bad guy. Not at all. A little goofy, with his walrus mustache and wraparound sunglasses, and maybe a tad too folksy for a guy his age, which couldn’t have been more than forty-five, but he just wouldn’t shut up. Not to mention that he kept the radio on ear-bleedingly loud while he talked, too. Matt had hoped for a little sleep on this stretch—Otto had picked up Matt in Sioux Falls after his third thousand-dollar car in a row had up and died—to Fargo, where Matt was headed to see one of the oldest men in the United States.

Well, if not in the entire US, the paper claimed that Esau VanNevel, at 110, at least tied with the oldest in the Midwest. He credited his longevity to “beer, cheese, and cold-assed women,” that last because he and all six of his former wives had been members of the Polar Bear Club. He’d worked for forty years at the same company, retired forty years ago, and since then had been traveling the country as a judge for barbecue competitions. One more thing: he’d apparently died in Vietnam before coming back to life in the back of a truck on his way to the morgue. His wounds from the explosion had already begun to heal.

Also, buried near the end of the article, the reporter asked about his religious affiliation. Esau said, “I believe in good and evil, yes, I do. If a man’s got evil inside him, you’re going to see it. It’s just that simple. But if we’re already rotting away here on Earth, I don’t hold up much hope for what we’ll look like in heaven.”

So maybe, yeah. Matt had met others like himself already—those who had died yet had somehow clawed their way back to the land of the living, only to be cursed with this ability to see evil in others, usually brought on by the touch of a shadowy jester who called himself Mr. Dark. In at least one other case, a woman named Abbey, who was apparently ageless, caused Matt to wonder if he would be frozen in time like he’d been frozen in the avalanche that killed him. She was also bat-shit insane and in league with the Dark Man himself, so there was that. At least ol’ Esau looked like an old man, as far as Matt could tell—with an old-man slouch and wrinkled hands. He couldn’t tell by looking at his face, though. In the photo from the paper, Esau didn’t have much of a face left. It was all rot, worms, and skull. Was this what happened to all of them? Did they try to fight the influence of evil in the beginning before becoming seduced by it?

One more piece of the puzzle, worth another long hitchhike along the I-29 corridor during the most unseasonably warm winter in tears, as Otto kept reminding him. “But don’t say it’s global warming. I mean, maybe it is, but that just sounds crazy that all of the sudden we’ve gone and wrecked our whole planet, especially if it’s been here so long already.”

Had Matt felt better, he might have patiently explained that it wasn’t all of a sudden, that this had been ongoing for years but no one was taking it seriously, and that the correct term was climate change. But all he wanted to do was be lulled to sleep by the long o’s of Otto’s Minnesota accent and nod when necessary.

Until the driver said, “Well, wouldn’t you know it. See what I mean? If it’s global warming, then explain how this snow’s about to slow us to a crawl.”

Matt opened his eyes to a few snowflakes beginning to blow around in the air outside. Beyond that, a dark cloud had spread itself across the sky. They had been hoping to beat the weather, but it looked like there was no hope of that now. It looked as if a whole bunch of brake lights were flashing miles ahead, just as the snow began blowing harder against the side windows, already heavy enough to cover the road.

“You’ve heard of flash floods?” Otto grinned. “Well, this here is ‘flash snow.’”

“Mm-hm.” Matt nodded and stared out the window, the throbbing in his sinuses taking a backseat to the real headache he knew was just around the corner.
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The truck slowed to a crawl within a handful of miles as the light snow turned into a full-on blizzard. After a few stop-and-go jerks, they couldn’t move forward anymore. The line of angry red eyes all blinked off as drivers accepted the inevitable and threw their cars into park, idling and hoping it wouldn’t take long. Within twenty minutes, most of the cars were covered to the tops of their tires with snow.

The heater had dried out Matt long ago. He felt like a husk, and the skin around his nose crinkled and tore when he sneezed. Just a burning mess. He tried to keep cool with a bottle of water, but it was going warm, too. Otto said he had some in the back—the “apartment,” he called it, a very nice home on the road, with a decent bed, TV, minifridge, and microwave. He’d brought along a cooler, too, full of ice, water, and 3.2 beer.

“Nothing warms you up like a cold beer on the road.”

Matt was surprised that a trucker who advocated drinking and driving wasn’t rotting away. Then again, this wasn’t evil talking. This was stupidity. Matt wished he could see the dumb ones as, like, clown faces or something. Anyway…

He shook his head. “I’m good.” Took another sip of lukewarm water.

At least Otto had finally switched the radio over to FM. Sterilized radio country was better than all the buzzing talk. But just as soon as he’d found some poppin’ fiddles, the DJs broke in with a weather report. Bad, bad, bad, and it wasn’t going to get any better until morning. And then, “We’re getting calls from some people stuck on I-29 about sixty miles south of Fargo in some kind of snowstorm. Jim, what about that?”

“We’ve had twenty-five calls, and I’m hearing from a couple of friends at the TV station that they’ve had more than that. I suggest that if you’re out there on the road, get cozy. You’re not going anywhere for a while.”

“How about the police? Any word from them?”

“Not yet, but we’ll check it out. Here’s a hot track from Miranda Lambert to warm you right up.”

Otto nodded. “She is hot, I’ll give ’em that.”

Matt reached for the volume knob and turned down the sound before the honky-tonk started. “I don’t like it.”

“Well, sir, it is my truck, and I can listen to whatever I like.”

“No, I mean the weather. All that snow brings up some bad…memories.”


CHAPTER FIVE

The guards were getting antsy. George didn’t like it when guards got antsy, because that’s when they began goofing on him, and before long they would find excuses to tighten the handcuffs or threaten him with the Taser. Goddamn guards. Worse than the criminals, if you asked George.

He was in the back of a police transport van, on his way to the penitentiary after receiving the death penalty for first-degree murder. He couldn’t argue, although his lawyer did the best job he could for the money. He had to hire someone outside of his own firm because, after what he did, none of his partners or associates wanted anything to do with him. It was pretty open-and-shut. George didn’t know what had come over him, but he’d planned the whole thing over a few weeks’ time, pretty sure his wife was seeing one of George’s best friends, one of the founding partners in the firm. He’d arranged some convenient excuse to bring them together, although they had no idea it was George pulling the strings so that he could videotape the whole thing and then confront them with it.

Somehow, the “confrontation” part morphed into “take them out with a chainsaw.” George had never handled one before. The clerk had to teach him how to use it before he left the store. Why a chainsaw? Why not a gun? Why not a knife? And why did he forget that the whole thing was being taped as he ripped them limb from limb and then smeared the blood all over himself and fucked his wife’s torso?

The day they played that in court, seven jurors threw up. The others looked pale. George just shrugged at them. What’re ya gonna do?

Insanity defense? Even temporary? George wouldn’t hear of it. It didn’t feel right. No, he was going to take it head-on. Yeah, that’s me on the tape. Yeah, I cut them up pretty damn good. Yeah, I’m pleading not guilty.

Worse, of course, there was absolutely no proof that the wife and partner were having an affair. What the tape showed before George went all Texas Chainsaw Massacre on them was a couple of acquaintances talking about the good old days, drinking coffee, and George’s wife apologizing for not knowing about any file the partner was supposed to pick up, per George’s request.

Why was George so sure? Huh. Could’ve sworn…

Off to Prison. Big P Prison. The sort where he would be in solitary for twenty-three hours a day, closely supervised for his one hour out in the yard. A man with a trigger this light needed constant watching. He’d already bitten a chunk of cheek from one bailiff and dislocated another guard’s shoulder. It was easy. He had the element of surprise—he was a lawyer, for fuck’s sake, and fifty years old. Not very muscled, and except for this chainsaw thing and the bruised feelings of a few paralegals he had yelled at, George didn’t have a history of violence.

The guards chosen to transport George to the pen were the toughest that could be found. Weight lifters. Former marines and army. Trained in hand-to-hand. Lightning reflexes. Even the driver and his backup were top-of-the-class badasses. It also helped that George was shackled, wrists and ankles, a chain connecting those so that he couldn’t stand up while they were en route, plus a D ring on the floor to make absolutely certain. The guard sitting next to him didn’t have the keys. That honor went to the guy in shotgun, who could be seen through the mesh twirling them on his finger. Taunting. George didn’t care. There wasn’t anything to gain attacking these fellows except a boatload of pain. Wait until prison. That’s when the fun would begin.

The guard next to George, McMurray, said, “Wow, that’s a shit-ton of snow.”

The killer hadn’t even noticed. Too busy in his own head. Outside, the snow was coming down in thick sheets, blowing horizontal. A blizzard.

They had already slowed to the point that walking would be faster. George didn’t want to spend any longer than necessary hunched over with the chains biting his skin. He didn’t want to play nice with these hulks who were looking for an excuse to strike him down. George wanted his cell, silence, and a good night’s sleep.

The guard one bench up was the smallest of them, but still in prime shape. The others called him Quaker. No idea why. He sat up straight. “So we’re going to get stuck?”

“If worse comes to worst, I’ll throw on the lights and siren.” This from the driver. “We’ll take the shoulder all the way to prison.”

McMurray smirked at George. “I’m sure you don’t mind. A little winter wonderland for you before we lock you inside hell.”

“Thank you. I appreciate it.” Thinking: Rather be in hell than next to you.

The driver was trying to radio ahead, see how bad it was up north. But he had a hard time hearing through the static. George pulled his lips over his teeth and listened to the driver dial in different channels. He got through, but just barely.

McMurray was getting restless. Of all the guards, he seemed the type most likely to torture kittens. “What are we going to do about it? Just sit here?”

“Lighten up.” The keymaster in the passenger seat had a sleepy voice. “Ain’t no need to get all peeved, all right? Stay cooooool.”

McMurray gave him a bad glare.

Keymaster turned and grinned at them through the metal screen. “You know, George, we can understand you killing her. Shit, that’s not what got you here.”

The driver shushed him. A grown man shushing another grown man. Wow.

He kept on. “No, listen, this makes sense, right? Because let’s just say you had shot them, right? Or strangled her. It’s the mess that got you put on death row. I swear, if you’d eased off the gore some, you’d be in for life, maybe get out in forty-five years.”

“Hey, let’s cut this out.” Quaker sat up, leaned toward the keymaster, and lowered his voice. “What are you trying to do?”

Didn’t faze the guy. “We’ve got time now. I’m making conversation, that’s all. When are we ever going to get paired up with a guy like this ever again? Hey, George, tell us what it felt like, actually taking them apart piece by piece.”

“Hey!” McMurray, supposedly the guy in charge here, looked like he might get out and make his colleague do push-ups. “Enough.”

George mumbled, “I don’t remember.” But he did. He really did. It was like slicing through warm butter. He felt more vibrations from the engine itself than he did when the chain struck bone, again and again. It was smooth. Perhaps it was his purchase of a particularly fine chainsaw, top-of-the-line, that gave his cuts such ease, unlike in the horror movies, where they bucked and chattered on flesh and muscle. It made for a great effect, but in real life? Might as well have been marshmallows.

The thought made him smile, made him want to cackle like Vincent Price.

And he really needed to take a piss.

“Do we get bathroom breaks?”

The guards looked from one to the other as if it had never occurred to them. Of course it hadn’t, not before the blizzard. But now the thought George had put into their heads would make them all start feeling it soon, he guessed. Pushing, pulsating.

McMurray said, “Do we have any cups?”

The driver held up his travel mug. “You’re not using this.”

“Can’t I go in the snow?”

“Shit, in front of all these people? With smartphones? We’d go viral—guards let convicted murderer out to take a leak. Right.”

“There’s that rest area back there.”

The guards looked behind them, and sure enough, they had stopped near a rest area that had been closed down. The entry and exit were barricaded. The signs had been removed.

McMurray shook his head. “It’s all boarded up, chained shut. Been like that for, what, three years?”

“I thought they were going to remodel it.”

“Keep dreaming. Your tax dollars at work.”

Keymaster said, “Maybe yours. I live in South Dakota. The good one.”

“Excuse me,” George said. “But if I go right now, you guys have got to smell it the rest of the trip.”

McMurray blew out a sigh. “Really? No cups at all, guys?”

Quaker said, “Look, just pull onto the shoulder, drive around the barricades, and we can at least see, right? Maybe there’s a trash can. Or an ashtray on top.”

“Fine, fine, better than nothing at all.”

George felt a little relief as the van pulled onto the shoulder and crawled to the exit lane, did a careful U-turn, and edged around the concrete blocks crossing the path, tipping dangerously sideways as they tried to pull around.

“Any more, and we’re going to tip.”

McMurray sighed, then said, “Well, pull back to the shoulder. A little walk in the snow’s not going to kill us.”

George thought, I wish.
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As McMurray and Arnie, the guy who controlled the keys, took George around to the front door of the rest area—boarded up just like McMurray had said it would be—Quaker crossed his arms and leaned against the window again. The driver had kept the van running, the heat on high, and Quaker liked the hot/cold contrast with his cheek against the near-frozen glass. His real name was Erik, but the Quaker thing stuck because he wouldn’t cuss. Even the mild ones, you know. No damn or hell. One of the guys had been watching Band of Brothers and gave Erik the nickname based on the red-haired guy being one and all. Really, Erik was a Pentecostal, a Holy Roller, although he was a lot quieter about it than some. But the same guy who gave him the nickname once asked, “Why would a religious man like yourself want to hang around scum all day?”

Erik was surprised. Wasn’t it self-explanatory? He figured it was where he could do the most good, considering he wasn’t a preacher or a leader. But if convicts, day in and day out, saw the good, patient, and joyful side of him, maybe it would make an impact.

It hadn’t so far, but give it time.

He sure as heck wasn’t having an impact on his fellow guards, some who claimed to be Christian, but scratch their surface and you found sadists with badges, smiling as they pinched the cuffs too tight or banged the side of a perp’s head on the door frame. Guys like McMurray on the mild end of things, and Arnie on the other. Arnie could quote chapter and verse as well as Erik, and he certainly kept his appearance clean and decent, with the short hair and no sideburns, and never wore anything immodest that Erik had seen. The only off thing about him was that mustache, like he was a refugee from the eighties. Arnie was the model Bible-thumping lawman on the outside, but he had too much fun, it seemed, getting into people’s heads, both suspect and citizen. He was more than a sadist. He was a sociopath. And he knew how to hide it well.

All Erik could do was pray for him and keep his mouth shut. If he actually reported Arnie to IA, it would take many, many hours to file his complaint.

Still, at least in the van today, he was glad to have men like McMurray and Arnie around to rein in George. Polite and easygoing, well spoken, an upper-class attorney, yet he had pure devilish evil in his eyes. Just being so close to him scared the living daylights out of Erik. Of all the murderers and rapists and meth heads and child abusers he had met in this line of work, something about George creeped him out more than the rest. He could almost smell the spiritual rot coming off the man.

A few minutes, a few more calls to the radio station about the blizzard on I-29, some squawks on the police radio, same thing. Erik could fall asleep. Always a hazard on this job, the quiet and stillness and hypnotic thrum of the road lulling, lulling, but this time it was as if it was okay. Don’t fight it, let it wash over you. So…relaxing…

The driver said, “Holy shit.”

Erik looked up. Arnie and McMurray were on their way back, stumbling like drunks. Arnie had his arm around George like they were old pals. George was unchained, a wide smile on his face. Something wasn’t right. Were McMurray and Arnie in on some sort of breakout? What was this about?

“Get us some Tasers,” Erik said. He stood, hunched over, and reached, waiting for the driver to pass him a stun gun.

The driver was bug-eyed, paralyzed. “Or a shotgun. Jesus.”

“What do we do? Get the things, you know, get something!”

“We can’t just shoot all three of them!”

“Why not? We’re going to die, man. Give me a gun, I don’t care what kind.”

By the time the driver handed one back to Erik, the others had made it back to the van. Erik shoved the gun in McMurray’s face but found it batted out of his hands into the snow outside.

“Dude, not cool.”

That started Arnie laughing. “Shit, man, thought you were going to…aw, that’s fucked up. Stop it, man, we need you.”

“Yeah, we need you.”

George stood with his arms crossed, eyes kind of glassy. And there was blood on his face and chest. The driver clambered out of the van, fell out of his seat. He took off. McMurray was climbing into the back with Erik. “Easy, now, I’m not going to hurt you. No one wants to hurt anyone.”

His face had changed. There was a waxy pall to it. Not like a movie zombie, but definitely not the same as when he’d left the van only minutes earlier. McMurray grabbed Erik’s jacket with both hands, pulled him close. Erik smelled the coffee and bacon grease on his breath. He turned his head, trying to find the driver. Wasn’t the man going to at least take out George? No, there he was. He’d only gotten halfway down the entry ramp before falling over, rolling in the snow, laughing his ass off.

Now that he thought about it some more, Erik smiled. It was pretty funny.


CHAPTER SIX

Pow!

“Jesus, look at this guy.”

The crack of thunder in his dream, followed by Otto shouting, woke Matt. He hadn’t realized he’d fallen asleep again, but he was glad his dream was just a dream. In it, Matt was sitting at a picnic table in a gorgeous small-town park. One with an old-fashioned gazebo and a playground and lots of joggers, couples enjoying the sun snuggled together on giant beach towels. Even with the sunshine and clear skies, Matt thought he heard distant thunder. Across from him and his meal of barbecued chicken, corn, and sweet tea sat Mr. Dark. He was laughing, like something Matt had said had gotten him going. The bastard stood from the table and began wandering the park, touching people at random. Matt was always too far behind to catch up, telling the now rotting, stinking park-goers to fight the evil urges they were having, but none of them fought. They all joined in with Mr. Dark’s nerve-breaking cackle.

That’s when the louder thunder woke him up.

“What’s that?”

“This cop outside. He’s lost it, man.” Otto looked at Matt like he regretted picking him up. “Seriously, maybe we ought to duck down. I don’t think this guy is in his right mind.”

Matt cleared his parched throat—shit, that burned—and peeked over the dashboard. The snow had really built up, but Otto had made a good effort of keeping a hole with his wipers. The ice was threatening to cover that, though, and they’d be blind. In the meantime, Matt got a glimpse of a cop, or at least a guy in a cop’s jacket, stumbling from car to car, pointing his pistol at the folks inside, beating on the windows, and occasionally firing over his head or off into the empty cornfields on either side of the road.

The closer this cop came to the truck, the better Matt could make him out. He was a young guy, small but well built, almost a wrestler’s body. The rest of the uniform matched the jacket, so maybe he really was a state cop. What surprised Matt most was that he didn’t see what he was expecting to see—the guy’s skin was clear. No sores, no rot.

“Maybe he’s got frostbite. Could be he’s going into shock. Here—” Otto rolled his window down. Matt tried to tell him it probably wasn’t a good idea, but Otto waved him off and shouted down to the cop. “Hey! Hey, buddy! Everything all right? Can I give you a hand?”

The cop laughed at them. A dopey, stoned laugh. “Give me a hand? Yeah, yeah, I need you.” He reached a hand up. “I need you.”

Otto looked back at Matt. “Let’s see if we can get him inside on the bed.” He started to open the door.

“You need a coat?”

A shrug. “Just a little snow is all. Give me a hand, would you?”

Otto opened his door and pushed hard against the wind. Matt didn’t feel quite as good about it. He’d been all over the country, putting himself in danger to help all sorts of people, most of whom he barely knew. But while all the evidence pointed to this cop being sick rather than evil, there was still something keeping him from wanting to help this time. He couldn’t quite pin it down, though, so he opened his door and climbed down. He didn’t expect the metal to be so cold. Cold enough to burn. He let go suddenly and fell on his ass.

It was a bad jolt, but there was no permanent damage. He knew the pain would disappear within minutes, same way he knew this cold of his wouldn’t survive the night. He gritted his teeth and pushed himself out of the snow just as he heard Otto raise his voice: “What are you doing that for? Come on, get in the truck. Stop messing around.”

The cop’s laugh subsided. He was straining to keep it in. “I’m sorry…I…need…need…no, not you. You’re not one of us. God, please help me. I can’t con…I can’t control…I can’t.”

Matt rounded the front of the truck just in time to see Otto lunge for the pistol that had been aimed square at his chest. He tried his best to point it up and away while wrenching it from the cop’s hand. Matt started forward, going to tackle the cop before he could gain control. Otto might have been pretty tough, but Matt would bet he didn’t have much experience with a fight like this.

About to launch, Matt had a sneezing fit. Three, four, five. It must’ve startled them both, because Otto whipped his face around while the cop got off a shot that tore clear through one side of Otto’s head and blew out the other.

The trucker fell while the cop screamed at the top of his lungs before settling back into that lazy giggling. He kept on his way, mumbling, “I need you, I need you, let me go, stop this, stop!”

Some other drivers had opened their doors to get a better look, the tops of heads peeking over the roofs of cars. Matt went to his knees to check on Otto. Maybe, you know, it missed the important things and…

No. Matt gently turned Otto’s head and saw that it was half obliterated. Maybe there were a couple of breaths left, though, because as Matt stood again, he swore Otto’s body let out a soft, high-pitched “Whee!” like he was on a roller coaster.
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Shin-deep snow. How did the cop get so far ahead in, like, three minutes? Matt couldn’t see past two cars, let alone a crazy guy stumbling alongside them. Even though he was really unprepared for the weather, Matt kept on. Hugged himself and kept his shoulders hunched. He wondered for a moment what would happen if he surrendered to the cold, fell down in a snowbank, and went to sleep while the snow buried him, much more slowly than when the avalanche covered him. He wondered if he could survive a second time, hit the reset button, and live a normal life.

And then what? What would he do with his life? Go back to Washington, chop wood, get a job? Settle down? He could tell himself all day that it sounded great, but would he get restless? Would he actually miss helping people in need and stopping evil before it spread? Could he give a shit about Dancing with the Stars if he had nothing else to do on Monday nights?

It was a good thing he heard another gunshot just then. He flinched, figured out where it had come from, and picked up the pace. The path in the snow veered off the highway and into the ditch, continuing out into the open field. Another shot, louder, and Matt ducked. Waited. How could the cop see him if he couldn’t see the cop?

Stalemate?

Matt sighed and shouted out, “Hey, don’t shoot! I’m right here! I’m trying to help!”

Nothing but his own voice bounced back before being carried off by the wind.

About to try again when he heard a grunt, some chattering teeth, and “Stay back! Don’t come anywhere near me!”

Not too far ahead after all. He took a few more tentative steps. “Listen, I know you didn’t do it on purpose. Am I right? Something else is controlling you.”

“How can you…? Just stay back. Keep talking, but stay back.”

Yeah, he was on to something. Wild guess. Mr. Dark’s touch could only really take hold if the person had a seed inside that needed a push toward the surface. If someone like this guy fought it, Matt knew it could be overcome. He just had to talk to the cop, get to know him, find something to keep him fighting. Hopefully before their faces were frozen numb.

“You didn’t mean to shoot that man. You’ve got to tell yourself that. You’re not a killer!”

“I…I…don’t want to kill anyone! I don’t…all I know is that I need people. There’s a voice…just repeating over and over, and it’s driving me…I can’t…”

“Fight it, man!” Matt finally zeroed in on the cop’s voice, saw him lying in a snowdrift about ten yards ahead. Thrashing. It looked like he was pointing his pistol at his own head. “You’ve got to let it know you’re boss. You’ve got too much to live for.”

“Are you kidding? I want to die. I need to die. It’s the only way to keep it from spreading. It doesn’t want to kill. It just…just…it just needs. That’s all it does is spread, spread, spread.”

Like a virus? That wasn’t how Mr. Dark worked. What the hell?

“We can figure it out. You don’t have to hurt yourself. Just…put the gun down. I’ll get you out of this, I swear.”

“I can’t put it down! If I let go, I’m going to shoot you.”

“I thought you said—”

“It knows, okay? It kills if threatened. But it needs me to live. I can’t do it. And I know if I shoot myself, I’m going to hell. I know that. And still…still…that’s better than…I can’t…I can’t live like this.”

Matt inched closer as quietly as he could. He worked a path around the cop so he could come at him from the opposite side. It might give him a shot at grabbing the gun, if he could still feel his fingers by then. But his toes struck a rock hidden under the snow, bam, a big one, and he yelled out. Tripped. The cop turned his head, and his gun arm shot straight toward the sound, fired off two more shots while the cop wrestled with his own arm to keep it up and away. Matt gritted his teeth at the pain and crawled to the cop, head to head. Not one blotch of rotting skin. No smell of the dead. Maybe some acne scars, that was all. The possessed gun arm swung back toward him, but the cop caught it again, pulled it under his chin, straining every muscle to keep it there.

Shit. Shit. Shit. Matt said, “What’s your name?”

“Erik. Quaker. My friends call me Quaker.”

“Okay, Quaker, okay. I’m Matt. And you’re not going to believe this, but I believe you. Every word. I’ve seen some stuff, man, you just wouldn’t…yeah. So I’m asking you to trust me. Just this one time, okay? I’m going to take your handcuffs, and I’m going to slip one around your wrist, your shooting hand, and one around mine. And we’re going to get out of this.”

The cop squeezed his eyes and mouth shut, his cheeks going red, and held a tough breath before spitting out, “No, no, you can’t. We can’t. Please, just go.”

Matt had already unsnapped the handcuff pouch on the cop’s belt. “Easy, now. Keep fighting. We can do this.”

“Lis-ten…” The cop had to force his words out, deliberately, one hard syllable at a time. “Find. The. Kill. Er.”

“Is that what this is? The killer?” The steel of the cuffs bit his hand. Static shock. He dropped them.

The cop shook his head. “George. Find. George. Mack. Murray. Are. Knee.”

He wasn’t making any sense. Had totally lost it. Matt reached for the cuffs again, but it was too late. Just that tiny distraction, and the cop let out a howling laugh and snugged the gun under his chin again. “I. Win.”

Matt shot out his hand, grabbed the slide just as it recoiled, a nasty little burn, and the shot took the top of the cop’s head off. There was an echo, bird squawks, and then the wind erased the noise like it hadn’t even happened. But the evidence was right there in front of Matt, blasted all over the snow.

He buried his burned hand in the snow and closed his eyes. Another one down. What the hell was going on?


CHAPTER SEVEN

He didn’t know where he was going. All he knew was that the cop had come from ahead of them, so that was where Matt went. Whatever had caused his freak-out had to have come from up there. Funny thing, but it seemed that the longer he was out here in the cold, the more energetic he felt. He could already feel the worst of his head cold subsiding, but he still wasn’t running at full power. He walked with his ax slung over one shoulder, his free hand deep in the pocket of his Windbreaker, trying to stave off frostbite. Every now and then he had to switch hands, but the pocket wasn’t offering much protection. The jacket was nearly soaked through—snow melting on the outside, sweat from the inside. He was breathing hard, still hacking every few yards.

The wind was all over the place. The snow was coming down at a ridiculous rate, so fast that he expected the tallest trees to be half covered within the hour. The cars were already tire-deep, most of them puking exhaust, the windows fogged over from the heaters working overtime. He could tell that someone had approached many of the cars, since he saw cracked windshields and windows. Smears of blood. Others were abandoned, all the doors open, dents everywhere, broken glass. When he knocked on windows, hoping someone had a cell phone, he received no response. Finally he opened a driver’s door and found the inside to be roasting. Hot, dry air spilled out and made his eyes tear up. Slack-jawed laughing from the occupants, what looked like some sort of business carpool. Everyone in suits, three men and a woman, all of them with steam coming off their skin, sweat dripping all over. They looked like melting wax.

The driver turned his head. “We need you. We need you.” He began to reach for Matt.

“No, thanks.” Matt slammed the door and picked up his pace. His best guess was that they were all like this. The word incubating came to mind, like from the movie Aliens. Not good.

Somewhere up there should be a police vehicle, he thought, and he hoped it still had some gas and a radio. It would be even better if another driver had had the same idea already and the cavalry was on its way. At the very least, he hoped the snow wiped away any traces of his connection to poor dead Quaker back there. He had thought about taking the gun but realized that would be a really bad idea. So he had backtracked as best he could and checked over his shoulder to watch his path in the snow, and Quaker’s body, disappear.

There was a sound ahead, he thought. Hard to tell where anything was coming from with the wind twisting in all directions. A thin, metallic plunk, over and over, and a rhythmic thump along with it, like someone playing bongos with mittens. Someone’s stereo? But why did it sound so awful?

He kept moving forward, adjusted his grip on the ax handle, and saw several smudges up ahead start to take shape. Definitely some people, definitely standing around outside a van. A voice rose over the wind, someone singing. Shit, yeah, someone was singing, and it wasn’t on the radio. Some sort of emo whining, it sounded like.

“I neeeeeeeed you. I neeeeeeeed you, baby. It’s all right! It’s okay! It’s just the need!”

Whatever it was, Matt thought this plague had a pretty limited vocabulary. He ducked around a hatchback just to be safe, eased up to the front, and watched what looked like a concert. The van was running, the side door wide open, the air pouring out of it so hot that it shimmered. A crowd of people stood around, with more coming from down the road. Those just showing up had confused looks on their faces—some pleading, some trying to back off. But then the singer bounced over to them like he was onstage in an arena and got in their faces. Grabbed their hair. Kissed them, even, men and women alike. Pretty soon they were standing still, swaying, lips moving along to the words, until they each suddenly would break away, stalk back down the road. Laughing, all of them. The same dopey, barely there laugh.

Quaker hadn’t mentioned a band. Especially not one this…creepy.

The singer, almost like he was lit up on meth. The drummer, with a hastily set-up trap kit, spanking the drums with his mittens. Some blood spattered on the snare, dripping off the ride cymbal. The bass player was rock solid, his body jolting along with the beat like he had a car battery wired to his balls. No gloves on, and his fingernails had been shredded by the strings. More blood. Not that unusual for rock bands, Matt supposed. But the guitar player was.

Someone had propped him up against the van, guitar strapped on, and wrapped a power cord around his hand and the guitar neck. His pick hand hung useless beside him. Gunshot. Dead.

Wait, his hand moved. Freaked Matt out, made him fall back on his ass. The pick hand started actually strumming. Sort of. Then Matt saw a reflection. Like, fishing line or dental floss, tied to the guitarist’s thumb. It looped over his shoulder, around the car antenna, to the puppeteer. And, son of a bitch, it was another cop. Just smiling and jamming, pulling the string to rake the guitarist’s hand across the strings in time to the beat. All it really did was make an out-of-tune disaster. But, hell, wasn’t that what most of these shitty new bands sounded like?

Matt leaned back against the driver’s door and tried to think it over. He could just sneak past, keep looking for…yeah, what exactly was he trying to find? Was there an answer out there, flashing arrows and lights and a sign saying THIS IS IT, MATT, really? If one half-mad cop was involved, and there was another one right in front of him, wasn’t that about as close as he could get to a clue?

Matt peeked over the hood of the car again. The cop was having a ball. And like the cop from before, not one blemish on his face. On any of their faces. A sick realization began to settle on him: maybe he had lost the sight. Used it all up. No more easy evil pickings.

The car shifted. Someone began slamming against the frozen door from the inside. Bashing again and again. Matt turned and tugged on the handle. These new cars—it was all about electronics, not sheer muscle. The handle felt like it was weak, but Matt kept pulling. He braced his foot against the back panel and strained as much as he could until a coughing spell took hold. Then he gave it another go as the driver kept slamming over and over and over—

It gave way and Matt toppled backward. The door dinged his hand, and he watched the driver push himself out of the car and take in a lungful of air. He was an older man, in his seventies, Matt guessed. A ring of thin gray hair around a mostly bald head. Skinny, obviously, beneath a very bulky parka. He was alone in the car.

Matt took a step toward him. “You okay there? Need any help?”

The old man turned his head. He was squinting but giggling, his forehead lined in confusion. “I…I…”

“It’s going to be okay, but you’ve got to fight it. Can you hear me? Fight it.”

Matt put a hand on the man’s shoulder, a good solid grip. But the guy twisted out of it and shoved Matt in the chest. Not enough to move him, but enough to make Matt clear off, let him alone. Watched the old man shuffle through the snowbank, around the open car door, and toward the singer, who was still bouncing around and converting the masses. Matt crouched and took hold of the man’s jacket, trying to pull him down.

“You don’t have to go. Just, please, fight it, please!”

The old man whined like a puppy that wanted to go out. He struggled against Matt, slapped at the hand trying to restrain him. The singer took notice and jogged over. Matt let go. The singer wedged between the two of them, bit his lip, and looked Matt square in the eye. His first instinct was to head butt the little bastard, flatten his nose. But those eyes—almost fogged over, pupils dilating and contracting randomly—got to him. What were they looking for? Plus the singer, and all the zombies or whatever, were steaming. Like they’d all just gotten out of a hot shower. Constantly steaming.

Eye to eye. Matt didn’t blink.

He said, “Stop.”

The singer shook his head. “Not you,” he sang. “I don’t need you.”

He turned to the old man, held the mike up to his mouth like they were singing a duet, but all the poor guy did was giggle and groan. But there was a change. The old man caught on to the rhythm, picked up his feet a little higher, and slogged toward the crowd. The singer spun, gave Matt a wicked smile, and flipped him off before shouting, “C’mon, everybody!”

Maybe he was in over his head this time. No idea what was going on, no way to stop it, and none of the advantage he usually had in a situation like this, being able to literally see the evil eat away at its host. And if this…thing killed anyone it couldn’t infect…but that wasn’t true, either. As far as Matt could tell, most of these people left him alone. Glanced his way, got the bad vibes, and kept on. There had to be others. Because he was sick already, perhaps? With his immune system on full speed ahead, maybe that’s why he was safe. So, absolutely, there had to be others.

Where the hell were they?

He heard the snow shift behind him. Looked up and noticed the guitarist’s hand was now at his side. The cop holding the string was gone.

Matt seethed a breath through his teeth. Not on his game at all today.

“Don’t move.” Not right on him, but still uncomfortably close. “Drop the ax. Turn around, dumbass.”

Matt said, “Just tell me something first. Why did you kill the guitar player?”

He expected some sort of macho bullshit, maybe even a whack on the head. Instead, the cop said, “I didn’t mean to. I didn’t need him, though. Don’t need you, either.”

“Why not? Can one of you tell me why not?”

“Just don’t. Like I said, drop the ax, turn around.”

Matt tossed the ax onto the ground in front of him. If the cop wanted it, he would have to walk past Matt to get it, and that wasn’t going to happen without a fight. He slowly turned, hands out to his sides, palms open.

The cop stood holding his pistol on his hip like John Wayne. Sunglasses, porn-star mustache, just like the cop from the Village People. Jesus, really? And even though he seemed to have all his faculties intact, unlike Quaker or most of the others going nuts behind them, he was still steaming, his face waxy.

“You’re not a killer. You just said so.”

“I’m still a cop. I can call it self-defense. If you try to stop me, I shoot you.”

“Is that you talking, or is it the need?”

The cop’s grin drooped, brow furrowed. “I can’t tell the difference anymore.”

“But it took to you right away. No fighting, no…resistance.”

“Yeah, so?”

“Did you know a guy named Quaker?”

The cop shook his head, but it was an obvious yes. Absolutely. The cop took a wide route around Matt, stepped over to the old man’s car. He crouched down, gun still trained, and popped the trunk. “I think I need you to climb in here for a while.”

“I don’t want to.”

“Self-defense.” He walked to the back of the car, lifted the trunk lid.

“No, that would be a lie. If I say I’m not getting into the trunk and that I’m not going to stop you, you have to believe me. You also have to believe that you can fight this. Quaker did. I couldn’t help him in the end, but he did what he thought was right.”

“What…what did he do?”

“Shot himself.”

The cop straight-armed his pistol, breathing harder. “I don’t believe you! He never…no, he wouldn’t. Get in the trunk.”

“He would rather go to hell doing what he thought was right than let himself hurt any more people. That’s your job, too.”

Getting through to this one was a long shot. If he could do it, at least he knew there might be a way out of this. “You know someone named George?”

That got a rise. The cop’s eyes went wide for a moment, a very human response, at least. And then the goofy laugh again, and the grin. “Funny you should mention him…” The cop nodded past Matt’s shoulder, and he flicked his head just in time to see a manic, waxy, steaming, giggling bald man launch for him, take him to the ground hard—and on this guy, most of the skin and hair on his skull were rotted clear away.


CHAPTER EIGHT

Matt’s ax was out of reach. The cop was stamping his feet and clapping his hands like he was at a hoedown. George was stronger than he looked, weighing heavily on Matt, barking like a dog, his hands on the sides of Matt’s face like talons. He wore a cop’s jacket and hat, but underneath that was prison orange. And there was already blood on his hands. Matt tried to kick him off, got an arm free and tried to push the bastard’s full-on skeletal face away. But he was a madman, like he was on PCP.

And then George shouted to his accomplice, “We don’t want him!”

“I know.”

“What do we do with him?”

“I was going to put him in the trunk.”

George, with only one eye still in his head, being eaten away as Matt squinted, said, “I can do it. I can get rid of him. I don’t need him.”

Whatever was left of the cop deep inside said, “Uh” and “Um” and “Wait, you can’t—”

“Shut up! I can do it!”

Matt shouted, “Why? Why can you, and not him? What’s so special about you?”

George grabbed Matt’s hair and pulled it back into the snow, his face covered, the wet sucking into his nostrils and mouth. This was how he was going to die…again. George was going to suffocate him in the snow. No fucking way! He thrashed, but the hand was too tight. Who was this guy? He held his breath. Maybe he could fake it. He could fake dying and get this son of a bitch off him, then jump him.

But then he felt something rattling through him like he’d fallen onto concrete. A loud thunk. The hand went slack, and all sorts of cursing spewed out of George.

Matt lifted his head. The bassist from the band was holding his guitar by the neck, a red splat on the body. George had rolled off and was howling in pain. The bassist looked at Matt and said, “Help me, please.”

Matt sputtered the snow out and hacked up half a lung, struggled to sit up, ready to pounce and help the kid before the cop could shoot him or something. He grabbed George from behind and swung him around, took him down into the snow and scrambled to his feet and searched for his ax. Only a few seconds before George would bounce back, so where was—

“Over there!” The bass player was pointing off to the left, and Matt zeroed in.

A few running steps and he had it again, the ol’ reliable chopping machine. He turned, and there was George already lunging. Matt dodged to one side, a good guess because George went right past him. He had the guy on his knees. All it would take was one fast swing…

But he couldn’t bring the blade down. Damn thing was stuck in midair. He strained. He could do this. He chopped so much goddamned wood, there was no way he couldn’t seal the deal. Then he noticed that the wind had died. The snowflakes hung in midair. The cop had his gun aimed at the bass player, but both were frozen. George’s mouth was wide open, hands gripping his skull. Matt let go of the ax handle, and it stayed right where it was.

“So that old man died, just so you know.” A familiar voice. “I’m really surprised, Matt. Now we won’t get to have any fun.”

Matt turned to where Mr. Dark sat on the front of an iced-over Toyota. He was dressed smartly in a suit and tie, though not smart enough for this weather. But weather didn’t concern Mr. Dark. What Matt really hated about his appearance this time was that, for once, he was relieved to see him stop the action for one of his taunting sessions. It would give Matt more time to think.

He let out a thick plume of breath. “You seem to be having plenty today.”

“I can’t take credit for most of this, but I’d like to.” Mr. Dark slid off the car and stepped over to the murderer, his hands behind his back.

“You have nothing to do with this virus?”

Mr. Dark ignored his question. He circled George, giving him a close inspection, and then he broke into a big smile.

“Oh, this is much better than the old man. This is a full-scale outbreak of some terrible virus. But poor George seems to be a bit under the weather, don’t you think?” He brought up his left hand, his rigid index finger, and slowly closed in until he was almost touching George’s cheek. “I think he needs a booster shot. A little extra pep.”

His fingernail touched the killer’s skin—what was left of it, anyhow—and…nothing happened. Really. Nothing at all.

Mr. Dark’s smile disappeared. He touched the man again. And again, more aggressive with his poking each time. Finally he just slapped the shit out of George. Still nothing.

Matt stood back and crossed his arms. He’d never seen this side of the demon clown before.

Mr. Dark was scared. He stepped over to the cop and grabbed him by the chin.

No sores, no rot, no worms. Nothing.

Same thing with the bass player. For once, everything Mr. Dark laid his fingers on did not immediately turn to shit. Now it was Matt’s turn to smile.

“You seem to have lost your touch,” Matt said.

Mr. Dark glanced back at Matt, lips parted, eyes wide.

And then he was gone in a blink.


CHAPTER NINE

The ax fell straight to the ground, George was screaming, and the cop’s gun fired. The bullet hit the guitar instead of the player, took a chunk out of the back of it. Then a second shot, not aimed at the bass player this time.

Matt raced to his ax, picked it up, and flinched when he heard the shot. But he wasn’t the target, either. Nearly stunned the piss out of him. The snow near George puffed and cratered. The killer stopped howling and spun. He ignored Matt and went for the cop. Knocked the gun away like it was nothing and squeezed the cop’s neck like it was made of clay.

It gave Matt a chance to get away, but he was mesmerized. The cop didn’t even try to fight back. His eyes rolled back, but his hands stayed at his sides. How was it possible? What kept this thing from killing except by accident?

The bass player was shivering, babbling, virtually frozen in place as he watched the killer choke the life out of the cop. Matt couldn’t let it happen. He got a grip on his ax and swung it back, gave it a heave, and swung toward George’s neck. But his left foot hit a deep patch of snow, twisted, and threw him off. The side of the ax head slammed into George’s hip, enough to make him drop the barely there cop and turn toward his attacker with a snarl.

Matt gave the ax a spin, got his footing, and felt his energy returning. “Come on, man, I’ve taken down enough of you to know there’s nothing special in that skull of yours.”

Steady, now, steady. Whichever way he came, Matt would have him. It was over. George must’ve seen it, too. He shook his head and took off, disappearing into the snow and the glow of headlights. Matt started after him, but his ankle was tender, and he seethed after a couple of steps, hopped in place, and knew he’d have to let it heal up before he could go after the bastard.

He hobbled back to the cop, who was now sitting up, head down, hugging himself. Matt laid his hand on the man’s shoulder. “How do you feel?”

“What just happened? What have I done?”

Matt sighed. “I was hoping you would tell me.”

He helped the cop stand, and they both walked over to the bass player, who could’ve been mistaken for a wax statue except for the heaving clouds of breath he pushed out every few seconds. He hugged his bass like it was a teddy bear.

Matt asked him, “You okay in there? You need anything?”

He blinked fast. “Not anymore. It tried. It tried so hard, but I wouldn’t let it take me.”

“Let’s get out of here.”

“What about…?” The kid nodded toward his band, still going at it as if they were playing an arena, the crowd still taking it in before, one at a time, they turned and headed off in different directions, soon replaced by new zombies.

Matt shook his head. “Wish them luck.”
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They found shelter under a tractor trailer, crouched down, and dug a makeshift cave into the snow, at least to get out of the wind for a while. Matt passed around the water bottle, told them what he’d found out so far, which wasn’t much. And now he knew that, yes, Arnie had worked with Quaker. And Arnie had killed the band’s guitarist. Arnie remembered it as if he’d been trapped in the back of his own squad car, being driven around by someone else. He had been part of the team transporting George to jail when they stopped at the forsaken rest area and everything went to hell.

“It’s a place to start, I guess,” Matt said. Then to Arnie, “So it’s gone? Not one drop of need left in you?”

“Seriously. I’m clean. It’s like trying to remember a dream, those little fragments that start disappearing the moment you wake up.”

Jimmy said, “Yeah, kind of, except I was never really asleep. Half and half, you know? Ever take cold medicine that does that to you?”

“So we know we can fight it, or maybe we can build up immunity. I don’t know yet. As soon as I hunt down George, I’ll need to check out that rest area.”

Arnie shook some snow off his pistol. “I’ll go with you.”

“Yeah,” Jimmy said. “It’s a lot better than staying put with all of them walking around.”

“No, there’s just…too much can go wrong. You guys need to see about keeping the band from converting everybody who gets within ten feet of them.”

“Wait, I’m the cop here. I’m the one responsible for George. So I’m the one who says who does what. I don’t even know you. How can I be sure it wasn’t you who shot Quaker?”

Matt didn’t need a pissing match, but he also didn’t need a cop cuffing him and shoving him in a corner somewhere so he could go off half-cocked trying to redeem himself. “Fine, all right, you go. I’ll stay here with Jimmy.”

“I’ll be back. Don’t worry about a thing.”

He crawled out from under the truck and took off, stomping through the snowdrifts. Matt closed his eyes and began silently counting.

“You’re just letting him go like that? By himself? That guy tried to kill him once.”

Five…six…seven…

“Man, that’s cold. We’ve got to help him.”

Eight…nine… (funny, but for all his protests, it sounded more like You go help him)…ten…

“Jesus, you don’t care at all, do you? You’re just as scared as—”

“Would you shut up already?” Thirteen…fourteen…okay, fifteen ought to do it. “Come on.”

“What, where are we going?”

“I’m going to follow Arnie to make sure he doesn’t get hurt, and you’re going to follow me to make sure you don’t get hurt. Got it?”

“Why…why did you wait so long?”

Matt shrugged. “He needs our help, but he’s too proud to take it. So this is the best way to give it to him. You coming?”

It was good enough, Matt guessed, because a few minutes later they were hot on Arnie and George’s trail. Well, not “hot” hot. And not long after that, they came across a compact car, still running, and evidence of a scuffle they had just missed.


CHAPTER TEN

It was a lost cause. Too many infected. Too many trails. Just…too many everything. Matt was way behind the curve, and there was no catching up. This thing, whatever it was, was beyond him. All he knew so far was that it could be fought. He wasn’t sure how, but if these people he had picked up along the way could overcome it, then there had to be a cure, or at least some underlying reason why this little band of survivors weren’t pawing people or trying to find the nearest car.

And whatever it was…and as bad as it was…it made people immune to Mr. Dark’s touch.

So this virus wasn’t all bad. And if it could be controlled, it might just offer the first ray of hope in his battle with the sick, supernatural bastard.

They found several larger vehicles—vans, semis, SUVs—packed to the gills with people mumbling about how much they needed them. But in addition to Jimmy and Rhonda, a handful of other nonzombies turned up in the snow along the way and followed.

Rhonda was still half-numb from having her kids nearly kill her, but when Matt asked if either she or Jimmy remembered seeing a rest area, she spoke up.

“We passed it so many times before. I really wish it had been open. The kids were…they were restless.”

“So how far, can you remember?”

She looked around, but the snow seemed to confuse her. Matt didn’t even know how to find his way back to Otto’s eighteen-wheeler anymore. She had that same look on her face, but more panicked when she realized that her children and husband were out there, infected and lost, and she didn’t know how to find them anymore. Jimmy still looked just as dazed as he had back at the van.

Jimmy answered instead. “I think it’s, like, up there.”

“How sure are you about that?”

Shrug. “I mean, I guess.”

Jesus. Even with his tolerance of the cold, he was beginning to lose feeling in his fingers and feet. He was still reeling from a twisted ankle, throbbing toes, a sore ass, and a head cold. So he had to be patient with these two. Hypothermia might be setting in soon. At the very least, he wanted to get them inside before heading out to look for George and Arnie again.

But he was out of time.

“Rhonda, do me a favor.” He put his hands on her shoulders, made sure she was looking him in the eyes. “I need you to lead these folks to the rest area and see if you can get inside. I’ve got to find a couple of guys we left behind.”

“What? I mean…you’ve got an ax. What have I got?”

“Jimmy’s bass. Hank’s walking stick. Whatever the hell that thing Jenny’s holding is.”

“I, uh, think it’s, like, a personal toy—”

Matt waved it off. “I don’t want to know. It doesn’t matter. Why is it shaped like—forget it. Listen, most important, they’ve got you. Lead them, and they’ll stay safe. One hundred percent.”

She shook her head. “Please.”

“It’s either you or Jimmy.”

They both turned to look at the bass player, his head tilted back, watching the snow, mouth hanging open.

Rhonda said, “Okay, but you’d better hurry.”

Matt hefted the ax over his shoulder and said, “Damn right I will. I’m freezing.”

And he jogged off the way they just come, the wind in his face now, snow stinging his skin. He made a mental note to check into what sort of evil was brewing in Hawaii next week.
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The drifts were deeper this time, and Matt was walking along the shoulder to keep away from the infected still on the loose and looking for more people to be close to. This thing sure as hell didn’t like to be alone. He tried to find his way back to the last place he had lost Arnie and George’s trail, but the blizzard had blown most of the paths away, covered them, a complete blank. All around he heard mumbling voices—“Need, need, need,” and so on, and that goofy laugh, like it was mocking him, out of nearly every car. Now and then Matt saw a pack of people wandering from car to car, looking for space or looking for victims. He ducked down whenever he saw them coming but then realized it didn’t matter. They had already decided he was immune. Must be a smell or something. Or maybe they communicated with mind waves. Whatever. They let him be, so pretty soon he was walking out in the open, brushing past the zombies, who were, he realized, heading backward. Of course. More fresh bodies behind them. More cars. As long as this highway remained open, there were miles and miles of people to infect.

And Matt couldn’t do a goddamn thing to stop them all. A handful, maybe three handfuls, but that was about it.

Fifteen minutes, twenty, twenty-five. He was back at Otto’s semi, only the man’s frozen hand peeking out of the mound of snow that had buried him. Matt stopped, looked around, and took a few deep breaths. What was he doing out here? How did he expect to find two needles in this…it didn’t even work, that analogy. This was much worse. Could be that both George and Arnie were shoved into somebody’s Pontiac singing “Hallelujah” or “Krishna Krishna” or whatever the fuck, laughing like Cheech and Chong.

In the next lane, a Toyota with a spiderwebbed windshield. The folks inside, a young couple and a child seated in the back, stared at Matt, unblinking, steaming.

He shivered and kept on.

Another ten cars, and there was blood. Blood in the snow, disappearing fast, but there was enough of it to follow. Someone hurt, someone like Quaker, maybe. Someone savable. He followed the ebb and flow of the snow, valleys that someone had recently trudged through. Matt was leaping from one to the next. Heart beating faster. More blood, warm and melting into the snow. The tracks were more obvious as he kept on. He saw boot prints. But those disappeared, and there was more blood, and the valleys gave way to one long canyon of red snow, and at the end of it, on all fours, was Arnie.

Matt rushed over, dropped his ax, and pulled Arnie out of the snow by his shoulders. The cop slumped into Matt’s lap, a gaping stab wound right below his rib cage. His head lolled back, and the jagged slashes on his neck spilled more blood. Shallow breaths, not enough air left to speak. There was that same anguish he had seen on Erik’s face before he shot himself. But this wasn’t suicide, was it? It couldn’t be.

It took only the slightest movement. He would’ve missed it had he not turned his head at just the right moment. Coming for him fast from behind, shaking off the damned snow. The cop’s jacket draped over the orange prison issue. George was back, this time with a blade.

Just as George stabbed at his neck, Matt pushed Arnie to the side and ducked, sending George sprawling into the snowbank. George stood slowly, turned to face Matt, who was still on the ground but with his ax in hand, ready for the next attack.

But something about George had changed. There was still rotten flesh, skull showing through, but it looked as if he was healing, waxy new skin growing across the festering wounds.

“What’s happening to me? What the hell is this?”

“We can talk about it, all right?” Matt slid away, keeping his eyes on George the whole time. “Let’s lay down the knife and just talk, okay?”

George shook his head. “Shut up! I…need…no, no, I don’t need anyone! I…need…Shit!”

He stumbled, grabbed the top of his head, and let out a moan, which turned into that same mopey laugh. “Get it off! Get it off me!”

There wasn’t anything on him, unless he meant the quickly spreading new skin. He couldn’t see his own rot, could he? None of the others ever had. He clawed at his scalp, over and over, more furious each time. Matt eased himself off the ground and started to lift his ax, hoping this nut job would keep himself distracted long enough for Matt to do him in. One swift chop, taking the head off. It should be easy.

The ax came down, but then George went all Superman, grabbing the handle and stopping the swing. It was like hitting a brick wall. Matt seethed. He pulled back, and George came right at his face.

Head butt.

Matt went down, eyes shut tight, black flashing green. But he needed to shake it off fast. Opened his eyes. Saw the knife coming at him. He dodged left. George caught his ear—fuck—and sliced on through. It burned. Blood stopped up the ear canal, sound muted like half his head was underwater. George grabbed Matt’s shirt at the chest, knotted it up, and slammed his fist into Matt’s nose, still holding that goddamned knife. Like someone punched him with a brick.

No, Matt was not going to lie there and let him keep at it. Not one more minute.

He bucked his legs, threw all his power into tossing George over his head. Rolled onto his stomach. Ear fucked up, nose fucked up, throbbing white-hot.

He pushed off the ground and swung the ax wide, swept at George’s legs. Caught him with the flat side of the blade. Off balance. George was toppling.

Time to end this.

Time to stop making silly mistakes.

Matt brought the ax back for a final showstopper, but then saw the weirdest thing…

Mr. Dark was standing behind George, whose newly grown eyes had rolled back into his head, and had his hands on both sides of the killer’s head, teeth gritted, hissing, “Come on! Come on!”

Tendrils of rot and nastiness seeped from Dark’s fingertips across George’s scalp, but it wasn’t taking. A sore would appear like an impact crater, only to be swiftly taken over by the waxy new skin. The smell of decaying flesh would bloom, only to be pushed back by a chemical sweetness.

Holy shit. Dark was losing.

The Dark Man let out a guttural cry that shook the snow from the trees and made Matt wince. George convulsed all over, and the craters grew larger, erupting pus and blood until there wasn’t a square inch of his face that wasn’t compromised. This time the evil was staying put, racing outward until George’s face was one nasty roasted hellscape with two dark eyes and lips that had burned away to reveal red-tinged teeth.

Dark let go and shouted, “Yes!”

Vanished.

Leaving Matt with Return of the Living Dead George.

Meh. He’d seen plenty of zombies. Never stopped him before.

He took a swing and nailed George right in the neck, but it was like trying to chop down a redwood. The reverb lit up every nerve in Matt’s arms, jolted his bones. George was still coming, even with the ax lodged all the way through to his trachea. He came at Matt with his knife, but Matt blocked George’s arm and they tumbled off the shoulder, down the incline, and onto the surface of a frozen pond.

The fall sent them skidding apart on the ice, the ax dislodging itself way the hell out of Matt’s reach. George’s knife bounced on the ice before cracking a thin sheen and going under. He sat up, ice popping and snapping beneath him. It hadn’t been that cold a winter so far, which meant the ice wasn’t as thick as usual.

Matt moved carefully. As he brushed the snow away, he could see air bubbles beneath the surface, finding the now-visible cracks, looking for a way out.

He was on his hands and knees, sliding toward his ax, trying hard to keep his weight balanced. Louder pops. Cracks spread fast like spiderwebs with every inch he moved forward.

A glance over his shoulder, and there was George, standing upright and glaring.

Without warning George leapt, and there was nothing Matt could do. The killer came down on Matt’s back…

Crack…down, down, down, the cold water a shock to the system. It stung Matt’s eyes and teeth and shocked his lungs, and he had felt this all before, yes he had, yes he had, deep in the snow, that avalanche, and it was happening again, unless…

George’s hands tightened around Matt’s throat. Had to throw the son of a bitch off. So Matt pulled as hard as he could and dove deeper, the pressure and the cold squeezing the air from his chest. He coughed out too much of it, felt the need for more. His body didn’t know any better. It would reach desperation and override his conscious mind, suck in the water thinking it was air. He couldn’t let that happen. He pulled forward again and flipped head over heels. Let the momentum fling George into the deep. The madman figured it out, Matt could tell, when the hands on his throat went vise grip all of the sudden. Matt punched above him, where he thought George’s face would be, and connected. Bam-bam-bam, just kept giving it to him until the fingers came loose and Matt pushed George down, then gave him a kick to sink him farther.

Water rushed into Matt’s sinuses. He blew it out, but it was too late. He had to find his way to the surface and cough it all out. The spin had left him dizzy. Couldn’t tell up from down. He looked up. Despite the sting in his eyes, he could make out the cloudy light versus the dark. He flapped his arms and legs and scrambled for the surface.

Right into the ice sheet. Almost out of options. His cheeks puffed out, holding on—barely. He rammed his head into the ice, one, two, three. Nothing. Again. One, two… lungs screaming. An alarm bell going off deep in his head. One, two, three… There was no way he was going to…no way…

One. Two. Goddamn it, Matt! One, two…

The ice gave way and Matt leapt for the surface like a breaching whale. Let out the bad air, rasped in the new. The water on his skin turned to ice immediately. He felt it latch in place. Death hadn’t let go of him, not yet. He struggled to lift himself onto the ice, but it was so thin that he kept breaking off more, losing strength after each surge. If he could just keep doing it on the way to shore, that would be enough. Better to die of exposure—again—than drown in a roadside pond. Just sounded more comfortable that way.

He rested up to take another go at it when something wrapped around his ankle and began dragging him under. He clawed at the ice—Come on, catch something, please—but his nails slid across the surface, nothing he could do. Time to hold his breath again.

Once under, he began kicking at the grabber with his free leg. Definitely a hand. Which had to mean it was Mr. Dark’s love child again. Matt got his bearings and looked down. It was George, as sure as shit, but not the rotten bastard he’d been fighting with. He had all of his skin back, as pink as the day he was born. And the expression on his face wasn’t hatred, wasn’t confusion, wasn’t tortured. Matt knew this look: pure fear. The man was terrified. He didn’t grab on to Matt to pull him under. He wanted to climb up his leg.

What, was Matt going to fall for this? He kept kicking, kept his eyes on George’s face as he did so. Was there anything false about the fear? Was it just another trick? Could the killer seriously be…what was the right word? Exorcised?

A voice in the back of his mind: You know you’ll never forgive yourself if you—

Fine, fine, yeah. Matt got the picture. He reached a hand down, grabbed George by the arm, and pulled him up alongside him. George broke the surface, gasped in air, and immediately showered Matt with thanks.

And then, a look of horror. “Oh my God, what have I done? I’m sorry! I’m so, so sorry. My God. Oh God.”

Matt shook his head, tried to keep his teeth from chattering. His cold, which had been on the decline all day, now came back with a vengeance. A sneezing fit nearly sent him under again, but he recovered, still holding on to George, and said, “Apology accepted. Just swim, damn it.”
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They made it to shore, and George was exhausted, one hundred percent. The cold was getting to Matt more and more, but he willed himself back onto what was left of the ice to retrieve his ax. Slow, steady, careful, and he had it in hand. Just gripping the handle made him feel a little better already, like a shot of vitamin C. Not enough to get him through for a long time, but hopefully enough to make it back to the rest area.

Matt came over and sat beside George, who was flat on his back with his arm over his eyes, letting the snow cover him. Every breath sounded painful. But considering what he’d looked like just a few minutes before, this George was a remarkable improvement. All human, so it seemed, his new skin not the waxy, steaming stuff of the virus zombies. Even the wound on his neck was healing up.

This George was shocked, frail, unable to accept what he’d done. He kept telling Matt how sorry he was, how he had no idea what he was doing, how it had been nearly a year of being trapped inside his own mind, watching whatever was in control of it make horrible decisions and do repulsive things.

Matt said to him, “I know, believe me. I understand.”

But he didn’t tell George that in order for the Dark touch to really take hold, there had to be some sort of inherent “big bad” there to cling to and cultivate, like a tumor.

He didn’t care so much about that. Matt was more concerned with how an ice-cold bath seemingly washed all the evil off this guy, healed that massive wound in his neck. He had seen others before who could hide the rot, mask themselves somehow, but this wasn’t the same thing. Seeing George like this—it was like a religious conversion.

A rebirth.

No, a resurrection.

That was something Matt was more than a little familiar with…

“I didn’t really have a reason to suspect my wife, honestly, I didn’t. I see that now,” George was babbling, on and on. “But back then, it was…it was a lack of confidence or something. Jealousy, maybe. Yes, I was a lawyer, but not a trial lawyer like her. I was the guy who sat next to the trial lawyer, making sure his papers were arranged. I was the guy who wrote briefs until all hours of the night. Somehow I just got it in my head that she was banging another lawyer at the office. I set them up, bought hidden cameras and everything. Ask me why I bought a chainsaw, I…I…poof. It’s gone. I can’t tell you.”

There had to be a reason for Mr. Dark’s interest in poor George beyond a double murder. Mr. Dark usually liked mayhem on a much larger scale.

“What was your wife working on when this happened?” Matt asked.

“Early stages of a possible class action lawsuit, something about a tainted baby formula that might’ve given tens of thousands of kids brain damage,” George said. “She was real gung ho about it, even after the whistle-blower that brought the case to her blasted his head off with a shotgun.”

Bingo.

“What happened to the case after you killed your wife?”

“The law firm dropped it,” George said.

Notch up a win for Mr. Dark. He wanted to keep anybody from stopping the tainted baby formula from messing up more kids.

He’d probably been protecting Big Tobacco for decades.

It was another peek into how Mr. Dark worked. But there was nothing Matt could do about the baby formula case, and he couldn’t undo what George had done.

He had more pressing matters to deal with.

“Listen, I need to know what happened earlier today. You fought it off. That virus or whatever it is helped you, but it made everyone else crazy. What the hell is going on?”

“You mean, you don’t know about the guy at the rest area?”

Shit. So…Matt had just sent a whole group of survivors right into ground zero. “What guy? Tell me. I need to know.”

“That’s when it all began to change.” George took off his glasses, one lens shattered and the wire frame badly misshapen. “I had to pee. I mean, I was looking for a way to kill the guards, obviously, but I really had to pee.”

And so it went on from there…


CHAPTER ELEVEN

Because even these guards knew better. Letting a man find a proper place to pee, even if that was just out a car door or on a tire or a tree, was a basic human right, even for cold-blooded sickos like George.

The guards tried their best to get around the concrete barriers next to the highway, but the snow made it difficult to tell how steep the ditch beside it was. The last thing they needed was to tip over in a blizzard. Like the driver had said, “We’re not up for going Tommy Lee Jones on your ass.”

The weirdness began right then and there. Why did they have to stop at a rest area? Fear of onlookers, so they said. But wouldn’t those same onlookers see that the guards were escorting the prisoner to a supposedly boarded-up building? Guess that’s what you get with government employees—they don’t tend to think that far ahead.

So they unchained George from the floor of the van, pulled him out, and tried to walk through the shitty ice and snow and wind as fast was the manacles would allow.

George made sure to look for every advantage he could.

A rock? A sharp stick? Maybe a really well-packed snowball?

But they were moving fast and it was very fucking cold and George wasn’t lying when he had told them he really, really, really had to pee.

As they rounded the corner of the building, it all went to hell.

A trail of blood led across the parking lot and into the windbreak of trees behind the rest area.

At the door of the rest area, boarded and padlocked, was a man who looked like you would expect a truck driver to look—jeans, trucker cap, bit of a paunch. He wore a flannel shirt, no coat, like he hadn’t expected to be out in the cold. His face was scraped up terribly, and there were gashes all over his arms, some pellets and shards of glass glittering against the blood. They would have thought he was dead except for the dopey laugh, barely above a sigh.

Arnie rushed to the man’s side, leaving George alone with McMurray. A small chance, but still a chance. George wondered if he could get the guard close enough, take him out before Arnie could turn and get a bead on him.

“He’s still alive! We need an ambulance!”

George said, “Well, call one, and let me pee while we’re waiting!”

McMurray grabbed George by his collar. “Keep your mouth shut.”

The evil in George made a move before the real George locked inside could stop it. He wrenched his neck and bit McMurray’s hand and, while the big guard was howling, rammed into him headfirst, sent him down onto the concrete.

It took Arnie a long moment to notice, since he had knelt beside the injured man and was testing him for a pulse, lifting his eyelids, trying to see if he could respond. But he turned in time to get out his Taser and latch a couple of electric teeth into the monster rushing at him now. The current lit George up, rigid, and he fell on top of the trucker just as Arnie dodged out of the way.

Holy shit, that hurt bad.

It felt like the electricity went on forever, but it finally ebbed, and George rolled off the trucker, covered in the man’s blood. And goddamned if it wasn’t the funniest thing that had ever happened. George was laughing, Arnie was laughing, and even McMurray, bleeding from his scalp as he rose from the pavement, was laughing so hard he cried.
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“And then they unchained me, and we went back to the van. It’s all kind of cloudy. It was like…you know Gollum? Lord of the Rings?”

“Yeah?”

“Like that. Two separate minds shouting at each other in my head.” George hugged himself, rocked back and forth. “They’re gone now. I’m the only voice up there, and I don’t know what to say.”

“When you were infected, what was it like? What did it want?”

George shrugged. “It wasn’t too complicated. It wanted…people. More people. It wanted to spread. And it wanted to be hot. It hated the cold. All it wanted was to be around more people and to be hot.”

“That’s it?”

“Maybe. No, wait, I think, right near the end, it wanted…chaos. It wanted us to go crazy, smash things, set fires, crash cars. There was no reason to it. It just wanted it.”

“Kind of wish you were still in the mood to start a fire right about now.”

They were both in danger of hypothermia, George more than Matt because of the “already dead” and all, but it sure as hell wasn’t comfortable. Matt hoped maybe they could make it back to Otto’s truck, if it hadn’t been overtaken by the zombies. Take a few moments to thaw out before heading back to the rest area, because otherwise, he would be useless in a fight, if that was what this was heading toward. But didn’t it always?

He let out a sigh and a stream of vapor. “Let’s get moving.”

Matt helped George to his feet, and they both climbed through the growing snowbank to the interstate again. They weren’t prepared for it. A massive surge of the infected, together among all the cars, walking in the same direction. But not back toward the fresh meat on the tail end of the traffic jam. They had all turned around and were going north again. Back toward the rest area.

Matt said, “That’s not good.”

“Why not?”

“You tell me. When you were infected, what would have caused you to turn back?”

George squinched his eyebrows, grimaced, and then said, “I think it mutates the farther out it spreads. It gets weaker. The body learns to defend against it. So the only thing that would send it back…maybe a stronger dose?”

Matt felt a chill beyond what the weather was doing to him. Not only had he sent those survivors to ground zero, but now they had a zombie horde to deal with.

“Come on, George. A little jog might warm us up.”


CHAPTER TWELVE

The closer they came to the rest area, the thicker the horde got. Lots of the infected were streaming out of their crammed, saunalike vehicles and joining the pack, all of them single-mindedly headed around the building. They’d been sucked clean of any personality. That mopey laugh was everywhere, as unnerving as Mr. Dark’s cackle but in a much more depressing way.

“Rhonda! Jimmy!” Matt pushed his way through the crowd, George right behind him. None of these people bothered him, too focused on their journey. It led into the windbreak, apparently following the blood trail left behind by the trucker. Matt was getting his first glimpse. Poor guy propped against the doors—he never had a chance.

“Rhonda! Anyone? Is anyone here?”

The closest vehicle was the abandoned police transport van, and it was packed solid. Of course they didn’t need to follow the crowd. They had a plenty strong enough dose right here. Matt told George to keep back, then ran over to the van. He couldn’t see inside. The windows were completely fogged over. After one full circle around the van, he opened the side door.

Like a packed subway car, no breathing room. A blast of pungent body odor. Enough sweat dripping off the people that it ran out the open door into a puddle, instantly freezing as it hit the snow. Steam poured out, and Matt got a glimpse of Rhonda and Jimmy huddled together on the back bench, staring vacantly. He reached through a tangle of limbs and shook Rhonda on the shoulder. She turned her face, but there was no recognition. No response. Just a mumbled “Need you, need you, need you…”

A harder shake. “Hey! Wake up, snap out of it!”

Nothing. The chanting and laughing in the van grew louder. Matt looked around, saw Jimmy’s bass guitar on the ground, half covered in snow.

Snow. Cold. Like the pond. It couldn’t be that easy.

Matt knelt and gathered as much snow into his arms as he could. It was fluffy, scattering as he tried to lift it, but he still had enough to sling into the van, all over the second row of seats. It melted on contact.

But it seemed to get their attention. Everyone on that row blinked a few times and stopped mumbling. That was something, right? Matt pulled together another couple of handfuls, this time squeezing the snow into one solid wet lump. It was only as big as a Ping-Pong ball, so he kept scooping, adding layer after layer until it was at least the size of a cantaloupe.

He turned back toward the van. Now the old guy, Hank, was looking at him. Blank. But…maybe there was some thought behind it. Maybe. It didn’t matter.

“Sorry, guy.”

Matt hurled the melon of snow like a fastball right into Hank’s face. The outer layers exploded and covered his eyes, ears, nose, mouth. The old man cried out. He clawed at his face the way George had clawed at his own scalp just a little while earlier.

Even weirder, everyone in the van turned evil eyes toward Matt and let out a low howl. Two others beside and behind Hank leaned out, grabbed the open door, and slammed it shut. A different woman helped Hank clear the snow and ice from his face.

That got it mad, sure enough. Damn thing wasn’t built for the cold.

He scooped up another snowball and aimed toward one of the people trailing past him into the trees. Tall guy, leather jacket. Yeah, why not? Matt reared back and nailed him on the side of his head.

This one fell to his knees, same reaction as George and Hank with the clawing. That snow burned, man. Those in the immediate vicinity zeroed in on the assailant, but once again they placed the priority on their injured fellow zombie, guarding him from another attack while helping clear the cold wetness from his face. From the middle of the clump, he heard the guy in the jacket say, “What’s going on? Get off me! Jesus, what’s…help! Goddamn it, help me!”

But as soon as it clicked Matt into action, the voice quieted, and before long the others helped the man up, all of them with that goofy laugh going, and carried on. It would take a hell of a lot more snowballs to get the job done, and plenty more people flinging them. But it was a start.

He found George hovering over the trucker, a wallet in his hand. “His name was Luke. He was fifty-one years old.” He said it through chattering teeth with short breaths. The man was growing as pale as the dead trucker at his feet.

Matt knew neither of them could make it much longer, so he axed off the chain looped through the handles to the doors of the building, and then went to work on the plywood nailed across the top. He was still weak from the cold, every strike sending chills down his arms.

The zombies kept ignoring him, more and more of them clambering into the woods. But he finally broke through, yanked open one of the doors, and pushed George inside.

The lobby was very still. Very little light seeped in around the edges of the boards over the other windows. Matt tried a light switch. Nothing. So he led George to one of the darkened vending machines and eased him to the ground.

“I’m going to look for, uh, like, a blanket or jacket or something. Don’t move.”

One door was marked OFFICE, so Matt axed through the handle and lock. Kicked it open.

There was a phone on the desk, which was covered in dust and brochures—“Explore North Dakota!” Sure, sounds like fun.

He lifted the handset to his ear. Nothing. It made the air inside feel colder than it already was. So he hung up and dug around in the desk drawers until he found a miniature flashlight.

He tried it. Still worked. And pretty powerful, too. It was enough to get them through if night fell. But no jackets, no blankets.

Back to the lobby, this time to the other locked door, across the way. Another thwack, another kick, and he was inside the maintenance room.

This time he was lucky. He found a cardboard box marked LOST & FOUND with some single mittens, a wool cap, bright yellow with stains on it, and a cheap Windbreaker with fleece lining. Sure, it was torn in several places, but it would be enough to keep George from freezing to death. He picked it up, then looked around with the flashlight, wondering if there might be a switch for the power. He found a fuse box on the wall, flipped a few switches, but still got nothing. Shit. They must have cut the power from the outside. Before heading out, he grabbed a pair of mismatched mittens for himself and another for George.

A gust of wind grabbed the outside door and swung it wide, slammed it, then swung it again. Matt flinched, then walked back to the lobby, where George was trying to collect some cards and receipts he’d taken from the truck driver’s wallet that had flown all over.

“Really, man? Do you really have to do that?” Matt handed over the jacket.

“B-b-but wait. I found something. Th-th-this.” He held up an employee ID card for Luke Haskins, driver for Pavlov & Kirk Systems out of Minneapolis.

“Yeah?”

George handed him a business card, this one from a “Kyle Icarus.” Weird name. Flying too close to the sun, wax wings, falling, all that. The line under the Pavlov & Kirk banner said “Medical Technology Systems.” Mr. Icarus was a senior biochemical analyst, according to the card. He’d apparently scribbled a number on back along with a note: “In case anything goes wrong, call immediately.”

Puzzle pieces, all falling into place. It explained a lot—a virus that could render an entire population immobilized without actually killing them. Could be it was still in the testing phase, thus all that about the chaos and destruction. But whatever it was, Matt had already seen one unexpected side effect: It stopped Mr. Dark dead in his tracks. He was able to double down on George, recorrupt him somehow, but it didn’t last. This thing was powerful.

Where had the trucker come from? Where were the zombies heading? Same place?

The door slammed wide open again and again, banging so hard it felt as if the glass would break. Matt looked up, saw the horde streaming into the trees. The next logical step. Up over his shoulder went the ax. “Stay here. I’ll be back soon. If you want, there’s the office.”

“No, wait.” George pushed himself off the ground and pushed his arms into the sleeves of the Windbreaker. “I’ve got to see this through. However I can help, it’s got to be worth something. Even if I still end up in prison, it’s the least I can do.”

No sense fighting it. Maybe Matt was a little worried that the evil would “thaw out” and spread across George again, but, you know, that was life. At least that was Matt’s life.

He nodded. “Fine. Let’s go.”


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

They had to push through a thick mass of infected people and shin-deep snow, but they finally found the end of the rainbow. A small transport truck, about the size of a U-Haul. Painted beige with a band of red, blue, and green stripes down the middle, leading to a seventies-style P&K, TWIN CITIES, MN logo. But the only way Matt knew that was by climbing on top. Whatever had happened, the truck had toppled over on its side. And even from the top of the truck, Matt couldn’t see the trail that led to this empty field in the middle of nowhere, about a mile past the windbreak by the rest area.

All the infected travelers stood by reverently, and Matt soon discovered why. The back panel of the truck was halfway up—must’ve come loose in the crash—and whatever was in there was pulsing a deep green light every few seconds, and it was toasty. Had to be close to ninety degrees back there. It had melted all the snow in a ten-yard radius.

George called up to Matt, “It’s them, isn’t it?”

“Yeah.” He stepped over to the cab.

The driver’s door was open but impossibly heavy. Luke must’ve opened it and tried to climb out, but then it had slammed on him halfway through, crushing him around the midsection. Internal bleeding, in addition to the scratches he’d received in the wreck itself, yet he’d still had the strength to drag himself to the rest area. Shit. Matt was able to slide inside and drop down. It was a bit crowded, but he knelt down and picked up some items that had fallen—a clipboard with the invoice for the load, the keys, Luke’s name badge with a radiation tag hanging from it.

Radiation tag? Matt had seen these before. For anyone who worked in high-radiation environments, this was a necessity. It turned darker as it absorbed more radiation, and when it turned black, it meant you’d had enough for the day. He shined his flashlight at the tag. Full black. At least that explained a lot.

But if it was radiation as they knew it, Matt was fried down to the marrow and so was everyone there. He had a feeling—no, more like a fervent hope—that it had to be a different kind of radiation, or a toned-down variety.

Not so much nuclear as…viral.

It looked like a tough climb back up, and that door was heavy. The windshield was already mostly shattered, so it took only a few kicks to pop it out so Matt could duck through. He found George again, warming himself with the zombies behind the truck, and showed him the badge and clipboard.

George took his time reading.

Matt was beginning to get the gist of it, but he was no scientist.

He thought back to the Fire and Ice mixture at the chemical plant down in Florida. What a mess. But this wasn’t about mixing two unstable liquids. This was some serious genetic engineering. Some nasty government stuff.

While George read, Matt stepped closer to the truck, the heat growing exponentially, and looked inside.

There were several steel crates, a couple of which had come open, spilling out vials that had shattered, spreading something frothy, like marshmallows, only green and glowing. Not only was there a biohazard warning stenciled on the side of the crate, but right next to it was the ominous symbol for radioactive material.

By the time George looked up, jaw hanging and face pale, Matt had figured it out on his own.

“Let me guess,” Matt said. “Some kind of weapon, maybe, made up of two parts: the virus and the radiation.”

“Just think about it. A handful of dirty bombs dropped over an area, and then this, spreading faster and faster, immobilizing—”

“Sons of bitches. Making this thing took some fucking balls.”

“And look at the result.” George waved his arm at the crowd of poor souls clambering to get as close as they could to the truck. “Doesn’t matter who you are. It just plows right through. Only stopped by freezing it, and that just slows it down.”

But Matt’s mind was making other connections. “Sure, slows it down enough for someone to cure the radiation sickness, and then the virus hides out in the bloodstream, biding its time. And…it stops him. This is it. He can’t beat this thing.”

“Who’s ‘him’? What are you talking about?”

“Just…don’t you know…? Never mind. Hang on a minute.” Matt squatted and crept into the truck, careful not to touch the glowing froth as he looked for some unbroken vials. It was like an oven inside. Sweat pouring off him, sizzling as it touched the sheet metal. He reached for a tube still resting in its slot within the crate. Got his mitten on it, began to pull it out—

Shit, that burned. He snapped his fingers back, and the vial flipped through the air and cracked open on the ground, the clear liquid inside instantly turning green and frothy.

“What are you doing?” George shouted from outside. “You’re going to kill yourself with radiation.”

“I need this. I can do it.” He pulled off one sweat-soaked mitten, then tried to pull it on top of the other one. A tight fit. He had to push his fingers together until the bones were straining against each other, but he did it.

He needed it. He needed the answer to his wildest dreams—this was the cure for evil, nothing less.

With a double mitten like a lobster claw, he reached for another vial. Clamped on. Still very hot, the skin on his fingertips blistering and the wool of his mittens smoking. But he almost had it. Cleared the crate. Carefully stepped backward through the opening. Then he stood and let the vial lie in his hand. He pulled both mittens inside out, the way a surgeon would his glove, so that the vial was cushioned inside. His hands shook. He felt sick to his stomach. He dropped to his hands and knees and hacked up slime, wheezed, but he felt good.

George hovered over his shoulder. “What are you going to do with that?”

Matt cleared his throat and said, “I’m going to save the world.”
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The next problem was how to save the traffic-jam zombies. Matt guessed that in a real-world situation—you know, with actual bombs killing actual people—the infected survivors wouldn’t die from the radiation. It would fade away when the virus had worked its way into a cozy hiding place. But here, now, where all of these precious bags of blood and warmth were freezing their asses off, standing as close to the source of the fallout as possible would, yes, make them all dead within hours.

Matt paced around the truck, arms crossed. The vial in his pocket warmed him all over, but he knew it was only a matter of time before the radiation got to him, too.

He wondered if his body could take it.

He’d handled death, sure, but not the nightmare of the modern age. Thinking about how even Mr. Dark had a fatal flaw, he wondered about himself. Could this vial give him cancer? Worse?

It didn’t matter. As soon as he’d helped these people, he would need a ride to Minneapolis. He would find a way to get in at Pavlov & Kirk, maybe hire on as a driver, now that there was an opening, and hope to high hell that he could find out as much as he could about what they were planning.

“Can’t flip it upright.”

George shook his head. “Why not just go find another truck? There should be plenty of them out there. Why not the police van?”

No, not the van. They might not be in the best condition in there, but at least Jimmy, Rhonda, and the others were safe. Sort of. “I don’t want to risk it. The road is jam-packed, both directions.”

“Can we bury it?”

That could be it. Yeah. Bury it, but then again… “It’s melting all the snow.”

“If we dig deep enough—”

“Then it’ll be a pond of melted snow.” Wait, that sounded better than it should’ve. “But can the water keep it cold enough?”

“That’s how they do it in nuclear power plants. Submerge the rods in cold water. I think it would work for this, too.”

Not the way George was thinking, no. Close, though. It wasn’t the best option, but it would do until spring. He’d worry about that later. “I need a sled.”
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It was right under their noses. It just took a half hour to figure it out. The sliding panel on the back of the truck required tools to take it off, so that was out of the question. Cardboard? No, the weight of the load would rip it apart, and the snow would turn the rest into mush.

But the boarded-up rest-area door? The one that kept banging open? It was solid, a tough hunk of wood.

Matt freed it from its hinges with a couple of hard ax strikes. He found some rope in the maintenance closet, then bashed a couple of holes in the plywood, tied each end of the rope through. They dragged it back to the truck, and together George and Matt carried the steel crates from the truck to the sled.

Each one was more than a hundred pounds, and there were five of them. George could barely get the first one up to waist level, so it was slow going. None of the zombies offered to help, although Matt kept egging them on.

The sun was beginning to set, and Matt wondered where all of the police and ambulances were.

Didn’t they usually come out to help in situations like these? So why were they all alone out here?

Wishful thinking. Matt had to focus on the sled, the crates, and the next move.

“So are you up for this?”

George nodded. “I’ll do my best.”

“We’ve got to find another pond. Let’s just head back in the direction of the other one and hope we stumble across some ice.”

One last look at the zombies, at the truck, the back now filled with as much snow as they could shovel inside with their hands to cover the broken vials and green froth. Most had melted almost immediately, but the glow had dimmed. It was enough for now.

Matt slipped the rope over his shoulder, then George slipped an end over his, and they began to pull the sled. Barely. All the strain they could muster helped propel them only a few feet with each attempt. Matt could tell this was going to be a long haul, if they could make it at all.

“Let’s go again.” It came out as a whisper. Not enough air in his lungs.

George was heaving, hands on his knees. “I…I can’t… Minute, please. Wait…”

“Maybe I can push.”

“Wouldn’t matter.”

“Come on, damn it! There’s got to be something.”

“I’ll pull again. Slow and steady. Let’s do it.”

One more hard pull, the rope burning as it ripped into Matt’s shoulder. Another step. His feet slipped and he tried hard to hold on, but then he was on his ass, tangled in the rope, looking at the sky. Behind the sled, which had traveled all of ten feet now, the zombies had lined up in rows of three and were following along. They walked when the sled moved, stopped when it stopped.

“I don’t get it.”

George said, “Remember, close to the source. The warmth helps them multiply.”

“But they don’t know what our plan is, do they? They just go where the stuff goes.”

Matt got up and pulled the warm bundle of mittens from his pocket. He stepped over to one of the zombies and held out the sample.

The man turned his head. He was a younger guy, maybe in his early twenties. Pretty tough customer, Matt guessed from the haircut. He moved the sample back and forth in front of the guy’s eyes like a cop field-testing a drunk driver. Sure enough, his eyes followed back and forth, back and forth, up and down.

Matt took a few steps back, and the zombie took a few forward, with a couple of friends following, too.

Matt grinned. “I’ve got an idea.”
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He handpicked the strongest of the zombies—seven was all he could fit under the rope—and led them across the snow, walking backward with the ball of mittens, now dry in his hand and growing hotter. The zombies followed, back toward the interstate with all of its roadside ponds. Even the tiniest bit of warmth was enough to keep them chasing the vial. The rest stumbled along after the sled, mindless. More than a mile of them. Occasionally, some would fall face-first into the snow long enough for the cold to shock them awake, resulting in screams, shouts for help, and crying. But it wasn’t long before the others had gathered them up and returned them to the march.

He asked George, “Why can’t they stay awake? What’s the problem?”

“Here’s my guess. The internal body temperature is ninety-eight point six degrees, and that’s enough to keep the blood warm. It would take a massive sudden drop to shock this thing. Like in the pond, when you pushed me under and I nearly died—”

“Wait a minute.” Matt held up his hand, stopped the march. He tried to listen over the mumbling laughs of the zombies. “Do you hear that? Sirens?”

They both stood still, trying to locate the sound. “Maybe, but it could be…wait, over there.” George pointed farther down the road.

Through the fog of the falling snow, there was a red pulsing light. Then another, getting brighter. The pulse began to shrink, and they could finally hear the sirens. The lights were attached to ambulances, three of them, headed down the shoulder of the interstate, stopping not even one hundred yards from their procession.

Matt let out a sigh and closed his eyes for a moment. He needed to get the crates into the water, but first he could tell the paramedics to keep these people colder. Had to convince them somehow that heat wasn’t the answer.

And what about George? Wouldn’t they be on the hunt for him? Was this going to end badly?

He was about to turn and tell George to hide in the crowd of zombies when the back doors on the ambulances swung open and a whole bunch of paramedics streamed out of each one at a dead run straight for them.

A whole bunch of rotting, stinking paramedics.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Matt barely had time to get his ax ready before the first one lunged for him.

Matt took him out with a chop to the stomach.

Then he whirled and caught the next one right in the face.

He lost count of how many there were, stopped at twenty, and ran over to help George, who’d been besieged by the paramedics. They pulled his arms from both ends, George screaming. Matt took the ax to the paramedic, a gruesome thud that went right through to the backs of Matt’s elbows, but it was too late. They had already stretched George to the breaking point, both arms tearing off before Matt could slice all the way through. The other paramedic was beating George with his own arm when Matt split his spinal cord in two.

George fell, bleeding profusely. Matt knelt beside him but knew the little guy had only a few minutes left.

Still he said, “It’s going to be okay.”

George smiled. “More than you know. Thank you, Matt. Really, you saved me. You did.”

“Look, we can pack the wounds with snow. Your arms are right here. We can do this.”

“Don’t, please. They would just send me back to jail.” He winced and spasmed, than went slack in Matt’s arms. His voice was strained now. “Please don’t let him win, okay?”

“Don’t let who win?”

“Exactly. Just…I tried. You know I tried.”

Matt felt his stomach sink as George breathed one more time and let it vaporize into the air. Matt laid him down carefully. He could afford to. Dark’s pack of EMTs was too busy with the zombies. A standoff. The minions seemed afraid to touch the infected people. Matt watched, out of the way, as they growled and lunged, but none of them dared take down a zombie.

One of them, a big fat guy, turned and gave Matt a nasty glare. Then he called out to the others, who also turned to face Matt. Bloody eyes, eye sockets, an unnerving pack of medical professionals. Matt stood, readied the ax for another round. Way outnumbered. But he’d been outnumbered before. In all this time, Mr. Dark could have stomped him out of existence. He’d had so many chances that Matt began to believe that the evil bastard didn’t want him dead after all.

Until now.

Then they all turned away, walked over to the sled, grabbed the rope, and took off. They were running with the crates in tow as if they weighed nothing at all.

Matt ran hard, trying to catch up. The snow was too deep. There were too many of them. He was dead tired, and his feet were going numb. He had done his best, but, goddamn it, he fell face-first into the next snow dune, and he was out of it. No más.

He even had to laugh as the zombies raced by, hot on the trail. Good for them, he thought. Good for them.

Then he passed out.
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Cold.

Dark.

A face, coming closer, out of focus but growing clearer.

Close-up.

Mr. Dark’s face.

“Wake up, Matty boy! You’ve got work to do!”
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He woke with a start, no longer lying in the snow. The ambulance siren was screaming in his ears. Worse, there were paramedics hovering over him.

Freaked. Out.

The two paramedics grabbed his arms and held him down. “Mister, please, you’re okay, it’s okay!”

It took Matt a minute to realize these weren’t the evil EMTs. He was in the back of an ambulance. Safe and warm.

“What’s going on?”

“You tell me. People went bat-shit crazy out there. We found all sorts of people half-frozen in the snow, cars packed with people we thought had the flu or something.”

Matt blinked. Thought about George. “There was a man with me. Lost his arms.”

“Who?”

“What about the virus? The vial in my pocket? The mittens?”

The EMT shook his head. “No idea. I think you may have been hallucinating.”

“Did they find the truck? The overturned truck behind the rest area?”

The paramedics stared at each other, shrugging. Forget it. They were clueless. Matt would figure it out later.

“Where’s my ax?”

“Oh yeah, no problem. You were still holding on to that, Paul Bunyan.” The EMT kicked something with his shoe. “You some kind of lumberjack?”

Matt dropped his hand to the floor of the ambulance, felt the familiar grain of the wood handle. “Something like that.”

[image: Image]

In the Fargo ER, the nurses were surprised that there was nothing wrong with Matt that a quilt and a cup of hot coffee couldn’t fix. Surprised, because it certainly wasn’t working for anyone else they brought in from the road. He had snooped around, listened to some of the conversations between doctors and nurses, and they were discovering what Matt already knew—warmth made it worse, but the colder they were, the better. In fact, they had started dunking some of the most comatose of them into an ice bath for an almost-instant cure.

It filled Matt with some relief. Apparently, no one besides those few unfortunates—Quaker, Arnie, the guitar player, Otto, Luke the truck driver, George—and the paramedics Mr. Dark had touched had died in all of this. But whenever he asked about them, and he tried with several different staff members, nobody knew what he was talking about.

They had taken his ax, told him they would return it when they discharged him. He didn’t notice until they took it away that it had no blood on it.

Someone was cleaning up.

He sat in the waiting room, bundled up, staring at his hands while listening to the news report on the wall-mounted TV.

“…Hundreds of stranded motorists, all of them disoriented and in a state of shock after their cars were stuck in the blizzard on I-29. Authorities say there was a viral outbreak of some kind, but it was localized to the single stretch of highway, which has been quarantined as a precaution. Scientists from the Centers for Disease Control in Atlanta are on their way to the scene. We have Ryley Baskins standing by live with more details…”

Somebody was removing all the evidence of what had happened, even George’s escape.

The government?

The military?

Pavlov & Kirk Systems?

Or maybe the answer was D, all of the above.

Matt turned as another screaming ambulance pulled up to the doors. He stood and walked over, watched as they wheeled in Rhonda, still staring off into space, still mumbling.

“Back off, man!” The ambulance driver shouldered Matt out of the way. “Coming through.”

“Wait, I know her. Let me talk to her.”

They kept on going right past him. “She’s not talking to anyone right now. We’ve got to get her warmed up!”

Matt watched as they rolled her through the doors to the emergency bay, a doctor already explaining that warmth wouldn’t do it. One of the nurses stepped over to Matt and tried to hand him a clipboard.

“You said you know her? Could you fill out this information for us?”

Matt shook his head. “Sorry, not that well. I met her out on the road. But if you find a couple of kids looking for their mom, or a husband who can’t find his wife, they’ll know.”

She nodded. “I think I know who you mean. A boy and a girl?”

Good. Matt wanted to smile, but he sighed instead. “Thanks. That’s good to hear.”

“Are you waiting for someone?” she asked. Matt shook his head. “Because, you know, you’re free to leave. I’ll have someone take you to get the ax.”

“Yeah, okay. Actually, could…could I talk to a doctor? Someone who’s helping with that woman who just came through?”
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Matt walked a few blocks to an all-night superstore and bought a coat, some socks and underwear, and a new duffel bag. After he explained about the ax, store security told him they would keep it up front for him. And, of course, they had a guard follow him throughout the entire store.

Then he was at the cashier’s line, ready to go, wishing he could stay and find Jimmy, talk to Rhonda again, but now that he had a lead on Pavlov & Kirk, it was time to hit the road for Minneapolis.

The doctors at the hospital would be getting blood samples from the patients and passing them along to the CDC investigators when they arrived. And perhaps some of it would remain dormant in the people from the highway.

The virus would be identified, isolated, studied.

But he couldn’t rely on that happening. Not with somebody covering their tracks. Not with Mr. Dark around.

It was his responsibility.

He had lost the vial. He had lost the crates. He needed to get a sample and protect it this time. Because that deadly, radioactive viral shit could lead to a vaccine that protected everyone from Mr. Dark’s touch, maybe even from the effects of that ancient altar on that bloody mesa in New Mexico or whatever subliminal message was embedded in that cursed movie that turned people into psychopaths…or whatever horrors Matt had yet to discover that could spread evil to the masses.

So he bought his new wardrobe—so nice to tie on a pair of good work boots again—and some cold medicine, slipped into his jacket, and retrieved his ax. It was just after midnight. It had been a long day. He could crash in a truck stop tonight and find a ride in the morning.

He stepped outside into the wind, still blowing snow around. So much of it that even on a cloudy night like this the snow glowed enough for Matt to see very clearly. But when he turned back the way he had just come, from the hospital, everything changed. A red glow in the sky. Billowing smoke. The sirens were still echoes, but they were growing louder by the second.

The hospital was on fire.

Mr. Dark.

And then there was a dull thud, an explosion, and a fireball that bloomed high above the tree line.

He should’ve stayed. Damn it, he knew he should’ve stayed.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Matt was back at the hospital before the fire trucks. It was a terrible scene.

The patients that could walk were out in the snow, shivering in their thin hospital gowns. Some shared blankets and sheets as they watched the place burn, crying, shouting for help. Others—family members and EMTs and maintenance staff—were pushing some of the sicker patients out the doors in wheelchairs, on hospital beds, and in some cases just carrying them out in their arms or over their shoulders.

It was a nightmare. And there wasn’t a doctor or nurse in sight.

Matt raced from cluster to cluster, seeing everything from smoke-greased faces to minor burns to severe cases, the helpers covering nasty scorched skin with snow packs. He called out for Jimmy, Rhonda, hoping they had made it down. All around the grounds, hundreds of people, and he couldn’t find them. He asked one of the EMTs, “Where the hell are the doctors?”

“You’ve got me. I haven’t seen one since the smoke alarms. None of them even helped. Just went about their business. Nurses, too.”

“They’re still in there?”

“I sure as shit don’t see any out here!”

The ground beneath them had gone from snow-covered to mud in no time at all, the intensity of the fire blistering their skin. The patients kept moving back until they were scattered among the cars in the parking lot, some of the drivers trying to pack as many patients as possible into their vehicles. Others broke windows to help the patients most in need find a place to rest.

How many more were trapped inside the hospital? What was going on in there?

Matt looked for a way inside, someplace the fire hadn’t consumed yet. All the entrances he’d checked so far were either spitting flames or belching smoke, with still more people streaming out. From high above, people shouted from windows, high-pitched screams as the flames got to them. Matt’s anxiety ramped up. People were dying, and he couldn’t get to them. Why had he left? He should’ve stuck around drinking more bad coffee and watching know-nothing news reports until they let him in to see Jimmy and Rhonda.

He finally found a place to enter the hospital, one that wasn’t on fire. And that’s where he found the doctors and nurses, outside loading an ambulance with medical waste bags, the back of the van nearly filled as Matt stepped up and said, “Hey, are you guys okay? We need help out front. A lot of hurt people—”

A couple of them turned to him, including the nurse who had wanted him to fill out the form for Rhonda, and the doctor he had spoken to about taking blood samples.

Both of them were horribly disfigured.

What Matt took, for just a moment, to be nasty third-degree burns turned out to be something much worse. Their cracked, blackened lips sneered at him. More of them stepped out from the shadows, each and every one consumed by blistered, festering skin, sizzling out of existence, muscle and bone beneath them.

Who would’ve thought, especially with that Hippocratic oath, that the healers would make such easy pickings for Mr. Dark?

He took a step back. Counted. Fourteen of them. And there had to be more inside gathering more “waste,” which Matt was guessing to be any and all evidence of the virus.

Same as the EMTs who took those crates.

Mr. Dark didn’t want Matt to have it. Maybe he needed to learn more about this bioweapon…and its potential as a cure for the madness he spread…so he could stop it.

Three doctors and two nurses armed with scalpels and other medieval-looking surgical knives ran for him before he had time to get his ax out of the duffel bag.

Shit.

He flung the bag off his shoulder just as the first doctor stabbed at him. Ripped into the bag—goddamn thing cost him thirty bucks—but missed Matt.

The next slice came from a nurse, catching his sleeve and cutting open the back of his arm. It stung, but he’d live. Matt gritted his teeth and swung the bag hard, the ax knocking them both on their heads right before he ducked and rolled to avoid the doctor in the silk tie with the bone saw.

He was disoriented, on his way to his feet, when an intern in scrubs jumped on his back, held him in a choke hold. “Come get him! Rip him apart!”

The other docs and nurses gathered around. Matt fought to stay awake, the guy squeezing off the arteries in his neck. Nighty-night. That was all she wrote.

Until he caught a fleeting glimpse of Dr. Bone Saw picking up the duffel bag and ripping Matt’s ax from it. Woke Matt right the fuck up. The doc held it in two hands, took a couple of practice swings like it was a baseball bat, then raised the ax over his head.

Matt bent his knees and leapt, found the head of the ax on its downward arc, and kicked it to the side. His foot exploded with pain. Had to have broken a couple of bones doing that. The doctor went off balance onto the asphalt, and Matt felt the intern squeeze tighter and tighter.

But then a dull thud reverberated through Matt. He thought it was another explosion at first, before the intern dropped him. Matt turned to see his attacker fall, and behind him stood Jimmy with what was left of his bass guitar.

“Hey, Matt. I’m feeling better now.”

Matt pointed at the intern. “Keep hitting him!”

He ran to Dr. Bone Saw, who was up on all fours, and kicked him in the gut.

The doctor rolled over, hissed at Matt, and aimed the ax handle for Matt’s swelling foot. Pow! The pain was like an electrical current.

Matt stumbled and tried to catch himself.

The doctor kicked him, and they ended up with tangled legs. Matt twisted at the waist as the doctor swung again, and Matt caught the handle in his hands. It stung, but he held on, wrenching the ax sideways.

“Jimmy! I need a hand!”

Jimmy looked up. He was splattered with blood and goo from the intern—had bashed his face until it was totally flat—and was about to be tackled by the other demonic ER staffers.

He took a swipe with the bass and kept them at bay while more snuck up from behind. It was too late. They were on him before he could realize what was happening.

Matt pulled on the handle, harder now, telling Jimmy to run until he could get free. Matt and the doctor were almost face-to-face now, legs untangled as they wrestled. Matt pushed onto his back as Dr. Bone Saw tried choking him with the handle, pushing down, down.

Matt’s arms were about to give out. He threw his head forward with all he had, felt a bomb behind his eyes, and thought he saw fireworks. The pain rolled in like killer waves, but the doctor went slack, and Matt rolled over, kicked him off. He jumped up, ax already swinging, and brought it down through the doc’s neck.

“Jimmy!”

The answer was gurgled screaming. The demons had converged from all sides, a mass stabbing, like Jimmy was Julius Caesar instead of an unlucky kid in a shitty bar band. Each thrust angrier, more forceful, until Matt couldn’t see Jimmy behind the frenzy.

He lunged for the nurses, chopping through shoulder blades, elbows, Achilles tendons, cut the hands off doctors and residents, took a few more punctures from scalpels, but the adrenaline kept him on full speed, hacking and punishing until they were either dead, delimbed, or running away. They left Jimmy on the ground, lacquered in blood, a shivering mess of a man.

Matt fell to his knees, lifted the kid’s head. Hadn’t he just lost someone the same way? Hadn’t he cradled George only hours earlier? “Come on, Jimmy, just fight for your life, all right? I’ll get some bandages.”

Jimmy’s teeth chattered, and his breath was ragged. He shook his head and tried to speak, but the wounds on his throat showed Matt that his voice would only grow more faint. He had seconds left to live.

He told Matt, “Rhonda…still alive. Help.”

That was all.

Matt looked up toward the ER entrance. It was starting to fill with smoke. He saw a few more interns carrying medical waste bags, walking out the doors. Easy pickings.

Up and at ’em.
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Most of the ER was empty, except for a few patients who were either too far gone to get out alone or had been hacked to shreds by the staff. Matt had taken out the other possessed docs and nurses he found, only a handful, before going back to the beds. The smoke made him cough, but it wasn’t enough to be dangerous yet. Mr. Dark must’ve told them to take all of the viable samples and then leave the ER for last. Burn all traces of their activities. As if the people at P&K or the government hadn’t done a swell enough job already.

Matt limped from bed to bed, his foot still throbbing badly. In a few cases, he had to take a closer look beneath the gore in order to figure out if any of the patients was Rhonda. He found her husband that way, his throat cut so deep that his head was held on by only a thick slab of flesh. Someone had stuffed his mouth full of cotton balls.

He finally found her, almost comatose. They must have injected her with some heavy drugs, because Matt couldn’t make her wake up beyond a few blinks and murmurs. He had to get her out of here, and anyone else left breathing, if he could. He scooped Rhonda from the bed and went looking for a wheelchair.

Another couple of patients were there, awake but confused, and Matt told them he’d be back to help. The smoke was thicker now. He noticed that someone had piled some oxygen tanks in strategic spots around the ER, waiting for the right moment to light them up, Matt guessed.

He found a wheelchair and set down Rhonda carefully.

If he could make it back outside, put her in the half-filled ambulance, save the remaining patients, and then get out of here with the evidence, what a win. He could surely find someone to help him, right? Someone at P&K, even, once they knew what he had…

But how do you tell some scientists that they’d found a way to defeat an evil clown, and suggest that maybe they could, you know, just hand over a whole lot of the stuff?

The time for figuring out the details was later. Right now, he just needed to survive. He rolled Rhonda toward the ER doors, keeping an eye out.

From behind, the shouts of the patients he had to leave, and some other bashing noises, breaking glass, crashing machines. The fire alarms were so loud that they hurt Matt’s ears. On and on, making him dizzy.

Almost there. The doors slid open, and he was about to push Rhonda outside when the taillights on the ambulance flared and the tires squealed, burning rubber as it sped away.

Son of a bitch!

Everything. All the samples, gone. The patients, scattered. Notes? Files? Either in the back of that ambulance or burned to ash already.

All he had now was Rhonda.

Yes! Rhonda! The virus was still alive in her blood, wasn’t it?

He pushed her chair back inside, not willing to risk taking his eyes off her, not even for a minute.

Back into the belly of the ER, he pulled out every drawer he passed—five, ten, and then on twelve he found them. Sterile syringes. They weren’t that large, but he could do this, right? You didn’t have to be trained to suck up some blood.

He grabbed five of them and tried to shut out the noise and smoke as he leaned over Rhonda and stuck the thin needle into her forearm, pulling the stopper back until it was full of her blood.

Then again. She didn’t stir.

Then he switched arms for the third. This time, she flinched. Her eyes opened, and she said, “Matt?”

“It’s okay, it’s okay, just trust me.”

She pulled her arm back. “What are you doing?”

“I need some of your blood. Just a little. I’m almost done.” He pulled the stopper on the third syringe, but she flinched again and pulled back. It was barely half full. It was all he was getting. He capped it like he had the other two and then tossed the three vials in his pocket. Hoped they held the answers.

Rhonda looked around, her eyes growing wider, her hands lifting to cover her ears. “What’s happening? Where are my kids? What’s going on?”

She tried to stand, but Matt pushed her gently back into the chair. “I’m going to get you out of here. Trust me, okay? I think your kids are fine. We’ll find them.”

“What about Stan? Have you seen him? Where’s my husband?”

Not the time or the place. “I’m sure he’s out there waiting for you. But we’ve got to hurry.”

That’s when a handful of demons in scrubs burst through the opposite door, all of them carrying butane torches.

Rhonda said, “Look! There’s some help! Please, help us!”

Sometimes Matt forgot that he was usually the only person in the room who saw the bastards for what they really were. “Listen, you’re not going to understand this, but…”

He sprang from behind the chair and grabbed his ax, ran right for the demons just as one took the spark to his torch, lit it up, and threw it toward the pile of oxygen tanks.

Matt tried to reverse direction, but he slipped on the floor. He turned and shouted at Rhonda, “Get down! Get down!”

Boom.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

The blizzard had passed by morning, but the wind was still kicking up the snow, building dunes, hills, mountains of the stuff. The plows had pushed it to the sides of the road, another wall, leaving long, dangerous stretches of iced-over interstate in all directions. The news on the truck stop TV was still nonstop about the explosions at the hospital, almost certainly linked to arson, they were now saying, by some members of the hospital’s medical staff. It was a huge shock for the entire community. Some of the pillars of Fargo had died in that fire, the same ones who had set it. Anna Lynn had seen a lot of shocking things during her years on this earth, like Vietnam, Oklahoma City, hurricanes and floods, 9/11, and Obamacare, and she had spoken with many a trucker about all of these things in her thirty-six years as a waitress at this Flying J on the intersection of I-29 and I-94. But today, with the tragedy this close to home, everyone had been very quiet. Speechless, even.

The man with the ax had sat alone at a window seat since before sunrise, when a woman dropped him off. He’d bought a prepaid cell phone and a bottle of cough syrup before limping into the café and taking a seat. Anna Lynn took his order—a double stack of pancakes and as much coffee as she could bring—and asked where he was headed. He didn’t look in too hot. Scratches all over his face and ears, a busted lip, battered nose, and a bruised, swollen cheek. She couldn’t be sure, but he might have been missing a tooth. He had pulled his cap down low and had the collar on his filthy jacket turned high. Both of his hands were bandaged, soaked through with blood.

He smelled terrible.

And yet there was still something about him that got to her. The poor guy’d had himself one shitter of a night, it seemed.

He smiled. “Car crash. It was all I had. Now I just need a ride home.”

“Where’s home?”

“For the next little while, probably the Twin Cities. Again. I like it there.”

Anna Lynn shook her head. “If you’re looking for a ride here, you’re probably in for a long wait. At least ’til late afternoon, since the same storm that got us is just now down thataway.”

He sniffed. “It’s okay. I can pay for the coffee all day, if that’s—”

She waved him off. “Might as well be free, how much we make of it. As long as you don’t cause any trouble with that ax of yours, stay as long as you like.”

He nodded toward the ax. “Trust me, I just use it for work.”

Anna Lynn smirked at him, raised an eyebrow, and asked him if he’d heard about the hospital explosion.

“Sorry, no. That sounds terrible.”

She left it alone, went over to the service window, and put in his order. There were only five other people there that time of day, and her shift ended in two more hours. She was dying to talk to somebody about this, but that guy, he wasn’t the guy. She wiped the counter and watched as he ripped the phone out of its cardboard and plastic container, then pulled a wet-looking business card from his pocket, cringing as if his whole body hurt to do so. He put the phone on top of the card, and then…sipped coffee and stared out the window.

One shitter of a night indeed.
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Matt liked the old-lady waitress, so much like all those others he had met out on the road at greasy spoons and truck stops. On any other day he would have loved to have talked about the news, the weather, her grandkids. He might have even warned her to be careful of the fat dickhead telling the dirty jokes and playing the pinball machine, since he was as rotten as any of the doctors Matt had fought last night. But he would deal with that one later, once he got some strength back.

She brought him his pancakes, then told him her shift was over. The fat guy? Believe it or not, it was her ex-son-in-law. Still “family,” so…

Matt sighed and said, “You trust him?”

A sad smile. “Let’s just say it takes a lot of energy to look the other way.”

He excused himself from the table and walked gingerly over to the guy as he nearly tilted the machine and screamed “Mother-fucker!” after nearly every ding.

Matt put his hand on the guy’s shoulder. Got himself an evil look, like that was just what Mr. Fat Festering Demon Shit-for-Brains wanted most to start his day—a good ol’ fashioned brawl.

But Matt stared him in the eye, said, “I know what you want to do.”

The asshole was about to toss back a Fuck you or Fuck you, pussy, or Who the fuck do you fucking fuck fuck think fuck you fucking piece of fuck, and so on, but he couldn’t break the staring contest. He was mesmerized. Sores on his chin, one of his ears, an entire eyeball, but he didn’t spit back.

Matt brought his other hand out of his jacket pocket. His fingers were smeared red. Shakily, he lifted those fingers to the man’s face.

“What the hell, is that blood? Get that away from me! Jesus, you’re a nut—”

But he couldn’t keep going. Matt grabbed him by the throat with that red-smeared hand, his thumb resting on top of the chin sore.

Then he gave the guy a little pat on the cheek, just enough to leave a handprint of blood. Before he stepped away, he could already see the sores retreating, covered over by waxy new skin. The guy went quiet, too. Stood there at the pinball machine not playing, not doing anything.

Matt hobbled back to his table and the waitress, who stood there, pale, her lips parted but with nothing to say. “Okay, one more cup of coffee, and then I think you’re good to go.”
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He didn’t remember much about what happened after the second explosion. He’d awakened with someone compressing his chest. Then, “He’s alive, thank God, he’s alive.” Then, looking around, it was definitely a doctor saving his life, but not an evil one. He found Rhonda nearby, in shock but alive. Matt let out a deep breath and then sat up so he could cough a lung into his mouth.

Firefighters were everywhere. He was in the parking lot, way at the back. Even that far away he could feel the heat from the fire. One of the firemen said he was still holding his ax when they found him. “An old one, like my grandpa used to have.”

Exactly. And it always seemed to find its way back to him.

After the crowd had subsided some as the firemen got to work and showed them all that the worst was over, Matt thought about approaching Rhonda, finding out all he could about what had happened to her and Jimmy at the rest area. How had they succumbed to the virus after fighting it off so well earlier? And also, could he ask her for more blood?

Apparently, the explosion had knocked him down so hard that the plastic vials broke in two and caused the blood to soak into his jacket. So if he wanted a chance to take the fight to Mr. Dark, he would need to convince her that it was in her best interest… Well, it was, right? Who knew when this thing would bloom again?

But after watching her for a good five minutes, considering what to say, he saw her finally reunited with her kids. Both of them were back to normal. She stood and pulled them both into a monster of a hug, crying. She didn’t want to let go. So Matt decided it was time to leave.

He slipped away when no one was looking, went into the nearest bar, and found a lonely woman willing to give him a ride to the truck stop.

Now, later in the morning, after the waitress had left with her formerly pus-dripping ex-son-in-law, he picked up the cell phone and called the number on the front of the P&K card. He hoped that Mr. Icarus would be in, but if not, he would gladly talk to someone in HR about a job. But he didn’t get that far. A robo-voice told him the number had been disconnected.

He flipped the card to the back, the handwritten “trouble” number, and dialed that.

Disconnected.

He tried again, thought he might have gotten it wrong.

This time it wasn’t even a “disconnected” voice. Just a low thrumming noise. No one even picked up.

Matt closed his eyes.

He called information and asked for Pavlov & Kirk’s number. It seemed to take longer than usual for the operator to come back and say, “I’m sorry, but that’s no longer in service.”

“As of when?”

“I’m sorry, sir, but I only know that it’s no longer in service.”

Then she hung up. Not even a Can I help you with anything else? Nope. She hung up. And then, even though he was supposed to have at least five hundred minutes left on the phone, it went dead.

Plus his coffee had gone cold.

It was time to leave.
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Salvatore said that his company didn’t allow hitchhikers, of course. But then again, Salvatore would’ve never gotten this job if he hadn’t been picked up by so many truckers when he was new to the country, right? So he was more than happy for the company as they cruised down I-94 toward the Twin Cities, about a five-hour trip from Fargo in good weather. In this? Six or seven hours. They had to drive under the speed limit, and Matt could feel why, as the semi often seem to lose control just a little as it trundled along the interstate.

At some point, he was pretty sure it was when Salvatore was talking about how he had learned to invest his money via online brokerages—you know, “that one with the talking baby?”—Matt fell dead asleep.

Salvatore punched Matt in the shoulder, causing his passenger to wake with a shout, ready to fight. But Salvatore was too busy staring out his window to notice.

“Hey, man, you sure you want me to drop you here?”

Matt leaned forward, looked around the driver. Across the street, exactly where the card had told him Pavlov & Kirk’s offices should be, there was nothing except the smoking fragments of what must have once been a building and a big hole in the ground.

Just like the night before, there were lots of fire trucks. Lots of cops.

And, well, this was a new twist—military vehicles. Jeeps, Humvees, cargo trucks. Lots of men in gas masks and fatigues, carrying M-16s, forming a wall of soldiers around the perimeter.

“This is the place, right? This is the one you told me.”

Matt scoped it out a little while longer, Salvatore now staring at him, fingers thumping the steering wheel impatiently.

Holy shit.

Someone had wiped the whole company off the face of the Earth.

All Matt had now was his bloodstained jacket, a new name to chase down with this Icarus guy, and a wild-assed story he couldn’t prove.

But the virus?

Gone.

All those crates, all the samples, all the evidence.

Destroyed.

Jesus, that fucking clown Mr. Dark had been a step ahead of Matt the whole time, except for that one glorious moment when he realized that the virus protected people from his touch. That look on his face, that was all Matt needed to keep pushing forward, even on days like this, when he was sick, wounded, and pretty sure he lost last night’s battle, no matter how many people he had saved.

Even so, there was comfort in knowing that Mr. Dark himself could be stopped and that the answer might still be waiting to be found someday in the people who survived the freezing hell on the highway.

Assuming Mr. Dark or his minions didn’t get them all first.

Salvatore said, “Man? I’ve got to make this delivery. You getting out?”

Matt sat back. “Sorry. Must’ve been given the wrong address. If it’s okay, let me hang out with you a little longer.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah.” He closed his eyes.

“But where will you go now?”

Matt yawned. “Surprise me.”

Salvatore put the truck in gear, and they kept on rolling.
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