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He did it.


Heather Palmer
unzipped the tent.  Cocooned in her
sleeping bag, Amber stirred but did not wake, settling easily back into the
kind of sleep enjoyed only by exhausted teenagers.  Heather froze until the girl resumed the rhythmic
breathing of slumber.  Only when she felt
confident that her popping joints wouldn’t wake her daughter did she continue
into the night.


Although daytime
temperatures had lingered in the sixties all week, by night the forest grew
chilly.  Hands shoved in the pockets of
her coat, Heather shuffled over and lowered herself into one of the two chairs
stationed beside the remains of the night’s fire.  They had cleared the space earlier but
already a blanket of dead foliage covered the campsite.  Leaves sprinkled down around her with each
sigh of the weakening autumn as it wound through stands of black oak and white
ash, red maple and yellowwood.


He said he’d do it and this time he did.


No, she told herself.  He
didn’t.


Despite the
coat’s protection, she shivered.  She
should have taken his pistol, she realized, and then she wouldn’t even have to
think these things.  She should have
thrown it in the truck with the rest of the camping gear.  Mike was a lot safer with that thing out of
the house.  He still could have slashed
his wrists or hung himself, but that would have hurt and after all his bluster, Mike was a big baby.  He required 24-hour skilled nursing care when
he came down with the flu.  Guys like
that couldn’t hang themselves.


But they could blow their heads off.  This worried Heather a great deal, because
things were different now.  Not just the
move from Norfolk
to Deep Creek—she’d moved with him, and moved farther, before this.  And not just Amber turning eighteen,
either.  Now…


Now I don’t need him anymore.


Right.  The one good thing about turning forty—the
solitary shimmer of light and hope and optimism there among the collapse of her
chest and ass, the expansion of her midsection and the early-stage
leatherization of her skin—was that her grandmother’s trust paid out.  And while it hadn’t made her a millionaire,
it did provide sustainable
freedom.  It meant she could buy a house,
go to school and keep it all going for a few years while she figured out what
to do with the rest of her life.  A life
which, if she so chose, didn’t have to include Mike.  


The balance of
power had shifted.  And he knew
that.  So all bets were off.


A branch snapped
in the distance and splashed into the leaves covering the forest floor.  Heather jerked with a jolt of adrenaline.  Her head snapped up and she scanned the woods
for any sign of movement.  She would have
liked to have Mike’s pistol for another reason; she and Amber were all alone,
miles from the nearest police station, farther still from the nearest
hospital.  While she had enjoyed this
one-on-one time with Amber, she had remained conscious of their position the
entire time: two women alone in the woods, unarmed.


Tomorrow, she thought.


Things would be
better when they got back home. And not just the toilets and showers and
electricity; Mike would have cooled off, calmed down.  They could talk about things, maybe with the
assistance of a counselor this time.  And
while the balance of power tilted now a little more in her favor, that didn’t
necessarily mean the end.  Even if she
had told him to get the hell out. 
Honestly, they probably needed this—a big fight where everybody spoke
their minds—in order to move forward. 
Together.


And maybe she’d
find his body sprawled on the floor in their bedroom.


The wind blew then,
disturbing the ground covering of dead leaves and rattling the survivors still
clinging to half-naked branches.  It
spoke of the winter to come, a cold and cruel season of death and reduction
that culled the weak from every species. 
North Carolina
winters could be short and mild, but they killed anyway.  Cold air from Canada swooped in like an invading
army with days that besieged the psyche until it understood that summer, spring
and autumn were dreams.  Until it
confessed that this—mornings of frozen breath and stinging skin, trees raising
their barren branches in silent surrender to the gray skies that pelted them
with freezing rain, overwhelming sadness at the eventual death of the preceding
year and the stillbirth of the next—was reality.


Because leaves
always fell.  Eventually, everything
died.


“Are you still
there?”  she whispered.  “Or did you do it?  Did you show me this time?”


The dead foliage
gave no answer.  Feeling more alone than
ever, she allowed herself to cry quietly, but only for a short while.  When she felt her legs capable of supporting
her weight, she rose from the chair and retreated into the tent.


Tomorrow, she told herself.  Everything
will feel better tomorrow.  Everything’s
going to be okay.
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This is how he makes you put up with this
shit again and again.  He preys on your
concern.


In the single
southbound lane of Highway 49, Heather gripped the steering wheel and willed
her lips still.  She did that
sometimes—moving her lips when she talked to herself, whispering the lines of
whatever internal monologue had seized her brain at that particular
moment.  Unlike smoking, which she’d
given up the moment she discovered she was pregnant with Amber, she couldn’t
kick this particular habit.  No matter
how hard she tried.


“What are you talking
to yourself about?”


Amber’s voice
startled her so much that she nearly launched herself into the sagging
headliner of her old Dodge Durango.  Immediately, her face reddened.


“Nothing.”


Laughing with
Amber as they packed the Durango
that morning, she had remembered how she’d been thinking the night before and
felt silly.  Of course he’s not dead, she chided herself.  You
halfwit.  A person’s fears added up
much higher in the depths of the night, especially a cold night in the
woods.  Reality had a tendency to bend in
the dark; a person’s understanding of the possible and impossible fluctuated
with the condition of her environment. 
And just a few days before Halloween, at that.  Fertile ground for the growth of an
overactive imagination.  


Lions and tigers and bears and husbands
committing suicide, oh my!


Right.  There was no Wizard of Oz, and Heather was
too chubby and old to be Dorothy.  Mike
would be there when she got home.  Lying
on the couch, probably watching ESPN or sleeping.  He would have repaired the hole in the wall,
but he would have left a pile of dirty dishes in the sink because everything
would be normal again and things couldn’t be normal again if Mike didn’t leave
her some dishes.  Maybe Clyde,
the old loser he’d met down at the American Legion, would be passed out on the
floor.  She could kick him in the
ribs.  He could ogle her backside on the
way out.


Normal.


“You have a
signal?”  she asked.


Amber looked down
at her mobile phone and unlocked the screen. 
“Nope.”


“Try mine.”


She did.  “Yours is dead, too.”


“Nice,” she
muttered.


She willed the
Mike-thoughts away by concentrating on her surroundings.  Highway 49’s two lanes wound like a fat black
snake past the churned-up remains of the corn and tobacco harvest, the wire-enclosed
cow and horse pastures.  The occasional
white frame house supervised collections of corrugated tin outbuildings
standing beneath a cloudless sky. 
Ancient curing sheds and barns listed to the left and right in various
states of disrepair.  In those spots
where three centuries of settlement had yet to claim nature for itself, leaves
on great trees blazed with the vivid colors of autumn, golds and yellows,
bronzes and browns, coppers and reds so rich it struck her as impossible that
they could ever fall.


“I don’t want you
to use the money for me,” Amber said.


Heather
blinked.  “What?”


“Grandma’s
money.  I don’t want it.  I can take loans for school, and I have my
whole life to work.  You guys are old.  Use it for yourselves.  That’s what you were fighting about,
right?  The money?”


Heather looked
over at her.  The girl sat with her hands
folded around her smartphone, her head resting against the passenger
window.  She looked back at Heather with
a pair of deep brown eyes set in a face that Heather’s own genes could not
explain.  Very little of Heather had
translated into Amber’s appearance; whereas Heather’s face was broad and plain,
Amber enjoyed the delicate bone structure of a model or a particularly
beautiful movie star.  Amber was slender
where Heather was thick, curvy where she was straight.  Only her coloration—brown eyes, brown hair,
pale skin—and a slight roundness of the face suggested a familial relation.


“We fight about a
lot of things,” Heather said.  “But using
the money for you isn’t one of them.”


“Bull.  I heard you guys.”


“What?”


“The whole
neighborhood heard you.”  Amber rolled
her eyes and collapsed even further into her seat.  “Okay, so he wants a new truck.  Get him the truck, it’s no big deal.  I can take loans.  Seriously, Mom, I don’t care.  Just get him a truck, tell him to shut up and
you guys can use the rest to go on vacation or something.”


“Do you have any
idea how much a four-year college actually costs?”


“A lot.  But I
don’t care.  It’s me, it’s my life,
I’ll take care of it.  You want to buy me
something?  Pull into this gas station
right here and get me a Diet Coke.”


Up ahead, a red
and yellow Shell sign announced the presence of the gas station and convenience
store where they’d stopped to buy the raw material for s’mores on their way
out.  Heather lifted her foot from the
accelerator and transferred it to the brake pedal.  The Durango
rolled to a stop at the nearest set of pumps. 
Heather withdrew a five dollar bill from her purse and handed it to
Amber.  “Get me one, too,” she said.  “And some gum.”


“Got it.  Can we listen to something other than old
people music the rest of the way?”


“Sure.”


Amber smiled at
her as she turned and started towards the store.  Heather sighed before reaching forward and
turning off the Police CD that had played ever since they left this
morning.  Her old people music.  Shaking
her head, she pressed the first stereo preset button to tune in the Top 40
station Amber liked so much.  Hearing
only dead air, she switched to the next station in the lineup, then the next,
then the next.  


All dead.


“Mom?”


She looked
up.  Amber approached the truck, arms
folded tightly across her chest.  The
pinched mask of worry that had replaced her face chased away Heather’s concerns
over another of her truck’s manifold electrical problems.


“Something’s wrong
in there,” Amber said.  “I think you need
to see it.”



 

Despite the
gathering of cars outside, the store was deserted.  A candy display lay overturned on the dirty
floor, chocolate bars and fruit chews and bubble gum splattered about the point
of impact like the guts of a giant piñata. 
A magazine rack stood partially ripped away from the register
counter.  Several feet away, a junta of
mummified hot dogs witnessed everything from a motionless rotisserie.


She pushed several
issues of Sports Illustrated and Maxim out of her way with her leading
foot as she stepped inside.  “Hey!”  she called. 
“Anybody here?”


“There’s nobody,”
Amber said behind her.


Heather listened,
hoping for a voice from the stockroom, but she heard only her own pulse.  Warning lights blazed in her head, but these
failed to disturb the silence.  No
background music, no shuffling feet, no humming drink coolers.  Just her pulse, quickening now, and her
breath rising to match it.


She tiptoed around
the cash register—it seemed appropriate somehow to stay quiet—and checked the
aisles.  Nothing.  On the other side of the store, the drink
coolers held mute crowds of sodas, beer and cheap wines.  Her eyes slid across to the milk shelf, where
four columns of plastic jugs stretched into the darkness behind them.  Sickly white curds floated atop a yellowish
liquid inside each one.  The power had
evidently gone out long ago.


Why is it out?  And why haven’t they cut it back on?


She felt like she
had stumbled onto a movie set.  She could
almost hear the director with his bullhorn. 
Okay, you’re going to poke around
in the store for a while, then run outside and scream your head off while the
camera zooms out and the audience suddenly learns this whole episode took place
inside a snow globe. 


She could handle
the screaming part just fine.  Oh,
yeah.  She’d win a freaking Oscar.


On the counter by
the cash register, amidst scattered tins of chewing tobacco and little bottles
of Ginseng X-treme Energy Booster (For Drivers On The GO!), lay the receiver of
a land-line telephone.  She stepped
behind the register, picked it up, and pushed several buttons on the dialer
mounted beneath the counter.  She had so
expected it to be dead that she barely blinked when it gave no dial tone.


Amber watched,
lips pursed.


Heather set down
the phone and looked around her feet. 
Whatever commotion had occurred in front of the counter had also
occurred behind it.  A plastic basket of
pens, rubber bands and matchbooks had overturned and lay scattered about the
floor of the raised cashier’s platform next to a display of Halloween candy,
also overturned.  Rolls of pricing
stickers and receipt paper had fallen off the shelves beneath the counter and
joined the other sundries in the mess. 
She pivoted to survey the rest of the store from this higher vantage
point and her foot struck something hard and heavy that scraped on the dirty
industrial tile. 


A sawed-off
shotgun.


It was a double
barrel, broken open in the middle of what Heather’s gut told her was an attempt
to reload.  Long-buried training she had
received as a Navy military policewoman twenty years ago helped her resist the
urge to pick it up and examine it more closely. 
She knelt beside the shotgun and bent until she could see the brass
heads of the shell casings.


Firing pin strikes
on the primers.  Someone had used it.


“What
happened?”  Amber asked.


“Nothing good.”


She laid the gun
on the counter without closing it.  Right
in front of her, a display of Frito-Lay products stood undisturbed by the two
loads of buckshot that the clerk had apparently emptied into somebody who had
subsequently made it out of here without leaving his innards all over the
floor.


Heather raised her
eyes and looked at the scene beyond the plate glass window covering the
storefront.  In front of her Durango, a late model
Chevrolet Suburban sat waiting for its owner. 
A Ford pickup truck with one flat tire and a faded For Sale sign in the
windshield rested in one of the parking spaces slotted along the front of the
convenience store, with two other vehicles that probably belonged to other
customers parked in the others.  There
should have been a half-dozen people in here, counting the clerk.  


“This is weird,”
Amber said.


“Yeah,” Heather
replied.  Her voice came out a register
higher than normal thanks to the muscles in her chest, which had begun to
tighten like the ones in her shoulders. 
“Where do you think the owners of those cars went?”


“Color me
clueless.  Maybe it’s the rapture.  We should have gone to church more.”


Heather took a
deep breath and scanned the store.  Her
eyes lit upon a pair of doors set into the wall beside the drink coolers.  A sign centered over the top of the frames
proclaimed these as RESTROOMS.  


“I’m going to check
the bathrooms.”


She stepped down
from the register platform and approached the doors.  She stood before the one marked WOMEN for a
moment, then retreated back into an aisle and returned with a roll of paper
towels.  She tore open the plastic,
ripped off several sheets and wrapped them around the doorknob.  But before she could twist it, her hand
stopped on its own.


Something on the
other side of the door moved.


She pulled back,
blinking and staring at the door.  The sun
streaming through the plate glass warmed her neck almost to the burning
point.  She stopped breathing as her ears
pricked for a repetition of that sound.


Her head suddenly
swam with the vision of a pile of dead men and women staring sightlessly at the
ceiling.  Their lips spoke no words, but
their mottled faces betrayed the disease that had driven them into the
bathroom.  They had fallen to a bug that
had existed on its own in some dark corner of Africa
or the Amazon for hundreds of years before a human picked it up and brought it
home.  They had died with blood streaming
from their noses and ears and eyes as their throats swelled shut and choked
them to death from the inside.  They
would stink, but no flies would buzz about their bodies; the very air would be
pure poison.


 “What is it?” 
Amber asked.  


“I don’t know,”
Heather said.  To the door, she called
out, “Hello?  Is anyone in there?  Are you injured?”


Nothing.  


Her nerves, coiled
like tightly wound springs, felt ready to pop.


“On second
thought,” she said, stepping away from the door, “let’s leave these be.”


Heather swept the
store again with her eyes.  The sun
blazing through the glass made it warm in here even though the air outside bore
a seasonable October chill.  Beyond the
abandoned Suburban lay the road.  Past
that, a long row of double-stacked mailboxes perched beside the start of a
dirty road announced the presence of a trailer park behind the trees.  A big trailer park, judging from the number
of mailboxes.  Beside the gas station, a
livestock fence marked the border with a vast open field of grass and dozens of
wandering cattle.


But no people.


She thought now of
the silence in the morning sky as they had packed the truck, the stillness
there as they hiked the woods one last time before leaving.  The old man who owned the land hadn’t come to
the door when she’d knocked to thank him for letting them camp there, but she
had assumed then that he just hadn’t been home.


“Can you remember
seeing any other cars on the road this morning?”  she asked Amber.  “When was the last time we saw another car or
person?”


Amber looked away
as she thought it over, then swallowed. 
“Right before we set up camp. 
When you stopped to tell that old dude we were there.”


Oh my God.


A nucleus of dread
pulsed now in Heather’s center, emitting nothing but rivers of cold blood.  It sucked the light from the atmosphere
around her and dimmed the sun.  Something
had happened here, something bad, but it had happened elsewhere, too, and
probably everywhere.  Because this store,
she felt, had been deserted for days. 
And no one from the trailer park next door had come over to loot it.


“We need to get
out of here,” Heather said, taking Amber’s hand and pulling her towards the
door.  “Now.”

















 

3.



 

“How about now?”


Amber shook her phone.  She waved it from side to side, searching for
the signal that had eluded them since the Shell station.  “Still nothing.”


“Take it off of
airplane mode.”


“It’s not on airplane mode, Mom, I just don’t have
any bars.”


The state of
abandonment in the Shell station extended to the south on Highway 49.  On either side of the Durango, the empty fields and tobacco sheds
gave way to houses that grew closer together as they crossed into the Deep
Creek city limits and 49 became Burlington Road.  Plenty of cars, none of them in motion.  No one raking leaves, no one walking around
with leaf blowers.  She shivered as a new
housing development flashed by on the left just before the high school.  The General Electric plant approached on the
right and fell behind them.


She glanced in the
rearview mirror.  The employee parking
lot at GE teemed with cars.  From the
outside, it looked for all the world like business as usual.  As long as she ignored the complete absence
of traffic on the outer edges of Deep Creek and the dead air on her radio, she
could pretend all of this was normal. 


Please let him be okay, she silently
prayed.  She had ignored God for most of
her adult life, but He now felt medievally close.  Dunked in the water, washed
in the blood, she prayed.  Please let Mike be okay.  I know I said some really mean stuff the
other day and I know I thought even
meaner stuff but I didn’t mean any of it and all I want in this world is to see
him again so PLEASE LET HIM BE OKAY


“What?”  Amber asked.


“I didn’t say
anything.”


“Yes, you
did.  Your lips are moving.”


Heather swallowed.


“I’m praying,” she
said.


She swung off
Burlington Road onto Third Street.  The
outer business district retreated before a neighborhood of grand old Craftsman homes
with rambling porches and long roofs that gave no indication of what had
happened here.  She slowed to a crawl for
a better look.  She searched for anything
out of place—bodies, burned cars, damaged homes, anything to erase this giant
question mark.


Beside her, Amber
drew a ragged breath as her eyes filled with tears.  “Should we stop?”  she asked. 
“Knock on a door or something, see if anybody’s home?  I mean, maybe something did happen, but
there’s no way they can all be gone,
right?  Mom?”


Heather wasn’t
listening.  Outside her window, the
two-story homes lining Third Street stared back at her.  These houses were older than the others
farther out, their construction predating the time when cost efficiency
demanded that each home be a carbon copy of its neighbor.  The trees had grown here, and now they
reached above the rooflines with branches from which they drizzled golden
leaves upon neat and well-manicured lawns. 
The grass had grown nearly invisible with no one to rake the
leaves.  They covered the grass and the
sidewalk and danced now in the street to the music of a light autumn breeze and
the choir of desertion.


Just then,
something else about the houses caught Heather’s eye.  She slowed, and then stopped completely.


Along both sides
of Third Street, front doors stood open to the leafy yards.  Some stood open all the way, some not so
much.  But they all stood open.  And on the front door of the home nearest
where she’d stopped, someone had painted a cross in black spray paint.


It was a man-size
cross, the stipes extending from top to bottom and the patibulum spanning the
width of the door.  The artist had
evidently worked in haste, with little care to the symmetry of his creation; he
hadn’t painted the cross on his door as much as slashed it there with the brush
or spray can.  This haphazard appearance
lent it a panicked quality that Heather felt crawling in the pit of her
stomach.


There were others
just like it up and down the street. 
Although she couldn’t see every door from her vantage point in the Durango’s driver’s seat,
she felt certain that most, if not all, of the houses bore similar
crosses.  Signals, perhaps, from the
inhabitants or the government that the same danger that had struck their
neighbors had also struck them and that those approaching the door should stop
lest they also fall victim to it.


But why a
Christian cross?


Heather
shuddered.  On the other side of the
glass, dead leaves scraped along the street and hissed on the inundated
sidewalks and lawns.  Millions, billions
of dead leaves along this street and a hundred thousand others, all lined with
houses that stood staring at the remains of the world through empty glass eyes.


“Do you think
Daddy’s okay?”  Amber asked.


Heather took her
foot off the brake and the truck began rolling forward again.  “Let’s go home,” she said.  



 

It had been a
stupid fight, in hindsight.  Not that
they argued like a pair of rocket scientists on the best of days—an element of
the ridiculous usually found its way into all their conflicts, ensuring that no
matter how it started or turned out, she could postgame herself into
embarrassment over at least some aspect of it. 
In this case, she took something relatively minor and ensured that it
grew.  And while the Asshole Award
ultimately went to Mike in this one, she’d done her part.  Yes, she had.


He’d found the
bank statement—a  bank statement, actually, because she’d split
the money into three different accounts for FDIC purposes pending a decision on
exactly what to do with the almost four hundred thousand dollars that the trust
had paid.  The statements were supposed
to go to her post office box. 
Apparently, she’d had something on her mind at the time she funded the
third account, because the first statement for that one came straight to the
house. 


“A hundred and
fifty grand,” he remarked when she came home from the store on Wednesday, the
day before the camping trip.  She found
him sitting in the kitchen in his jeans and Navy sweatshirt, the envelope open
on the table before him beside a plate of peanut butter toast.  Although his hard and handsome features had
softened with the addition of post-retirement fat, he still wore his blond hair
militarily short.  He ran his hands over
the freshly-cut stubble.  “Wow.”


She concealed a
flash of irritation behind the grocery bags in her arms.  She set them on the counter and began placing
the cold items in the refrigerator.  She
kept her back to him as she said, “That’s part of my grandma’s trust.  You’ve known about that.”


“I know.  I’m just saying.”


“You’re just
saying what?”


“It’s a lot of
money.”


“It is.”  Her back tensed, as if it ran off the same
wire as the rock-solid muscles in her jaw. 
“And?”


He didn’t reply
right away.  She felt him back there,
staring at her.  Thinking,
analyzing.  Wondering.


Go ahead, she thought. 
Bring it on. Because there’s an and in there somewhere, right?  
Always is.


“And nothing,” he
said at last.  “I was just thinking.”


“Thinking what?”


“I don’t
know.  I was just thinking maybe we could
take a little bit of this and put it down on a truck.  Trade the Ford in, put something down,
finance the rest.  Get something a little
newer.”


“What’s wrong with
the Ford?”


“It has two
hundred thousand miles on it.”


Cold items in the
refrigerator.  Boxed items in the cabinet
above the coffee machine.  Canned goods
in the pantry.  Everything in its
place.  “The Durango isn’t far behind
it.”


“Okay, let me say
it another way; my truck has two hundred thousand miles on it and I just spent
the last two decades risking my life for my country and this family.  That’s what’s wrong with it.  Twenty years, not one new vehicle.  I don’t think I’m asking for much.  I mean, Jesus, Heather, unclench.  I think if I stuck a lump of coal up your ass
right now, you’d make a damn diamond.”


Her jaw tightened
so much her teeth hurt.  Red, angry pain
enveloped her cheeks and spread upwards into the rest of her skull.  Her temples throbbed.


Careful.


But she couldn’t
be careful.  Not today, not about
this.  Daylight still burned in the sky
over the houses beyond her window, but this was the middle of the night again
and this was just another instance of him waking her up and turning her
whichever way he wanted.  Doing whatever he wanted, like he always
did.  Not asking, oh no, because asking
implied some level of give-a-shit about her feelings in the matter and when
Mike wanted something, she was going to give it to him.


“You’re not
sticking anything up my ass,” she
said.  She spoke with her hands on the
counter, back to Mike.  Her jaw barely
moved.  “And we’re not going to just plow
into this and blow it all on a truck when there’s absolutely nothing wrong with
the one you’ve got.  That money is for
Amber’s college.  Her grad school, if she
goes.  And after that, just her.”


So that she can be independent.  So that she can support herself and never
have to rely on another person ever.


“Right.  You’re going to spend four hundred grand on
her schooling.  For our girl that’s frankly getting her ass
kicked by community college right now.  I
think you’ll have just a leeetle bit left over, sugarpie.”


Now she
turned.  She felt the poison in her eyes,
felt her brain and her mouth running free. 
Thinking of nothing.  


That was never
good.


“You know what,
Mike?  Kiss my ass.”


He blinked at
her.  His eyebrows rose.


“How dare you say
the first thing about what I want to
do with my grandmother’s money?  I don’t think you really want a truck, you
just want to see me spend this on something for you because you want to
control this just like you want to control everything
else!”


He snorted
derisively.  “Whatever.  You’re not going to spend a dime of that on
Amber.  I know what that money’s for.  Oh, yeah.”


“Do you, now?”


“You’re going to
leave me.  You’ve been waiting on this
shit for years.  Sitting on your ass
while I bust mine, and now that you finally got your mitts on your granny’s
dough, it’s bye-bye Mike, smell you later!”


“That is so not true!”  she hissed.


“Bullshit! 
The minute that check came in, you changed.  Right away. 
At first, I was like, goddamn, where’d all that mouth come from?  Then I was like goddamn, Heather’s sure got
the bitch in her all of a sudden, I wonder what’s going on.”  


He smiled, but his
eyes didn’t follow his lips.  This wasn’t
a happy smile.  This was a Mike smile, a
smartass, oh-I-see-it-now smile.


“But then I
figured it out.  You know, you’re right,
I don’t actually want a new truck.  I
don’t give a rat’s ass about a new truck any more than you give a rat’s ass about how I feel about anything.  I just wanted to see if you’d share.  Or if you had plans.  And you do.”


She stared at him.


He stared
back.  “Where’s your phone?”  he asked.


“What do you want
with my phone?”


“I want to see
it.  I want to see what you say to him.”


“To who?”  she asked.


“To the man you’re
obviously stepping out on me with.  Is it
in your purse?  Get it out and unlock
it.”


She crossed her
arms over her chest and glared at him. 
The phone was indeed in her purse and it would have been a simple thing,
such a simple thing, to pull it out, put in the passcode and show him.  Show him there was no other man, there were
no other people, not even friends, because she had nothing, no one other than
him.  The world’s most pitiful contacts
list—she had houseplants with more Facebook friends.  Show him, then call him an asshole for even suggesting she was capable of something
like that.  It would have been easy.


And she could have
done it.  Just not that day.


“I’m not letting
you search my phone.”


“Why?  Don’t want me to see you telling him how
you’re going to suck his eyeballs out through his dick?”


“He doesn’t like
blowjobs!”


Bad, bad
joke.  Wrong thing to say.  Wrong, wrong, wrong thing to say.  Before
she could speak another word, he leapt from the chair.  She retreated until her buttocks pressed
against the edge of the counter and she could retreat no farther.  Their noses almost touched as he breathed on
her face and she smelled the beer he’d consumed while raking leaves
earlier.  He was only five-ten, but at
this distance the six inches difference between them made her feel as if she
stood in the shadows of a skyscraper.  A
tall, angry skyscraper which,
considering how quickly this had escalated, had maybe sucked down more than
just one little beer.


“You think that’s
funny?  Saying that to me?”


“No!  Calm down, Mike!  Jesus, if I was cheating on you do you think
I’d leave the evidence on my phone?  Or
say something like that?”


Without taking his
eyes off hers, he reached behind her into her purse and pulled out the
phone.  He removed one of her hands from
the edge of the counter and pressed the phone into it.  


“Unlock it,” he
said.  “Unlock it and show me.”


Unlock it and show him.  Or this could get really bad.


“No,” she said.


Something dark and
crazy flashed in his eyes, and her body tensed for the impact sure to come.  But he didn’t hit her.  Instead, he snatched the phone back and laid
it on the counter.  Then he made a fist
and drove it into the cabinet beside her head. 
He did it again.  And again.


She flinched with
each punch.


That could have been your face.


He drew back to
punch the cabinet again.  She moved
sideways and realized then that he’d punched straight through the thin
wood.  He reached forward and swept her
purse, the sugar bowl and the toaster off the counter with one angry
thrust.  Blood from his right hand
smeared across the laminate top in a sticky arc.  The sugar bowl struck the floor and
shattered.  She flinched again.


“Mike, stop!”


But oh, no.  He wasn’t going to stop.  No sir, no ma’am, that was a big fat
negative, because she’d wound up a funnel cloud, a human tornado, and no
tornado could ever be happy until it tore through at least one trailer park and
fucked up a whole lot of people’s
shit.  Mike grabbed the coffeemaker and
spiked it on the floor.  Everything on
every countertop, the tabletop, swept away. 
Pulverizing glass, shattering ceramic; the breadbox jerked from its
comfortable little position beside the sink and dashed to splinters beside the
poor coffee machine.


“Mike…”


But he didn’t hear
her.  His normally handsome face was a
twisted rictus of rage.  Eyes wide, lips
pulled back from his teeth in an animalistic snarl, he raised a chair over his
head and hurled it at the wall.  It
bounced back and struck him, so he picked it up and hurled it again.  The effort strained something in his back,
though, and he cried out in pain.  The
chair fell to the ground.  He fell to his
knees.


“Ohhh fuck! 
My back!”  


Normally, she
would have run to him, helped him up. 
This situation, though, could not coexist on the same plane of
understanding with any form of the word normal.  She stared at the minefield of shattered
glass and broken dishes between them and let her eyes crawl up the baseboard to
the holes where the chair legs had stabbed through the drywall.


“Mom?”


She whirled
around.  Amber, fresh from her afternoon
jog around the neighborhood, stood aghast in the doorway between the kitchen
and the hall that led into the foyer. 
Her mouth hung open.  


“Go upstairs.”


“What…”


“I said go upstairs!  Now!”


Amber turned and
fled.


Heather felt like doing
the same but couldn’t; this mess was hers. 
Her eyes centered on a piece of Mike’s peanut butter toast, stuck to the
wall.  She watched it hang for a moment
and then slowly peel away until it fell and hit the floor with a plop, leaving behind only its peanutty
ghost on the wall.  The sight was so
overblown, so ridiculous, that she almost burst into gales of insane
laughter.  But at the same time, she’d
never felt less like laughing.


“My fucking back,” he groaned.


She bent down and
retrieved her phone, which had found its way to the floor in the melee but had
survived miraculously unharmed.  She
punched in the passcode and then walked over to Mike, her sneakers crunching
over broken glass and dishes.  She laid
it down beside him.


“I’ve been playing
Candy Crush,” she said quietly.  “Amber
got me hooked on it.  I’m on level
145.  Go ahead, look.”


He glanced at the
phone.  He tried to move, but whatever
pulled muscle had ended his tantrum evidently decided he wouldn’t be going
anywhere just yet and so he remained in place on his knees.  He sucked in air through his clenched teeth
and closed his eyes.


“Look through all
my text messages.  Look through my
email.  There’s nothing there.  I have no friends, Mike, none.  Look.”


“I’m sorry,” he
moaned.  “I don’t know what came over me,
I really don’t.  I don’t know what the
fuck just happened.  God, my back!”


“Leave the phone
on the counter when you’re done.  Then
clean up.”


“I will,
baby.  Just as soon as this goes away.”


She folded her
arms and stared down at him.  With his
demons exorcised—for the moment, anyway—all his menace had vanished and left
him looking pitiful, almost silly.  She
experienced the sudden and powerful urge to help him, get him up off the floor
and guide him to the sofa in the living room. 
Because clearly he was himself again. 
She could…


No. 
Not again.


“Amber and I are
going camping without you,” she said. 
“And I think we’ll be leaving this afternoon instead of tomorrow.”


“Okay.  I know. 
I’m an asshole.  I’m a real asshole.  Jesus, Heather, I don’t know what’s wrong
with me!”  


“And when we come
back…”


She trailed
off.  She didn’t know if she could finish
the sentence.


But she didn’t
know if she couldn’t, either.


“I’d like you to
be gone,” she finished.  “Find someplace
else to stay.  Anywhere but here.”


He began to
cry.  The sound stabbed her in the
stomach and made a hole there through which drained all but the thinnest traces
of her resolve.  Recognizing what was
happening, she stepped back again, and then turned for the doorway.  But his voice reached out with a surprisingly
steady hand then and grabbed her.


“Heather?”


She stopped and
turned around.  He knelt with his back to
her, hunched over there on the floor with one hand on his back and the other
supporting the weight of his torso over his knees.  She could hear the labor of his
breathing.  She knew from the sound that
he was in pain, considerable pain.  But
his voice climbed over it.


“I said I’d kill
myself if you ever left me,” he said, “and I will.  I’ll take that handgun and spray my brains
all over the bedroom ceiling.  Only way
I’m leaving this house is in a body bag.”


She stared at his
back.


“But that’s okay,”
he continued, “because you’re not leaving me. 
You can’t.”


“I don’t need you
anymore,” she said.  She had always
pictured herself saying such things in a ringing declaration of independence,
an assertion of strength.  But now she
found her voice sounding tinny, insubstantial. 
“I’ve got my own money.”


“You can’t,” he
repeated.  “And you won’t.  You don’t want me along on the trip, fine, go
on.  But cut the bullshit.  You’re not leaving me.  Ever.”


He pronounced it
as fact, borne on an almost smug air of confidence that rendered her
temporarily choked with anger and frustration. 
Anger at him for thinking he could control her for the rest of her life;
frustration with herself for the knowledge that maybe he could.  She wanted to say something caustic and
witty, something she could be proud of in the days and years to come when she
remembered the moment when she’d finally had enough.  And let him know in no uncertain terms.  Something she could repeat over drinks with
friends she’d never had before but would have now, a band of free and happy
women enjoying wine and martinis with their comrades in arms.  And do
you know what I told that nasty son of a bitch? 
You know what I said to that controlling, bullying little baby asshole when he tore up my
kitchen and then tried to tell me that I wasn’t going to leave him?


Her imaginary
friends leaned over their drinks, eyes wide. 
They waited.


And waited.


What did you say?


She couldn’t
answer them.  She couldn’t answer them
because here, on the spot where she was supposed to make history, she couldn’t
speak a word.  Nothing came.  


And so she did what
she always did in these situations: she retreated.  She turned and fled down the hallway,
hurrying for the stairs.  Before what
remained of her wits eroded and she degenerated into a crying mess.

















 

4.



 

In the passenger
seat, Amber rocked back and forth with her arms wrapped around her knees.  Once, Heather would have fussed at her for
putting her feet on the upholstery—Mike had a thing about keeping the cars
clean.  But that time had passed.


She slowed and
made a right onto Litchfield Avenue. 
Leaves from oak and maple trees lay scattered in a brown carpet that
stretched from the street to the front porches of the two-story colonials on
both sides.  The leaves covered each yard
without discrimination, the coverage varying in intensity only by the size and
type of trees in the immediate vicinity. 
No one had raked.


Pulling up behind
Mike’s Ford F-150 pickup, the feeling of doom that had followed her away from
the Shell station intensified.  As soon
as the Durango rolled to a stop behind the pickup, she threw open the door and
jumped out.  “I’m going to find your
father,” she said.


“Mom, don’t!”


“His truck’s here,
and that means he’s here, too.  He’s probably inside.”


“Mom, stop!”


But Heather wasn’t
listening.  She slammed the door and
charged around the front bumper, banging her shin on Mike’s trailer hitch in
the process.  She stumbled but didn’t
fall—she didn’t have time to fall.  She
had to go see Mike.  Because Mike was
home, he had to be home, because as
mad as he’d been at her, as big a fight as they’d just had he would have never…


“MOM!  STOP!”


Amber tackled her
right on the edge of the leaf-strewn grass. 
She stumbled with the impact, waving her arms for balance.  Amber pulled her backwards until they both
slammed against the side of the truck.


“What are you
doing?”  Heather gasped.


“Mom, the door!”


Heather looked.


The front door to
their house stood open.  Only a crack,
but at an angle just slight enough to make visible the large cross spray
painted there.  Heather’s stomach
flipped, rolled and fell straight into her feet.  Her heart hammered against her ribs.


“I’ve got to check
on Daddy,” she said.  “So let go of me,
okay?”


Amber had her
enveloped from behind in a bear hug that she tightened now.  Heather worked a hand up between her
daughter’s arm and her own chest in order to keep breathing.  “We don’t know what’s in there,” Amber
said.  “It could be a quarantine sign or
something.  Like a disease or something.”


“I know.”


“And if you go in
there you’ll get it.  You’ll die.”


“If he’s not in
there, I’ll come right back out.  I
promise.”


“And if he is?”


Heather swallowed
and closed her eyes.  


“Then I’ll still
come right back out.  Okay?  Listen, we went inside that gas station.  I touched the screen door up at Mr. Cagle’s
house to tell him we were leaving.  If
there’s some kind of superbug on the loose, we already have it.”


Heather felt Amber
shaking.  Gently, she reached her other
hand up and peeled her arms from around her chest.  She turned around and kissed her forehead.  Then she opened the door and sat her firmly
on the passenger seat.


“Stay here.  I’ll be right back.”


She turned and
started towards the house.


Please, God, let him be in there napping on
the couch or something, maybe him and Clyde passed out on the floor from too
much beer, we can work all this other bullshit out if he’s in there, I’m sorry,
I’m sorry, I’M SORRY.


But Mike wouldn’t
be in there.  She knew this on a very
fundamental level as she climbed the porch steps.  Mike knew where she had gone, knew where they had gone.  He knew how to get there.  When the shit hit the fan down here, he’d
have come to get them.  He’d have done
this no matter what she’d said to him before they left.


I will cover him with a sheet so she won’t
see him.  She will not see his dead face.


“Mike?”  she called out.  “It’s me! 
We’re home!  We’re okay!”


No response.  Closer now, she could study the cross.  Mike—or whoever had applied it—had stood too
close to the door when he sprayed it, and it had run.  Little tendrils had dribbled and dried,
giving it the same rushed appearance as the others.


With her leading
foot, she reached forward and pushed open the door.  When nothing jumped out at her, she peered
into the foyer and stepped across the threshold.


Just beyond the
door, the sofa stuck part of the way out of the living room, as if Mike had
tried to move it into the foyer.


“I’m home!”  Louder this time, fear creeping in from the
edges.  Her voice vanished up the stairs
and into the darkness of the second floor. 
Again, no answer.


But she hadn’t
expected one.  Fighting to keep stomach
acid from reaching up and burning her throat, she sidled through the gap
between the edge of the couch and the wooden banister and made her way up the
hall into the kitchen.


Mike had cleaned
up the mess from his tantrum, but the refrigerator had migrated from its pocket
in the wall next to the dishwasher to the back door.  The loose power cord lay across one scuffed
floor tile.  Sunlight made its way in
through the gauzy white curtains covering the window over the sink.  Next to the sink lay a hammer, a saw and
several boards.  It didn’t take a degree
in crime scene investigation to know Mike had been planning to nail the window
shut.


She continued
through the dining room to the living room. 
On its way to the foyer, the sofa had knocked aside the coffee table and
loveseat like rowboats before an ocean liner. 
The curtains were drawn in here, darkening the room in a way she found
disturbing.  She threw them open.  Immediately, the room flooded with sunlight.  Her eyes fell on the coffee table.  There, face down atop of three months’ worth
of Amber’s Glamour magazines, sat her
grandmother’s Holy Bible.


She blinked.  She could count on one hand with several
amputated fingers the number of times Michael Palmer had ever even touched a
Bible, much less opened one.  Yet here
lay her grandmother’s copy.  Heather
turned it over and read the passage to which Mike had opened it to the Book of
Isaiah.


Therefore the anger of the Lord is aroused
against His people; He has stretched out His hand against them and stricken
them, and the hills trembled.  Their
carcasses were as refuse in the midst of the streets.


She slammed the
book shut and dropped it on the coffee table. 
Then she continued through the home.


She found nothing
upstairs.  His clothes remained on their
hangers in the closet, his toiletries a typical scattered mess on the bathroom
vanity.  Everything remained as it had
been when they’d left to go camping.  No
clues.


Except for
one.  A box of 9mm bullets lay open on
the nightstand, and Mike’s Ruger P89 pistol was gone from its box in the
closet.  She finally found it on the
floor downstairs in the foyer, just behind the door that had concealed it from
view when she first arrived.  She bent
over and picked it up.  It held a full
magazine.


He’d left the
safety off.


“Where are
you?”  she whispered.  The gun felt cold and heavy.  Ugly, like knowing that whatever had happened
to Mike had happened because she had booted him from the camping trip.


He’s okay. 
Wherever he is, he’s okay; guys like Mike don’t go down easily.  If anybody could survive whatever happened
here, it would be him.


Amber stood
outside on the porch, arms folded, nervously glancing up and down the
street.  Heather opened the screen door
to admit her.


“Where is
he?”  Amber asked.


“I don’t know.”


She took Amber on
the nickel tour of the Palmer House of Horrors, saying little.  When they finished, Amber sat at the bottom
of the stairs and cradled her head in her hands.


“Oh my God,” she
moaned.


“It could have
been worse; I could have found him in here dead.  We can still hope.”


“How?”  Amber asked.


Good question.  Heather turned and looked through the screen
door.  Beyond the porch, brown and gold
leaves littered the yard, the sidewalk, the street.  The temperature was falling as the day aged;
it would get cold tonight.


And it would get
dark.  Her watch said it was half past
four; at this time of the year, sunset would approach quickly.  Another wave of foreboding washed over her
insides as she considered the oncoming night. 
Suddenly, she wanted nothing less than to remain here when night arrived
in Deep Creek.


But she didn’t
want to be on the road, either.  Not at
night.


“So what do we do
now?”  Amber asked.


“I have no idea,”
Heather said.  “But I think it’s going to
involve us driving to Burlington in the morning and seeing if we can find
anybody there.  If not, we ride on and go
to the army base at Fort
 Bragg.  If there was an evacuation or civil emergency
or something, people around here would go there.”


“We should check
the high school first.  Don’t people
usually seek shelter in gyms and stuff? 
We could go now.  It’s not far.”


No, it
wasn’t.  But outside, the wind blew and
rustled the leaves, and Heather felt its chill even within the confines of her
home.


Stay put, it said.  And
stay quiet.


“We will,” Heather
said.  “Tomorrow.  But right now, let’s get the truck
unloaded.  It’s getting late.”
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Heather had no
parents.  She’d had them once, but only
for a short while; they existed only in halting flashes of memory that churned
intense feelings but provided little else. 
Framed photographs of her mother that stood on almost every flat surface
in her grandmother’s house in Wilmington showed a pretty young woman with long,
straight hair parted down the middle. 
Heather grew up and her grandmother grew older, but the woman in the
pictures didn’t age.  She watched the
progress of years from within the four corners of these reddish-tinged
photographs, where nothing changed and time remained static.  


But she had no
pictures of her father.  Her grandmother
and the various family members who occasionally visited did not speak of him or
even hint at his existence. 
Consequently, Heather never thought to even ask about him until
kindergarten, when her classmates spoke of their fathers and it occurred to her
that logically, she must have had one too. 
Even if he had, as she understood, died at the same time as her mother.


So on the way home
from school one fall afternoon, she asked, “Grandma, can I have a picture of my
daddy?”


Her grandmother
stiffened visibly behind the wheel of her Buick LeSabre.  The color drained from her face, and in that
instant Heather felt a flash of guilt.


“No, sweetie.  We don’t have any pictures of your
daddy.  They’re all gone.”


“Can you call his
mommy and daddy?  They might have
pictures of him.  Maybe they can give me
one.”


Her grandmother’s
hands became white-knuckled claws around the skinny steering wheel.  For a long time, she didn’t speak.  Heather tried furiously to rewind time and
un-ask the question.


“We can’t do
that,” she said.  “His mommy and daddy
are gone, too.”


The truth came to
light later, of course; it was bound to, if for no other reason than a small
child gets older and necessarily curious about her own identity.  Her grandmother had understood this, and as
Wilmington had still been a relatively small town in those days understood also
that someone would eventually say something. 
And so she had told Heather, one night in her third grade year, why she
had no pictures of her father.


“He was evil,” her
grandmother said.  “He was wicked, he was
evil and he used to beat your mommy up on a regular basis.  And finally, he killed her.  She tried to leave him and he killed her with
a gun.  Then he killed himself, because
not only was he evil, not only was he wicked, but he was also a coward who
didn’t want to face what he had coming.”


The revelation
detonated like an artillery shell.  She
watched her grandmother shake and cry as she said it, and she tried to connect
with that same depth of feeling.  But she
was numb.


“He wanted to kill
you, too, but your mommy saved you.  She
put you in the closet when she heard him coming.  She covered you with clothes and told you to
be quiet.  And you did what you were
told.  Because you were a good little
girl.  You always did what you were
told.”



 

She lay now on the
sofa, which she and Amber had propelled back into its proper place after
unloading the Durango.  Amber lay sleeping in her bed upstairs.  Heather had started out curled up beside her
but couldn’t sleep, so she came downstairs for a nip from the whiskey bottle in
the pantry.  It hadn’t helped.


Surrendering
herself to wakefulness, she fell onto the couch, where the tears came.  Her grandmother hadn’t liked Mike, but she
hadn’t known him.  Not really.  She had known Heather’s father and assumed
the daughter would pick someone just like him, but that wasn’t fair.  Because Mike got it.  An orphan himself,
he understood her in ways no one else could.


He hadn’t been a
bad husband, far from it.  Things had
gone poorly as of late, but they had simply reached that difficult period all
Navy marriages face when the sailor comes home for good.  The point where the rest of one’s life
begins, the end of the era where peace comes as easily as the start of the next
cruise.  Changes.  Of course they’d be difficult.  Of course they’d both have trouble with
it.  Mike would naturally have had more
than anyone because the Navy had been the closest thing to a family he’d ever
experienced and for him, leaving the service had resembled a death.  So of course he’d grown a little more clingy,
needy.  Controlling, even; all the things
she’d ever hated in him.  But it was just
a phase.


You stupid, selfish bitch.


Indeed.  Had she approached this with a modicum of
understanding, she’d have realized what was going on and done something to
change it.  She’d have stopped picking
fights, stopped her passive-aggressive needling.  Maybe she would have found something to like
about Deep Creek instead of stewing in the house all day counting the reasons
she didn’t want to live here.  Mike had
lost his temper and trashed the kitchen. 
But she’d done nothing to help...


Something rustled
in the leaves outside.


Her eyes darted to
the window above the couch, her heart rate rising.  Beyond the glass, a pair of trees stood in
naked silence.  She stared at them, and
then she heard the noise again: a creeping, rustling sound.  Crunching. 
An animal in the bushes below; a raccoon, perhaps, or a squirrel.  A neighborhood cat, lost and confused.  Wind in the dead leaves.  


She rose from the
couch, slowly so as to minimize the creaking of the floorboards.  She took the pistol from where she’d laid it
on the coffee table, turned and reached for the blinds.


The noise came
again.  She thought of the empty yards
and open doors.  The crosses.  


Something else her
grandmother had said echoed in her skull. 
Nothing good ever happens after
dark.  All the good folks are in bed.


She backed away
from the window.  The floorboards
screamed under her shifting weight.  She
wanted to scream back at them to be quiet. 
Above her head, footsteps crossed the ceiling and a door creaked
open.  Amber getting up.  Making enough noise to wake the dead in the
process.  


Heather darted
into the foyer to the bottom of the stairs. 
The front door, windowless and silent, was a black hole in the
darkness.  Beyond it, the porch creaked
with the presence of someone walking on it.


She leveled the
pistol at the front door.


“There are people
outside,” Amber whispered, descending the stairs and joining her in the
foyer.  “A bunch of them standing in the
yard.”


“Who are
they?  Are they armed?”


“I can’t really
see them,” she said.  Her lips were a
tight line of worry, her arms coiled around her chest in a self-administered
hug.  “Too dark.”


Heather
swallowed.  The creaking had
stopped.  Whoever was out there stood now
just beyond the door.  Marauders, she
thought, lawless survivors of whatever had gone down in Deep Creek while they
were away.  They had seen two lone
females earlier today and came now in the night to surprise them as they slept,
to drag them away for who knew what purpose. 



Heather thumbed
off the safety with one hand while she pushed Amber backwards with another.


“Go back upstairs
and hide,” she hissed.  


“No!  I’m staying with you!”


Frustration
throbbed.  She wanted to yell at Amber to
quit being so stubborn, but she didn’t dare.


“Go upstairs,” she
repeated in a low but firm voice, “and hide.”


Before Amber could
respond to that, the presence on the other side of the door knocked.  Her eyes widened as she backed up one
step.  Heather swallowed and turned.


Knock knock knock.


She aimed the
pistol at the door again.


“Who’s there?”


The knocker
paused.  Heather was about to announce that
she had a gun, that she would shoot without hesitation, when he spoke.


“Heather?  It’s me. 
Open up.”


Mike.
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In a flash of
understanding, she realized that there really was a God and while He periodically did very bad things, He actually
did love Heather Palmer.  He’d sent her
husband back.  Wiped out everybody else,
left nothing behind but leaves and crosses. 
And Mike.


Her grip on the
pistol loosened as she lowered it, turning to Amber.  “It’s your dad!”


Amber’s eyes
widened.  She glanced in horror at the
door, shook her head, her face white. 
Ridiculous, because her father had come home and didn’t she want to see him?  Didn’t she want them all to reunite?


“No,” she
said.  “Mom, it’s not…”


“Heather?  Let me in.”


She pressed the pistol
into Amber’s hands.  “Hold this!”  She felt her lips spreading into a
ridiculously wide grin.  She spun and
charged towards the door.


“I’m right here!”
she cried out.  “Hang on!”


“MOM!  STOP!”


Her hands shook as
she flipped the deadbolt.  Her fingers
slipped and trembled in their efforts to disengage the knob lock, but they did
it and closed around the knob itself. 
She turned it.  She pulled the
door open.


“NO!”


He stood on the
porch, just beyond the threshold.


Amber screamed.


Raising her arms
to welcome him inside, Heather heard the flies before the sight registered in
her brain.  They covered him by the
thousands, on his face, his hands, in his hair, fat little raisins with
beating, buzzing wings.  They swirled
around the twin black pools of his eyes—not brown eyes, black eyes, two lumps of charcoal set in a flyblown face.  He opened his mouth with a funeral of a
smile.


Oh God oh God WHAT IS THAT


The wind shifted
outside and blew in with it the stench of death and disease and a hundred
putrid things.  The Mike-thing opened its
mouth and invaded her house with the gravewind of its breath.  Just enough moonlight flowed in around it to
display its 


fangs, those are fangs


teeth.  And yet still she stood with her arms open to
the creature on the front porch.  


“Can I come
in?”  It asked.


“Mike?” she
whispered.  “What…”


She didn’t get to
finish.  Amber shoulder-checked her
aside, aimed the pistol at the monster’s chest and squeezed the trigger three
times.  It screeched and stumbled
backwards across the porch, falling just short of the stairs.  As Amber shoved her backwards and lurched
forward to slam the door, Heather saw it getting up.  


And the
others.  There had to be two dozen or
more out there, wandering up and down her street.


The door slammed
shut just as the thing regained its footing and leapt forward.


She just shot you in the chest three times
HOW CAN YOU GET UP


Amber reached
forward and shot the deadbolt closed. 
The monster outside screeched again. 
Claws scratched at the wood.


“Amber?  Amber, is that you?  Let me in.” 



Heather scooted
away from the door on her buttocks until she struck the bottom of the
stairs.  Her lungs struggled to keep pace
with her galloping heart.  The foyer
stank of sulphur and cordite.  Her right
cheek stung where a hot shell casing had bounced off the wall and struck her
face.  None of this compared to the
spinning in her brain.


Amber stood at the
door, still clutching the pistol with both hands.  Ears ringing, Heather blinked at this strange
figure caught in the moonlight trickling in through the living room windows.


She just saved your ass, Heather
realized.


“GO AWAY!”  Amber screamed.


“Heather?  Open the door.”


This wasn’t Mike
at all.  Not her husband, not the father
of her child.  This voice on the other
side of the door was sandpaper and dry leaves, desiccated cockroach husks and
castaway snakeskin.  It was


fangs, I saw fangs in its mouth


a mockery of her
soulmate.  It assaulted her ears and through
her ears it assaulted her brain, which could not process this.


“YOU’RE NOT MY
DAD!”  Amber screamed.  She swayed precariously.  Tears ran in her voice, which broke like
Heather’s intellect.  “SO GET THE FUCK
OFF OF MY PORCH!”


“Let me in,
Amber.  I’ve missed you.”


“FUCK OFF!”


Heather struggled
to her knees, then her feet.  She
approached Amber from behind, gently placing her hands over the trembling
Ruger.  Amber released it, turned and
buried her face in Heather’s shoulder, sobbing. 
Heather flipped the safety and stuck the weapon in the back of her
jeans.  The still-warm barrel pressed
through her underwear and heated her skin.


“Why does he look
like that?  Why does he sound like that?”


Heather looked
over the top of Amber’s head at the front door.  Dark wood stared back at her.  On the other side of it stood something that
could take three bullets to the chest and shake them off.


And what kind of creature does that?


“Who are you and
what have you done with Mike?” she demanded.


“I am Mike.”


Amber shook
harder.  Heather pulled her in even
closer and held her like a baby.  “No,”
she said, “you’re not.  You’re a
monster.”


“Don’t you love
me?  It’s cold out here.  It’s getting colder.  Are you going to let me freeze to death?”


It drew out her
insides with its voice and shredded them before her eyes.  Pain stabbed upwards from her stomach, her
chest.  “Go away!”


The thing
paused.  In the silence that developed
Heather could have almost believed it had heeded her command, but she felt it
there on the other side of the door, staring into the wood like she herself did
now.  She felt it thinking.  Of what it wanted
to say next.


No, not thinking.  Ransacking.  Because Mike is dead, Mike is
gone, and this thing is in his body. 
It’s rifling through his brain like a burglar.  Searching his memories.


And finding them.


“You were going to
leave me,” it said.  “You wanted me to go
away.  But you went away instead.  Do you know what happened to me, Babydoll?  Do you know how I got like this?”


“GO AWAY!”


“I thought you’d come
home early because you were sorry for what you’d said and so I opened the
door.  Because I thought it was you.”


“SHUT UP!”


“Because we belong
together.  Because I know that.  You do, too.”


She pressed her
face into the crown of Amber’s head.  Her
daughter’s hair smelled smoky from the campfires they had lit in the woods,
back when Mike was Mike and the world made a modicum of sense.


“Let’s go
upstairs,” she said.  “We’ll sleep in the
bathroom.  Where we can’t hear him.”


Amber cried.  “What’s wrong with him?”


Heather swallowed.


“It’s not him
anymore,” she said.  “That thing…is a
vampire.”

















 

7.



 

In a world without
black crosses on doors, Amber had fallen in love with a boy named Collin
Wells.  Tall, with black hair and green
eyes as sharp as broken glass, Collin was a year ahead of her and ran with a
more affluent crowd—civilian kids who never had to ride the bus and wore nice
new clothes even though they didn’t have after-school jobs.  They wore hats and sweatshirts from big-name
colleges because everybody understood that when high school ended, these people
were going somewhere.


Collin himself had
set his sights on the University of Virginia, something none of her previous
boyfriends had even considered.  He would
major in political science and go to work in Washington, D.C., he told
her.  Then law school.  He would be a senator someday.  This made perfect sense, because Collin’s
grandfather had been a senator, and his father sat on the board at the largest
shipping firm in Norfolk.  Collin himself
was vice-president of the National Honor Society.  He played soccer and lacrosse.  And he was so good-looking that when he’d
approached her in the hallway and started talking to her one day, she almost
couldn’t talk back.


“Just remember
that nobody shits roses,” her friend Tara Beasley said one night on the
phone.  “And he’s going to dump your ass
as soon as you don’t put out.  You’re a
Navy girl, but you’re also an enlisted
Navy girl, which to these guys means two things: one, your family is
broke.  Two, you’re easy.  That’s what all these preps think—that we’re
trash.  And as soon as he figures out
you’re not trash, that you don’t give out blowjobs like Halloween
candy, this is going to be over.  So
don’t put too much of yourself into it, okay?”


But Tara had been
wrong.  The last semester of Amber’s
junior and his senior year aged like a fine wine.  Prom came and went.  But as graduation approached Collin grew
quieter, more distant.  So much so that
at commencement, she could have cried when he walked across the stage, would have cried had she not been
sitting right next to his mother and father. 
He was leaving, she understood. 
He would meet someone at UVA.  The
girls would all pounce on him before he even got his clothes unpacked, because
Collin wasn’t just deep, Collin wasn’t just real, Collin was gorgeous.  And these wouldn’t be just any girls.  College
girls.  Holy Grails with feet.


Break
up now, Tara texted her.  Save yrself the wait. 


She thought about
that.  She really did.  But at his graduation party, she caught him
brooding in the kitchen.  She pulled him
out onto the back porch to find out why.


“Everything’s
ending,” he said, near tears.  The
wetness in his eyes had taken her by surprise; she had thought him plotting
their breakup, engineering a way to let her down easy.  “I love you, Amber, but it’s all falling
down!  I’m leaving.  I’m going off to
Charlottesville, my parents won’t let me take my car and I won’t have any way
of coming to see you.  It’s going to be
hell!”


He just said he loved me.


“Are you saying
you want to break up?”


“No!  No!  I
just…I don’t know how I’m going to make it! 
When I go off, it’s going to be weeks before we can see each other
again!”


She threw her arms
around him then because she’d started crying, too.  The back door opened.  Two of his friends stepped out and quickly
darted back inside.  Collin didn’t even
turn his head or flinch when the door squealed. 
He appreciated the gravity of this moment, she knew.  This crossroads.


“My dad sails on a
submarine,” she murmured.  “Sometimes he
goes away and we don’t see him for three months.  But him and my mom have stayed married for
over twenty years.”


“What are you
saying?” he asked thickly.


“I’m saying you
and I are going to be fine.”


He hugged her even
tighter.  For a moment, she couldn’t
breathe.


“I’ll die before I
let you go,” he said.


He eventually
released her physically, but in a sense they remained together in that kitchen
all summer.  The season passed like
something out of one of the country songs they listened to during long
afternoons on the beach, hot evenings with the windows down on the
expressway.  When more creative people
experienced something like this, they had to sing about it or explode.


She cried when he
left in August and so did he.  But the parting
didn’t bring the pain she had always feared, because they both knew it was
temporary.  Because even though nobody
expected they’d make it, they knew differently. 
They were special.  A little
intense, maybe, but that was okay. 
Monogamy was hard, especially for guys. 
Intensity was a good thing.


“We belong
together,” he proclaimed in her driveway the night before he shipped out for
Charlottesville.  “But we need to be
careful as we get used to the distance, you know?”


Amber indicated
that she indeed knew.


“Because guys are
worms,” he said.  “Girls can be sneaky,
but guys are frigging worms—they see
a girl they want and it’s like suddenly there’s no such thing as common decency
anymore.  You especially have to watch
yourself.  As soon as I’m gone, dudes are
going to be all over you.”


“Believe me,
that’s not true.”


“It is.  You’re the most beautiful girl at that whole
school, Amber.  At any school.  So they’re going to start calling you.  They’re going to start inviting you
places.  It’ll start out all innocent at
first, but what they’re doing is worming—working on you.  Confusing you.  Making you question things.  And before you know it, you’ll forget all
about me.”


“Never,” she
swore.


“Promise me,
then,” he said.


“Promise you
what?”


“That you’ll be
strong.  Against the worm.”


So she promised,
and she remained good to her word.  She
actively avoided boys after he left and started staying in on weekends instead
of running around with Tara and the rest. 
She actively avoided the crowd Collin had introduced her to, because
there were a few guys in that group, he said, who always looked at her a little
too much and a little too long and he didn’t trust them for one second.  


So she didn’t go
to parties and she didn’t go to dances and she really didn’t have time to talk
to any of these potential worms on the phone because with Collin so far away,
the only times she ever got to talk or Skype with him were evenings and
weekends.  The worms Collin feared never
got near her, because she stayed out of the soil.  


And things went
well.  They had their arguments like any
couple did, but never anything fatal; Collin, being far away, naturally felt a
little insecure and threw a fit every now and then.  Small fits, minor tantrums.  Nothing they didn’t get past before getting
off the phone.  And as the autumn of her
senior year unwound, he started talking about marriage.  How that could work.


And then it all
went to shit.


Tara Beasley
showed up on her front porch one Friday night after dinner in mid-October and
demanded a meeting in Amber’s room. 
She’d come over to bitch about Collin. 
More specifically, how Amber had ditched her girls for this guy, how it
wasn’t healthy, how it was weird, how everybody was talking about her now like
she had a disease or some shit, people were getting miffed about her blowing
them off all the time, blah, blah blah. 
Typical jealous girl stuff.  Amber
sought a breather under the guise of going downstairs to get them drinks.  She tarried in the kitchen until she could
tarry no longer, then returned to her room with a pair of Diet Cokes.  There, she found Tara scrolling through her
iPhone.


Should have took it down with you, you
should keep it with you at all times, because people are worms and they’ll try
to come between us.


“What are you
doing?” she asked.


Tara looked up,
white-faced, eyebrows knit together.  She
shook her head slowly.  “Amber…”


“What are you
doing with my phone?  Put that
down!”  She snatched the phone from
Tara’s hands.  Tara flinched.  “Who told you you could look at all my shit?”


“What is going on
with you?”


Amber glanced down
at the screen.  “What the fuck, Tara?”


Girls will worm, too.  Sometimes they’re even worse, because they’re
not after your body, they’re after your soul.  They can’t stand to see you
happy with a guy.  They want you alone
and miserable, like them.


“Amber…absolutely
none of that is normal.  I mean…my God,
how can you listen to him talk like that? 
What’s all this shit about worms?”


“How would you know what’s normal?”  Amber shot back.  “Have you ever kept a boyfriend for longer
than a month?  Ever?  You ever gotten a valentine from the same guy
that gave you a Christmas card?”


“He’s keeping
track of your movements!  You’re having
to tell him where you are every hour of every…”


“I don’t have to tell him shit,” Amber spat.  Her hands shook.  “He’s just concerned.  He cares about me!”


“He’s fucking
psycho!  Jesus Christ, Amber, who the
hell says things like…”


Tara snatched the
phone back and began scrolling through the screen, backing around the room to
stay away from Amber.


“Like, ‘If you
break up with me, I’ll kill us both?’ 
Like, ‘I would rather blow my own brains out than see you with another
guy?’  Oh, and here’s a good one from
yesterday, ‘I’ll shoot everybody at that school before I let someone take you
from me.’ This is what you call
‘having a boyfriend?’”


Amber began to
shake harder then.  Tears welled in her
eyes and her face burned.  She wanted to
leap forward and tear the phone from Tara’s hands again, smack her across the
face for this invasion of her privacy. 
Make Tara go away and leave her alone. 
Forever.


So she’d never
have to listen to those things out loud again.


“I love him,” she
whispered.  “He loves me.  That’s why he says that, because he’s scared
for our relationship, he doesn’t really mean it…”


“He’s sick,” Tara
said.  “And so are you.  You need help, Amber.  You need it now.”


Amber’s mind
launched a hundred thoughts at once—complex thoughts, a little jumbled, but
taken together they explained the intricate dance that was her relationship
with Collin.  Explained him, explained
her, explained his intensity, his raw emotion, his kooky messages.  Tara would understand, Amber thought, if she
could only explain.  But her mouth mutinied,
and these thoughts crashed together in the back of her throat, where they
formed a lump that would not let her speak.


“Let me show this
to your mom.  Can I do that?  We can show her together.”


Amber stared at
the phone.  Her skin was numb, her fingertips
cold.  Her eyes felt red and wet and she
knew without looking that her mascara—mascara, at home, on a weeknight, because
Collin liked to see her that way—was running. 
She probably looked like a raccoon. 
Or worse. 


“Amber?  What do you think?”


Slowly,
hesitantly, she nodded.


“Okay.”



 

Mom hadn’t reacted
well.  Dad had been gone—as usual—so all
of this fell on her.  At night, Amber
sometimes caught her crying at the kitchen table all alone, and it struck her
as strange that her mother would experience such a personal reaction to
something that wasn’t her problem at all. 
She acted like she’d caught Amber shooting heroin or smoking crack out
of a glass pipe; she even talked about sending her “away” for the rest of her
senior year.  Like rehab or something.  It made no sense.


Amber awoke now on
the floor of the hall bathroom with her mind cloudy from dreams of Collin.  Her back ached in that particular way a body
complains when it doesn’t get enough sleep, partly because she’d slept on a bathroom
floor, partly because it was cold as hell in here with the heat off.  Miserly light wafted in from beneath the
door.  As her brain booted and loaded
memories from the night before, her waking confusion cleared and her perception
returned.


Crosses.


Everybody gone.


Vampire


She blinked,
rubbed her eyes and shook her head.  She
stood and tried the light switch.  When
that did nothing but click, she rested her forehead against the cold wall and
sighed.  Her breath came out in a worn,
ragged gust, but she didn’t cry; she’d done enough of that last night, her head
in Mom’s lap.  She’d cried enough to last
her a long time.


You are one fucked-up bitch.


Yeah.  Oh, yeah. 
Collin’s voice there, speaking the truth as she knew it.  She’d shot her father three times in the
chest last night.  He’d gotten up.  He had fangs. 
And yet she’d dreamed about her ex-boyfriend.  Not that other business, what was it…oh yeah,
the end of the world.  That she could
even think about a guy right now said horrible things about her mind and the
way it had chosen to organize her priorities. 
Tara would have slapped her.


Tara’s dead, the Collin in her head
said. 
Like your dad.  Like me.  She walks with us.


She inhaled deeply
and opened the door.  In the hall,
daylight lit the second floor.  The glow in
the bedroom windows suggested she’d gone crazy, because none of the things in
her memory of the night before could have actually happened.  But as she stood in the hallway, nothing
challenged her awful feeling of sanity. 


Because it is real, she thought.  I can’t
wrap my mind around how it’s even remotely possible, but I’m living it.


“Mom?”  She called. 
Hearing no answer, she felt her chest tightening before yet another
horrifying uncertainty: where was her mother? 
She had hidden in the bathroom with Amber last night, after they left
Dad out there on the porch to do whatever it was vampires did when people told
them to fuck off.  But where was she now?


Did she go after him?


Amber stared
across the hall into her bedroom.  On the
table beside her bed, their last family picture stared back at her from its
silver frame.  She and Mom in simple,
formal dresses they never wore, Dad in his Navy blues.  The two of them standing behind her, each
with a hand on her shoulder. 
Smiling.  


She wouldn’t have done that, Amber
thought.


She’s in love, Collin retorted.


He’s a vampire.


She’s a girl.  Girls put up with all kinds of stupid shit
when they’re in love.  You ought to know.


Shut up. 
Go stalk somebody.


She realized her lips
were moving then, like Mom’s did when she talked to herself.  It made her look crazy, and her face reddened
even though no one could see her.  She
descended the stairs.  In the kitchen, a
bag of Halloween candy sat open on the table. 
The good stuff: Twix, Kit-Kats, M&Ms.  Amber breathed a sigh of relief.  No one, not even Mom, would stop for a snack
before running away with a vampire.  


She grabbed a few
pieces for herself and stepped outside on the front porch.  A noise around the corner prompted her to
check the side of the house, where she found Mom closing the crawlspace
door.  


“What are you
doing?” she asked.


Mom looked up,
startled.  Her hand shot up in a stop gesture when Amber swung her legs
over the railing and dropped to the ground. 
“Don’t come over here.”  


“Why?”


“Stay away from
the crawlspace,” Mom commanded.  “I don’t
want you going near it.”


Frowning, Amber
ignored her and walked half the depth of the house to where her mother stood
beside the squat little crawlspace door. 
Mom stood beside the hose cart, with a brand-new hose neatly rolled into
a coil.  Amber blinked at it and felt a
sharp stab of pain in her abdomen; she had accompanied Dad to the hardware
store when he’d bought it.


“I told you not to
come over here,” Mom said.


Amber shrugged.  “What’s with the crawlspace?”


She reached for
the door, but Mom’s hand shot out and pushed hers away like a woman batting a
toddler away from a hot stove.  The
sleeve of her sweater retracted to reveal a bright white bandage over her inner
forearm.  Amber blinked at this.


“Do NOT open
that!” Mom barked.  “Do you understand
me?”


She blinked,
stunned by her mother’s tone.  And the
bandage.  Crossing her arms again, she
glanced at the door.


“He’s under
there,” she said.  A statement, not a
question.


Mom closed her
eyes and nodded.


A breeze blew down
between the houses but it was a gentle breeze from the sunny street, warmer
than the air presently surrounding them. 
Still, Amber suddenly felt very, very cold.  She thought of the creature she had seen on
the porch last night.  It rested now
beneath the house.  She could see it
there, white skin dotted with flies, stinking and still, hands clasped over its
abdomen.  Staring at the floor joists
above it, sleeping with its eyes open.


Waiting for
sundown.


A moment passed
before she could speak.  When she did,
her voice felt gravelly, dry like the leaves beneath her feet.  “Anyone else or just him?”


“I don’t
know.  And we’re not going to find
out.  We’re going to stay away from this
door and forget all about it.”


“Are you going to
get a lock for it?”  Amber asked.


Mom stared at her.


“Why would I lock
it?”


“Because if you
don’t, he—it—is just going to get out
tonight and come banging on the door again.”


And honestly, she didn’t add, I don’t fully trust you to not let him in.


“And if I do,” Mom
replied, “he’ll be trapped in there.  And
eventually, he’ll starve.”


Amber thought of
the bandage.  Her eyes narrowed.  “What’s with the bandage on your arm?”


“Accident before
you got up.  I cut myself.”


“Accident?  Sure you’re not trying to feed him?”


Mom’s face twisted
into an indignant scowl.  “That’s
ridiculous!”


“Is it?”


Mom said
nothing.  For a moment they just stood
there, staring at each other.  Amber
noticed then the redness in Mom’s eyes and understood that she’d been crying.


Like you ought to be, said a voice inside her.  He’s
your father, or was.  Don’t you
care?  Doesn’t this bother you at all?


She looked away,
closing her eyes and willing the voice away. 
It did bother her, but not enough. 
She tasted traces of chocolate in her mouth and realized that she had
woken up the morning after shooting her own father and had eaten candy.  Candy could still taste good and it could
still grab her interest because she didn’t really care about this, not in the
way she should have.  There had to be
something wrong with a soul that could see her father as a vampire, shoot him
and still pig out the next morning on junk.


Like I said, pronounced the Collin in
her head, you are one fucked-up bitch.


She threw a look
over her shoulder at the deserted street behind her.  Unmolested by passing cars, dead leaves
gathered freely on the blacktop.  


Dead, she thought.  Like
Dad.  They’re all dead and they’re all
laying there and that’s where they’ll rot. 
Everything will rot.


“What do we do
now?” she asked, temporarily banishing such thoughts.  Another sign that something was wrong with
her; she should have been a wreck.  


“I don’t know.”


“We can’t do ‘I
don’t know,’ Mom.  We have to have a plan, because if we don’t have a plan, we don’t…”


Mom interrupted
her.  “It’s the best I can do right now,”
she said.  “And I think what we really
need at the moment is…to think.  Think
about this.  Process it.  We need to do that before we make any
decisions.  So we don’t make a bad one.”


She paused again.


“And I think right
now I’m going to go to the store.  We’re
out of fuel for the camp stove, and we could probably use some other
things.  We’ll have breakfast when I come
back.  And then we’ll…I don’t know.  Talk. 
Figure this out.”


“I’m coming with
you.”


“No,” Mom said
forcefully.  “I want you to stay here.”


“Why?”


“Because I need
some time alone, okay?  I’m having
trouble with this.”


So am I, Amber thought.  But instead of saying it, she just shrugged
and nodded.  “Whatever.”


“I want you to
stay inside.  Don’t even come out on the
porch.  Not until I come back.”


She began walking
around to the front of the house and the porch stairs.  Amber followed her.  “And what if you don’t come back?  What if something gets you because you
decided to go out all by yourself?”


“Then don’t come
looking for me.”
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In one of
Heather’s happiest memories, she sat with Mike on Virginia Beach one summer
evening after work.  This had been before
Amber, before marriage, when they were both still in the Navy.  They had little money but no responsibility,
so when the week ended time belonged to them. 
They sat on the shore with their bottoms in the sand and their legs
crossed beneath them.  What sun remained
shimmered in the dark band where the ocean soaked the sand and reached for the
shells, driftwood and seaweed it had deposited ashore at a higher tide.  Neither spoke.


She remembered
listening to the shells chattering beneath the rush of waves.  She watched the ocean roll forever in either
direction—cleaning the beach, smoothing it, renewing it.  The waning sunlight almost twinkled on the
fine edges of his chin, his cheekbones. 
His features were gentle but strong, like him.  He had spent the last two years of his
minority on a farm in Morgan
 County, and despite his
time on submarines his body still glowed from healthful work.  He could do things; he knew things, like how
to calm a horse and deliver a calf.  She
felt comfort in his commanding, capable presence.  Every memory of loneliness and unimportance
weakened in the salt air before it disappeared into the water.  She remembered thinking it remarkable how she
could feel so dark, so permanently alone, and then with the appearance of one
person suddenly not feel that way anymore. 
How his presence could wash away the ruins of her past.


Now, years later,
she felt the weight of his loss curving her spine as she made her way to the
Durango, keys jangling in her hands.  The
self-inflicted cut on her arm ached like the memory of her last interaction with
Mike.  Conscious thought nearly
impossible.


But present
circumstances afforded her little room for grieving.  Amber was right; they needed a plan.  I don’t
know, we’ll talk about that later would work for a while, but time had
become a precious currency in a world where reality bent at night.  They had to figure out what to do here.  They couldn’t be sitting clueless again when…


When he comes back.


Right.


The “check engine”
light on her dashboard lit up again when she started the Durango.  She considered abandoning the truck in favor
of a newer vehicle plucked from some neighbor’s driveway, but this would have
required her to enter their house to get the keys.  Houses had closets and rooms without windows.  Mike hadn’t remained in their home after his
turning, but she couldn’t be sure the same applied to her neighbors.  One of those things could jump her when she
tried to steal its car.  It could bite
her, drink her blood.  


Turn her into one
of them.


Anyway, what was
it Mike always said about “check engine” lights?  Emissions control bullshit.  Wouldn’t even be worth fixing if it didn’t
have to pass inspection.  Worry about it
later.  


Right, she thought.  Later.


As she drove, her
left arm stung where she had cut it.  It
burned like a brand—proof of her insanity. 
She had seen the crawlspace door slightly ajar this morning and realized
immediately where Mike spent his days. 
And so, like any loving wife, she fed him.  She got a knife and a rag from the kitchen
and let the blood flow.  For a moment,
she thought she’d nicked a vein, she bled so much.  But then the little river slowed, then
stopped.  She threw the rag under the
house.  She heard something scraping
across the vapor barrier, and then she heard nothing.  The rag must have satisfied him.


She drove slowly
through town.  Jack-o’lanterns smiled
back at her from porches where no trick-or-treaters would tread this Halloween,
smiling because they couldn’t turn around and look at the houses behind them.  They couldn’t see the hideous black crosses
on the doors.  If they could do that,
they wouldn’t grin anymore.


The first order of
the day would be to locate other survivors, she thought.  And there would be some—there had to be.  If not here, then further down the highway in
Burlington, which was at least three times the size of Deep Creek.  Get on the interstate down there and make
their way to the army base at Fort
 Bragg.  The army would have established a disaster
relief center, fortifications to keep people safe at night.  They’d have things under control.


And hell, for all
she knew this vampire business could be a purely local issue.  They could ride down the road and run into a
cordon of troops and military vehicles establishing a quarantine zone.  Heather didn’t want her and Amber to have to stay in a quarantine zone, but knowing
that one existed, knowing that the rest of the world hadn’t died along with the
citizens of Deep Creek, would have been a relief.


There’s no quarantine zone.  And this is not a local problem.  You know that.


“We don’t know
anything at this point,” Heather retorted aloud.


Yes, you do. 
Look at the sky and think: when was the last time there was a disaster
and the skies weren’t buzzing with planes and helicopters?


She willed the
voice silent.


Revolution
Hardware downtown had a camping and outdoors section where she’d picked up
supplies for their trip back when everything was normal.  She remembered bottled water, racks of beef
jerky and canned food.  Water
purification tablets, solar chargers, rechargeable batteries.  Hurricane lanterns.  All things they would need.  She parked in a metered space in front of the
store and grabbed the Ruger from the seat beside her as she got out.  She was about to try the door when something
reflected in the glass storefront caught her eye. 


Directly behind
her, the Morgan County Justice Building sat buffered from Third Street by a
short green lawn and a sidewalk.  A
walkway wide enough for two cars to pass each other led from the glass entrance
of the courthouse down to the street.  In
the center of the circle bulging at the midpoint of the walkway stood a
concrete monument, inscribed with the names of Morgan County’s war dead.  Benches sat on either side of the monument,
well-kept evergreen shrubs lining the sidewalks to keep pedestrians from
straying onto the grass.


And above the curb
dangled the first of six bodies hanging by their necks from lamp posts.  The first victim, slighter than the others,
swayed back and forth with the tips of his shoes drawing invisible circles in
the air.  At this distance, the near invisibility
of the hanging ropes made the bodies appear to float.


Oh my God.


In the picture
window, the image of an unremarkable woman in faded jeans and an Old Dominion
 University sweatshirt
shimmered like a ghost over the wheelbarrows and rakes and leaf blowers visible
through the glass.  The translucent
figure blinked at her, her chest rising and falling with the slow rhythm of
Heather’s own breath.  She looked
clueless.


She let her gaze
float from the picture window to the City Center Drycleaners next door and
Frizzell Bail Bonds just beyond that. 
Red-lettered “CLOSED” signs hung in the window of every door.  The wind that had set the bodies swaying
dragged stray leaves across the street and sidewalk, making dry sounds like a
hundred castanets.  A low creaking noise
joined the leaves, and it took her a moment to realize she was hearing the
ropes from the hangmen’s nooses rubbing against the metal streetlamps.


She drew the
pistol and walked slowly into the middle of the street.  She recognized none of the bodies swaying
from their ropes; their faces were purple, bug-eyed masks of strangled
pain.  Four men and two women, they hung
there like sides of meat in a butcher shop. 
Which, at some point in the recent past, the courthouse district had
become.


She shivered and
turned back towards the hardware store. 
She had thought she would have to break a window to get inside, but
someone else had pried open the door. 
The broken lock rattled as she pulled it open and stepped inside of
Revolution Hardware.  The store smelled
as it always had, the pine-fresh scent of the lumber stacked in the back mixing
with the tang of insecticide and the earthy stink of the organic fertilizers in
bags up front.  The overhead lights were
dead, of course, but enough sun blazed through the storefront to illuminate
everything with the full light of day. 
But for the silence, it could have been any other day.


But it wasn’t any
other day.  Behind the cash register, the
glass-fronted cabinets that had held hunting rifles and ammunition were smashed
and empty.  Someone had come in here and
cleaned them out.


Bet they’re out of spray paint and wooden
stakes, too, she thought.


“Yeah, they
probably are.”


Heather screamed
and whirled around, drawing the Ruger from her waistband and aiming for the source
of the voice.  There in the doorway stood
Clyde, Mike’s friend.  Mike’s only friend, actually, that categorical
scarcity the only reason she put up with him coming over.  Mike needed friends.  And if the only friend he could find was a
little messy, a little drunk, a little
I’m-going-to-stare-at-your-wife-when-you’re-not-looking, then okay.  She could tolerate that.  For him.


But Clyde didn’t
look like a vampire, so this won him brownie points.  She relaxed and lowered the pistol.  “Jesus, Clyde, you scared the hell out of
me!”


“I can see that,”
he replied.  “Mind putting that thing
away?”


She stuck it back
in her waistband and studied him.  Even
several feet away he towered over her, with long, spindly arms and skinny legs
that recalled the branches of trees in winter. 
Amber had referred to him as “The Mantis.”  He stood with a noticeable slump, a habit
perhaps born of a lifetime of being taller than everyone else.  His hair, once black but now shot through
with gray, poked out from beneath a Duke baseball cap.  The Mantis had survived the apocalypse.


“It’s nice to see
somebody,” she remarked.  


He shoved his
hands in his pockets  and squeezed his
shoulders together, nodding.  He was so
narrow, she could have flipped him upside down and used him to break into
cars.  “Nice ain’t the word,” he
said.  “I about had a heart attack when I
saw you.  Where’s Amber?”


“Home,” she
said.  “We were camping.  We came back yesterday and everybody’s gone.”


“Welcome home,” he
said.  “Deep Shit Creek.”


She pursed her lips
and shrugged.  


“You seen anybody
else?”  he asked.


“You’re the
first.”


“Well,
goddamn.”  He sighed and slumped even
further.  Clyde lived alone, she
remembered.  Mike said he had been
married three times, but none of these unions had produced children.  He spent his days collecting his military
pension and hanging out at the American Legion hall.  He had no one to mourn.  His life, she reflected, had been lonely even
before this happened.


“I was drunk off
my ass,” he said.


“Come again?”


“That’s how I made
it.  When those things came knocking, I
was passed out in my living room.  Folks
always said the drink would kill me, but it sure saved my shit this time.  Isn’t that something?”


“It is.”  She turned and looked at the rest of the
store.  Sunlight from the great glass
windows penetrated halfway down the building’s length, slacking and fading down
at the first break in the rows of neatly-shelved goods.  Then the shadows took over.  The camping section was in the back, of
course.  Everything she needed, back
there in the dark.


She wondered if
vampires slept during the day.


“What
happened?  How is any of this even
possible?” she asked, turning back around. 



Stepping out of
the doorway, Clyde walked over to a stack of bagged insecticide granules and
sat down.  He shrugged.  “I have no idea,” he said.  “These bitches just…took over.  I don’t know where they came from; it’s like
a fuckin’ plague or something.  The rage
of Jesus H. Christ.  First night, we lose
power, internet, phones.  We also lose
about three quarters of the population. 
Twenty thousand people, gone like that.”


He snapped his
fingers.


“Next morning, I
sober up and wake up on my floor.  It
takes me until about two in the afternoon to wander outside to find out exactly
what the goddamn fuck is going on with all my utilities.  None of my neighbors are home, and I mean,
like, none.  I try driving over to your place to look for
Mike and he’s not there, either.  So I
just cruise around.  


“About two thirty,
I come down here to see if anyone knows anything.  There’s a crew of guys boarding up the jail,
and I say hey, what’s going on, and they say, somebody in there got bit and now
they’ve all gone over.  I ask, bit by
what?  Gone over where?  They tell me to
either get a hammer and help or shut the fuck up and go on because they have to
get this done before the sun goes down. 
I’ve never really been one for hammers and nails, so I shut the fuck up
and go on.  Go around to the front of the
courthouse and I see them doing that.”


He jabbed his
finger at the storefront, at the bodies hanging across the street.


Heather breathed
through her nose.  Her stomach
crawled.  “Who are they?”


“Them?  Queers. 
The ones they could find, anyway.”


Heather’s skin
tingled.  “Who’s ‘they?’”


“Everybody who
made it through the first night.”


“Everybody?”


His homely face
was somber, expressionless.  He shrugged,
as if the answer was of no consequence. 
“Shit, I don’t know if it was literally everybody, but it was a lot of
fuckers out there.  They were like, this is
the Lord’s doing.  Pretty damn convinced
of it, too.” 


Heather thought of
her grandmother’s Bible, open to Isaiah. 
Mike had been reading it.


Clyde laughed
then, actually laughed, like he’d made a funny joke.  What’d
the man say when the horse walked into the bar? 
Hey, you see those queers get lynched in front of the courthouse?  Hee hee hee.  “Ain’t that some shit?  You got vampires running all over, getting
into people’s houses and biting this and biting that and these folks say hey,
this looks like the work of that God we’ve been worshipping.  But who knows, right??  Maybe they were on to something.”


“You can’t be
serious.”


“Serious as a
motherfuckin’, cock-suckin’ heart attack. 
This is some shit, Heather,
this is some crazy-ass fucked-up shit.  I mean, have you seen what’s happened to
people?  Have you seen one of them?”


Pain in her belly,
her throat.  Pain all over.


Mike.


“I have,” she said
softly.


“Then can you
understand why some people might think hey, this is biblical.  Must be the vengeance of the Lord.  And why not? 
Why wouldn’t He be pissed off? 
We’ve been running all over killing people, torturing people, robbing
people.  All of us, every damn one of us
is in on it.  And morality?  Shit. 
No such thing anymore.  Men not
only lying with men, but men marrying
men and the government blessing it!  I
mean, what the fuck?”


He shook his head,
which rotated on the spindle of his neck.


“So maybe they
were right.  Maybe God said like Janet
Jackson, maybe God said, what have you done for me lately?  Jack shit, that’s
what.  And maybe He got sick of
that.  Maybe He said fuck this bullshit, we’re going back to the
basics.  We’re writing us a new chapter
in the Bible, because obviously these assholes forgot a few things.  Maybe He did.


“But look, I
didn’t have shit to do with that out
there.  I came down the street, I heard
them yelling, I saw this shit going down and I got out of there A.S.A.P.  I’m a single man living alone.  For all I knew, they’d get it in their heads
that I’m one of these queers and string
me up, too.”


The day just
beyond the plate glass window lit him from behind.  Shadows covered his narrow face, making it
difficult to read his expressions.  His
head seemed to have sunken even lower between his narrow shoulders.  His long arms dangled idly at his sides.  He had never looked more like a mantis.


Please tell me this is not the last man on
Earth, she thought.


He looked back
over his shoulder at the bodies hanging across the street and coughed.  He reached into his pocket and removed a handkerchief
into which he hawked something she was glad she couldn’t see. 


“Anyway,” he said,
“what brings you down this way?  Surely
you’re not planning on re-seeding your lawn or doing a tile backsplash at a
time like this?”


“Camping
supplies,” she said.  She turned and
looked into the dark heart of the store. 
She wondered if she’d have to go back there, or if she could talk Clyde
into doing it.  “We’re going to make a
run to Fayetteville, see if the army’s got
anything set up at Fort
 Bragg.”


“Who’s with you?”
he asked.  “Are you alone?”


“No, I’ve got
Amber.”


“You guys haven’t
found anybody else?  It’s just you?”


“Just us,” she
confirmed.  It was dark back there, too
dark, but she could still see the racks on the wall at the very rear of the
store.  Off to one side, the door to the
stockroom stood closed, motionless.  If
she got too close to that door and there was something hiding in there…


Suddenly, a
different thought pierced her skull.


Ask him how he knew they were gay if he
wasn’t part of the mob.


She froze.


“Heather?” he
asked.


She reached for
the Ruger as she turned, but she found that he’d moved right up behind
her.  And before she could ask, say or do
anything, his closed fist smashed into her face and made speech impossible.
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She couldn’t have been
out long.  She awoke moments later on her
face, draped over the stinking bags of insecticide at the front of the hardware
store.  Someone was unbuttoning her
jeans.  Unzipping them, jerking them
down. 


Clyde.


“Oh, yeah,” he
said, panting.  “Gonna fuck you both, you
and her.  All day and all night.”


Hands invaded her
underwear, fondled and squeezed her buttocks. 
The side of her face a numb slab of meat, her head swam as she tried to
piece together what had just happened, what was happening now.  She blinked, trying to clear her vision.  In the upper corner of the store, a security
camera stared at her with a sightless eye. 



Her Ruger lay on
the floor beside another stack of bags. 
Out of reach. 


“You’re mine
now.  Both of you.”


His profane
fingers closed into fists and he jerked her underwear down to mid-thigh, with
her jeans.  It had felt warm in the
hardware store there in the sun coming through the window, but now the air was
cold against her bare skin.  The hands
kneaded and fondled her backside for a moment and then pulled away.


She heard a
zipper.


No. 
No, this is not happening. 


But it was happening, it was.  She had come downtown
to get beef jerky and batteries and now she was getting raped on top of a
gardening display.


No. 
No.  


“Gotta warn you,”
he gasped behind her.  “I’m not gentle.”


Those rude bony
hands reached between her thighs in search of something that was not
theirs.  When his skin touched hers, an
electric shock suddenly coursed through her body and she jerked to life.  In a single motion, she whirled around and
drove her elbow into his face.


His nose exploded
in a shower of blood and he fell back. 
He fell on his butt, his erect penis pointing at the ceiling like some
sorry little twig, his eyes open wide in surprise.  Something moved in the shadows behind him,
but Heather paid it no mind.  She fell
sideways.  Her legs mermaid-useless
within the bindings of her jeans and underwear, she scooted along the floor
until her right hand closed around the Ruger’s grip.  She brought it to bear just as Clyde
struggled to his feet.  


“YOU BITCH!” he
screamed.


She leveled the
gun at him, his face in her sights. 
“Don’t move,” she said. 


“My fugging
NOSE!”  Blood poured from his face and
splattered his shirt.  He sounded like he
had a cold.  


She was barely
aware of the floor beneath her naked bottom. 
“Move and you die.”


He looked down at
her, blinking.  


And then he
smiled.


Suddenly conscious
that she was laying on the ground with her private parts exposed, a small part
of her wanted nothing more than to cover up so that Clyde—so that no one—could
see.  But the rest of her held the Ruger
steady.


“You can’t shoot
me,” he said.  “I’m the last man on
Earth.  There’s no one else.”


“Don’t move,” she
repeated through clenched teeth.


“Put that gun
down.”


“Clyde…”


“Come on,” he
said.  “We’ve got to do this.  It’s the way
of things.  Adam and Eve, right?”


He took a step
forward.


Heather squeezed
the trigger.


A flash and peal
of thunder, and a neat round hole appeared on Clyde’s left cheek a split-second
before the back of his head disappeared. 
Something dark and red splattered on the ceiling tile.


He fell
backwards.  This time, he didn’t get up.


She held the gun
on him for several moments.  When he
didn’t move, she stood and laid it atop the bags of fertilizer while she pulled
up her underwear and jeans.


Something moved at
the back of the store.  She snatched the
pistol and aimed it towards the shadows, barely visible in the back.  Three of them—one tall, two short.  She couldn’t see their faces, but something
inside of her head told her she was looking at Jack Walker, the proprietor of
Revolution Hardware.  And his children;
she had seen them in here working alongside their father when she came to buy
supplies before.  They had come here
after turning, or they’d been here when it all happened.  And they remained here because…


The storeroom.  The storeroom has no windows, and it’s
dark.  They like that.


They didn’t
move.  She glanced down at Clyde, lying there in a pool of slowly-spreading blood in
that space where the sunlight began weakening and giving way to the darkness
beyond.  She recalled that time Mike had
hit a deer with his truck on base up in Norfolk.  The military policeman had asked him if he
wanted to keep it.  Mike had declined.


They want him.


“He’s all yours,”
Heather announced.  The Walkers, shrouded
in darkness, didn’t move.  It took her an
instant to understand that they hadn’t been waiting for her permission; the light
was simply too strong up at the front of the store, even where Clyde lay.


But it wouldn’t
remain that way indefinitely.  As the day
dragged on, the shadows here would lengthen, creep forward.


And when they did
that, the Walkers would claim Clyde.  


She hurried out of
the store.
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Outside, the sun
poured the light of science and rationality upon downtown Deep Creek.  Barely a hundred feet away, the bodies
swung.   Ropes creaked beneath their
weight.


Take care, they said.  Vampires
aren’t your only enemies.


True, Heather
realized.  Cheap bread couldn’t have gone
stale as quickly as the remains of modern society had disintegrated.  If she and her child were to survive this,
she would need to reevaluate her plan.  A
lot of road lay between Deep Creek and the army base at Fort Bragg;
they couldn’t count on every live person they met along the way being
helpful.  With the police gone and the
courthouses deserted, the rule of law existed only in the memories of
survivors.  Without its protection, the
strong and numerous could simply take what they wanted.


“We need to stay
put,” she whispered.  “Ride this
out.  Let help come to us.”


And what if help doesn’t come?  The bodies asked.  What if there is no army
anymore and the next people you meet are armed marauding freaks a la Mad
Max Beyond Thunderdome who decide to make
a little harem out of you and your daughter?


“Then I’m going to
kill a lot of fucking people,” she growled to the silent air.


And before the air
could answer, a voice behind her asked, “Who’re you going to kill?”


She jumped.  The boy standing in the street behind Heather
looked about Amber’s age but could have been even younger.  His wispy blond hair rose and fell in a
breeze that kept the bodies behind her swaying from their creaking ropes.  He glanced up at them momentarily before
looking back at her, a white Chevrolet pickup truck idling quietly behind him.


She removed the
pistol from her waistband and pointed it at him.  She wouldn’t let her guard down twice, boy or
not.  He raised his hands.


“Easy,” he said.


“Stay over there.”


“Okay.  No problem. 
I can do that.  Just don’t shoot
me, okay?”


“What are you
doing here?” she asked.


“I came to cut
them down,” he said, gesturing with his head at the bodies.  “I got a ladder in the back of my truck.  I was going to climb it and cut them down.  Cover them up.  There’s a tarp under the ladder.  Go ahead and look.”


Hands held up, he
backed away and to the side as Heather approached the truck.  She threw a glance into the bed.


A ladder.  A tarpaulin. 
A toolbox.


“Look, lady,” he
said, “I get it, okay?  I totally
understand why you’d be a little, I don’t know, paranoid.  It’s all good.  But seriously, I just came here to cut these
folks down so I don’t have to see crows pecking at their frigging eyes every
time I drive by.”


“You have
something to do with this?”


“No,” he said with an emphatic shake of
the head.  “I just want to cut them
down.  It’s the right thing to do.”


He squinted at
her.  “What happened to your face?”


She reached up
with her left hand and felt her cheek. 
It felt raw, tender.  “How does it
look?”


“You got a bruise
coming up.”


“You should see
the other guy.”


His eyes fell to
the pistol in her right hand, which she still hadn’t lowered.


“Man bring his
fists to a gunfight?”


“Something like
that.”


He bit his lower
lip and breathed slowly.  “He deserve
it?”


“He did.”


“Okay, then.”


They stood for
several long moments, the boy with his hands in the air, Heather with the
pistol pointed straight at him.  He
didn’t try to move.


“Can I put my
hands down?” he asked finally.


“Why’d you sneak
up on me?”


“Why did I drive
up behind you in a pickup truck, get out and stand here while you ignored
me?  I don’t know.  I guess I thought you were frigging
deaf.  You were acting like it.  Until you started talking to yourself.”


He looked up at
the bodies.  Then he looked back down at
her.


“I’m putting my
hands down,” he said.  “You can shoot me
or whatever.  But my arms are getting
tired.”


He allowed his
hands to fall.  He wore jeans and a baggy
hooded sweatshirt, but if he had any weapons concealed he didn’t reach for
them.  Heather kept the gun on him.


“Why don’t you
just go on?” he asked.  “Go back to your
car, wherever that is, take off, let me do my thing.  How does that sound?”


It sounded
logical, and had she an ounce of sense she’d have done just that.  But for some reason, she didn’t want to leave
the boy.  


“My husband will
be coming along any minute.  He’s in the
Navy.  He’s a SEAL.  Special forces.”


“I know what the
SEALs are,” he said.


“I was in the
Navy, too.  Shore Patrol.  I’m trained in armed and unarmed combat.”


“Good for
you.  For real, can you go on and take
that gun with you?”


She sighed and
lowered it.  Then she stuck it in her
waistband.  He looked down at it but
didn’t move from where he stood.


“I’m Heather
Palmer,” she said.


“I’m Justin
Lesner.  Are you from here, or are
you—and your husband—passing through?”


“I guess I’m from
here,” she said.  “Now, anyway.  But I wasn’t here until yesterday afternoon.”


He perked up.  “Where were you?”


“Camping.”


“Like, in a
tent?  Out in the woods?”


“Yes.  In a tent. 
Out in the woods.”


He whistled and
shook his head.  “Wow,” he said.


“I know.”


“I mean, wow. 
You have no idea how lucky you are. 
Seriously, you can’t be outside at night.  At all. 
I can’t believe you’re standing here talking to me.  You should be under a house somewhere.”


She thought about
all the nights she and Amber had sat outside the tent, hugging their knees and
watching the fire.  Out in the open.


“Where’s your
family?” she asked.


Justin
deflated.  He sighed and shook his
head.  “Ain’t got one.”


“I’m sorry.”


“No, it’s
not…doesn’t have anything to do with all this mess.  I was on my own even before this.  My dad died of cancer last year.  My mom is…was…”


Justin trailed off
and looked up the street.  Heather got
the sense that he was looking at something far, far away. 


“…wherever,” he
finished.  “She had issues.  Had a couple kids other than me, but the
state took them away.  My dad raised me.”  He shrugged and looked back at her.  He had pleasant green eyes.  “Far as I’m concerned, she’s been dead even
longer than him.  So I got nobody.  Which is kind of nice, right, because it
means I didn’t lose anybody.  Know what
I’m saying?”


“I do,” she
said.  She studied his face, cocking her
head to one side, returning his expectant stare.  When he said nothing else, she asked,
“Justin, can you tell me what happened here?”


“Sure,” he
said.  “But can you help me with
something first?”


“What?”


“Help me cut these
bodies down and get a tarp over them. 
They bug me.”
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Back when Justin cared
about such things, Kayleigh had found a way to screw him with her pants up,
clothes on and him no where near her couch or bedroom.  She engineered this after he left her
trailer—ran  from her trailer—when the conversation went
south.  On his end, the situation
degenerated rapidly when she said:


I’M
PREGNANT.


On her end, it
happened when in response to that, Justin said:


BULL-SHIT!


And then followed
up with every girl’s favorite:


IT
AIN’T MINE!


Oooh.  Not good, not the way to handle that, no
sir.  Even if it was true; even if she
couldn’t be pregnant by him because he’d always used condoms on the expectation
that this day would come—this day
when she would utilize the nuclear option in her attempts to keep him from ever
leaving her.  He’d seen it coming.  And so he bagged it.  Always. 
And none had ever broken—a blue-eyed miracle, considering his size.  Not that he knew much about other dicks or
anything, but Kayleigh had commented on it. 
And she knew a lot about
dicks.


“I can’t believe you
said that shit to me,” she said, eyes narrowing.  Speaking of blue-eyed miracles, Kayleigh had
gotten her hands on some of those funky contacts and now she was a blue-eyed miracle, kind of a wild effect in concert with
her reddish hair.  Looking down at her
that evening, he’d felt like he was banging one of those spice junkies from Dune. 



“What am I
supposed to say?  It’s true.”


“Them things ain’t
a hundred percent effective.  Even says
so on the box.”


“They are if you
put them on your wang before you start
fucking.  So if you are pregnant, one more time: it ain’t mine.  I don’t know what you want me to say.  And, I mean, if you were wanting me to be all
like, oh shit, oh fuck, I guess we have to get back together, I’m not going to
say that.  That is one hell of a bad
idea, and you know it just as well as I do.”


Red lightning
flashed behind her contacts.  Her jaw
hardened and her features seemed to lose all their softness.  Justin saw the funnel cloud gathering
strength.  He knew the look; he’d made
her angry.  The list of things that made
Kayleigh angry ran longer than her dad’s rap sheet, but she really didn’t like it, never had, when
Justin stood up.  When he failed to abide
the ride and go with the flow, no matter how twisted, illogical and downright disastrous
that flow might be.


“Why’d you come over here?  Huh? 
Why did you come over when I texted you? 
You come over just to get laid? 
Were you like, I’m gonna go over there and fuck Kayleigh one more time
and then I’m gonna dog her ass and leave? 
You sorry-ass motherfucker!”


Couldn’t argue
with her there.  When he’d looked down at
his phone a half hour before, his eyes had translated her text into a picture
of a t-shirt that fell right there where her hips swelled and her ass began—an
ass clad in either no underwear at all or that black thong.  The t-shirt in his mind was one she’d had
since middle school, and since she was twenty-one now, she’d outgrown it in the
best of good ways.  Everything up top
strained to get out.  Deserved to get out.  Talent like that demanded recognition.


Apparently,
Kayleigh had called him over not for a little weeknight ex sex, but to rope him
back into a cruddy relationship so that they could scream at each other all the
time.  Again.


She attacked.


“You
sorry-ass-cock-sucking-mother-fucking-dick-licking-ASSHOLE!”


The names, the
profanity, the disrespect fell like the blows she rained down on him from all
directions.  She whacked him so fast that
he thought for a moment she had grown extra arms.  So he ran, skedaddling out the front door,
across the deck and down to his truck. 
Kayleigh screaming, yelling, shrieking at him the whole time.


“Oh, I’m SO going
to fix your sorry ass!  You’re going to
regret this shit, motherfucker!”


He should have
stopped.  That was where he messed up; he
never should have left her like that, screaming and yelling out there in front
of her trailer, mad enough to do about anything.  Say
about anything to anybody.  He should
have stopped, calmed her down.  He
couldn’t have ever left her happy—he’d been serious about not getting back
together—but a sad Kayleigh was better for his health than a mad Kayleigh.  Maybe if he’d done that, things would have
gone differently.


Maybe then she
wouldn’t have called the police and claimed he’d hit her.  



 

The in-processing
office at the Morgan
 County Law
 Enforcement Center
looked so much like his old guidance counselor’s office that the blast from the
past nearly gave him whiplash.  The same asbestos tile slapped the bottoms of
his slippered feet, and when he sat down he found himself staring at the same
off-white cinderblock wall.  The only
difference was that instead of goofy inspirational posters of inspirational
mountain ranges and inspirational phrases (Unleash Your Dreams, Don’t Kill
Yourself On School Property, Even White Trash Like You Have A Purpose), this
wall wore a whole lot of nothing.  Not
even a cheesy calendar from the local funeral home.


In another
parallel, Justin did his in-processing with Deputy Petey Starnes, who’d sat
behind him in third-period European History senior year.  In class, Petey had read hunting magazines
packed with birds, bears, deer and different ways to kill all of the
above.  One time, Petey tapped Justin on
the back and said check out this motherfucker, and when Justin turned around
he found himself looking at a centerfold, an honest-to-God centerfold like in Playboy, of a twelve-point buck.


Now, a year later,
Petey wiped his nose and pushed a telephone across the scuffed wooden desk at
Justin.  


“Go on, man.  At least give it a try.”


“She ain’t gonna
come get me,” Justin mumbled.


“She’s your mama.”


“She’s a bitch.”


“Maybe so, but if
she can go your bond tomorrow, who gives a shit?  Let her know you’re here, and as soon as we
can get you in front of a district court judge, your ass is out.”


“I don’t need
anybody to go my bond.  My dad left me a
little something; I can get the cash.”


“Yeah, but you’re
going to be in leg chains tomorrow. 
How’re you going to get to a bank?


Justin looked at
the phone and sighed.  Thank God the rule
about a single phone call turned out to be fiction; he had made about ten calls
already, trying to find somebody to come bridge him with the bondsman tomorrow
so he didn’t have to rot in here until his next court date.  The response was predictable and uniform: I feel you, dog, but I’m a little, uh, short
this month, why don’t you call (fill in name of some other broke
“friend.”)  Folks couldn’t even spare it
long enough for him to process out of here and get to a bank, pay them back.


Because he was
alone.  Because with his father dead, he
didn’t have anybody.  Nothing but a bunch
of “friends” who wouldn’t loan him enough to pay a bondsman for even an hour or
two because at the heart of it, they didn’t really trust him.  They worried that he’d come up with a reason
he couldn’t pay them back on time, because that was what they did every time they owed somebody money.


“Go on,” Petey
repeated.  “I’m telling you, man, you do not want to stay.  We can keep you in holding overnight, but if
you’re not out come morning, they’re gonna stick you in a bunkroom.  There’s guys sleeping on the floor in there.”


“And somebody’s
going to try to fuck me in the ass as soon as the door closes, right?”


Petey shrugged.


“Never know,” he
said.


Justin sighed and
took the phone.  He dialed his mother’s
number.  It rang.  It rang again.  On the third ring, her carrier’s robo-answer
picked up.


“The Cricket
Wireless customer you are trying to reach is not accepting calls at this
time.  Please try again later.”


“Shit,” he muttered,
hanging up.


“Voicemail?”


“Sounds like she
ran out of minutes on her phone again.”


“That sucks,
man.”  Petey took the phone and shook his
head.  “Listen, I go off shift at seven
in the morning.  You tell me where you
think she’s at, I’ll ride by there and tell her what’s going on.”


Justin closed his
eyes.  Damn.  Damn, damn, damn.


“I didn’t hit
Kayleigh,” he said.  “She’s lying.”


“Shit, I would
have.  That girl was always gonna get her
ass beat some day.”


“Maybe, but I
didn’t do it.  I pissed her off and this
is how she’s getting back at me.  I
shouldn’t be here, man.  I got to get to
class in the morning!”


“I know,” Petey
said, rising from his chair.  “But look,
maybe your mama will come through.  And
if not, maybe the judge’ll let you out on a written promise to appear.  Come on.”


The doorway to
in-processing opened onto a long hallway. 
Behind them stood the first floor control station, a glass-enclosed room
roughly the size of in-processing with desks and computer banks and telephones
beeping at the two deputies inside.  Just
beyond the door to the control station, a pair of patrol deputies manhandled a
struggling middle-aged man in jeans and a flannel shirt.


“I’m bit!” he
cried.  “I need to go to the hospital!”


“Sir, you got to
stop…”


The man tilted his
head down and threw up all over the dirty floor.  Whatever he had, Justin hoped it wasn’t
contagious.  Petey led him down a long
corridor.  Closer to the darkened holding
cells, the smell of pine cleaner yielded to the stronger scents of unwashed bodies
and gas station bathrooms.


Please, God, let this be my only night in
here.  I know I don’t call you much, but
I don’t ask for much, either.  Okay?


The electric lock
on the door opened when Petey spoke into his radio.  He motioned Justin inside.  The cell was small, with two bunks stacked
against one wall and a steel toilet/sink combination on the other.


No cellmate, at
least not for now.  Chances of midnight
butt rape: zero.


“Here you go.  Sleep tight.” 



“Buenas noches,”
Justin said, but Petey was already gone, his footfalls clomping back up the
corridor.  


Justin climbed
onto the top bunk.  He folded his hands
behind his head and stared up at the blank, cracked ceiling.  Down the hall, the commotion at in-processing
intensified.  Screaming, yelling, chairs
scraping.  Keys on chains rattling.  More screams echoing down the corridor,
followed by Petey asking some guy what the damn hell was wrong with him.  Sounded like the whole world was down there
raising hell.


He was in jail.


“Fuck me,” he muttered.


Yep, said an invisible Kayleigh.  He could almost see her wicked grin twisting
in the bars.  Fuck you.


He rolled over on
his side and tried to block out the sounds. 
He closed his eyes but didn’t sleep, and he was still awake when the
power went out.
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The power failure
plunged the cell into the deepest darkness Justin had ever known.  Ten seconds later the generators kicked on
and the overheads once more bathed the floors and walls with their sickly glow.


Down the corridor,
somebody screamed.


Blown transformer, he thought.  He didn’t even sit up.  He remained on his bunk, facing the wall,
until he heard a noise at the bars behind him. 
At this point, he rolled over and looked.


He froze.


The man standing
at the bars was a jailer.  He looked
vaguely familiar; Justin thought he might have seen him sitting at the monitors
there in the control room, but he couldn’t tell for sure, not now.  His face was a hideous white beneath the
wisps of his military regulation haircut. 
Blood soaked into his uniform shirt from a wound in his neck.  


What what what the FUCK is that


The eyes—solid
black from corner to corner—pulled the life from Justin’s body like a medieval
executioner drawing a prisoner’s bowels. 
He had to blink to keep himself from flying off the edge of
madness.  


It smiled and
parted its white lips to reveal a set of fangs.


Now Justin sat
up.  His breath caught in his chest.  He couldn’t even scream.


The jailer seemed
to like that.  He shook the bars, making
them rattle in their tracks and click against the magnetic lock as a ring of
keys jangled on his utility belt. 
Justin’s gaze darted to the keys, then back to that horrid face.  His paralysis broke and he scooted backwards
on his tiny bunk, back striking the wall.


All that thing has to do is open the bars
and come in.  Close the doors and take
its sweet time.


It opened its
mouth again.  “Let me in,” it commanded
in a guttural voice, lips barely moving.


He opened his own
mouth to speak, but a desert in his throat wouldn’t let him.  His head spun.


If that’s a vampire, it needs your
permission to come in.


He summoned enough
strength to croak, “No.”


The vampire turned
his eyes towards the ceiling and roared with frustration.  Justin pressed himself against the wall.  If he could have, he’d have made himself part
of it.  So when that thing got hungry
enough to come in without permission, it couldn’t get him.


Screams down the
corridor again.  Apparently perceiving
more action elsewhere, it growled at him and lumbered off in the direction of
the in-processing office.  Justin
swallowed, blinked and tried to remember to keep breathing.


What, what, what the fuck, what, what, what
the fuck


The question
repeated itself in his mind without punctuating, an insane little ditty that
ran over and over.  He reached through
his jail-issue jumpsuit, grabbed a piece of flesh on his outer thigh and
pinched.  The pain anchored him.  He needed that, an anchor.  If he lost his shit here, he was a dead man.


And that would be bad, because right now
you’re a living man stuck in a jail cell and apparently the people in charge
around here have gone vampire.  Think
they’ll feed you at chow time?


Panic opened a
great hole beneath him.  Considering the
possibility of starving to death or dying of thirst, he nearly fell right
through it.  He pinched harder.


Stop.


It stopped.  The panic receded.  He released his skin, savoring the dull ache
where his thumb and forefinger had pressed together.  He would not starve to death and he would not
die of thirst.  He would not do these
things because the United States was a big country, North Carolina was a big
state and at some point, somebody would realize some really bad shit had gone
down at the Morgan County Law Enforcement Center.  Probably very soon, as in tomorrow
morning.  When none of the inmates showed
up for court and somebody went to check on them.


Thinking ahead, he
stood and ripped a sleeve from his striped shirt.  He jammed it in the drain of the sink and ran
the water until the sink was nearly overflowing.  There. 
Just in case the water lines lost pressure, now he had a water
reserve.  He could refill it as long as
the lines held.  He had resolved his
water problem, at least temporarily.  He
was taking charge of his fate, taking charge of this situation.


There. 
Now you can die of starvation instead of thirst.


He drank the water
and ran the faucet to replace it, studying the flow for any signs of
weakening.  Seeing none, he returned to
his bunk and sat with his back resting against the wall.  He stared at the bars and let his mind roll.


Back in high
school, his American Literature teacher had told a story about the exhumation
of a 19th-century graveyard she had seen as a college student up at
William and Mary.  They were putting a
mall in or something, and the developer had agreed to move the graveyard to a
final resting place with less value on the commercial real estate market.  For whatever reason, she wanted to go watch.


Some of these coffins were over two hundred
years old, she said.  So when the workers raised them, a lot of
them broke.  The bodies were just rags
and bones at that point, but the thing was, some of those coffins had claw
marks on the insides of the lids. 
Because the people hadn’t been dead, not all the way.


He remembered the
shiver that had passed through his body. 
People passing out and waking up in a wooden box beneath the earth,
pitch black dark, beating on the lids of their coffins, screaming, clawing at
the wood.  Not knowing that a hundred and
forty years would pass before anyone would come get them.  Screaming, shrieking, crying until they ran
out of oxygen.


Or not. 
Maybe air filtered down through the loose soil.  Maybe they lived down there until they died
of thirst.  Takes a few days.


Justin stared at
the washbasin.  His fabric drain plug
wasn’t working; the water level was falling. 
In just a few minutes, it had dropped at least an inch.


“HELP!” he
screamed.  “GET ME THE FUCK OUT OF HERE!”


And, as if God
himself had heard Justin screaming, the locks buzzed and the door popped open.


The vampire jailer
crossed his mind, but images of claw marks on ancient coffin lids rolled in and
squished such tactical concerns.  He
wasted no time in leaping from his bunk and breaking out into the corridor.  Up ahead towards the control room, past the
empty holding cells to his right, he saw Petey Starnes.


Petey staggered,
his immense gut rising and falling with the labor of his breath.  He wore blue latex gloves, like he’d been
performing a body cavity search when everything erupted.  Blood covered the front of his khaki uniform
shirt.  Behind him, boot-clad feet stuck
out from behind the wall.  A body or
bodies, lying on the floor.


Justin retreated
until his back struck the wall.  To his
left, another wall; to his right, the open door to his cell.  All he had to do was step back inside and
close the bars.  Maybe they’d find his
claw marks on the wall someday.


“Petey?” he called
out in a strangled voice.  “You all
right, man?”


Petey stopped and
leaned against the wall for support. 
“Good to go, man.  Little winded.”


“What’s with the
blood?  You ain’t gonna bite me, right?”


“Chill out.  I stabbed one of these fuckers.  Stabbed a couple of them, actually.”


Justin moved
slowly along the wall to where Petey stood. 
Around the corner, the corridor opened up into a little lobby.  One wall consisted of the glass-fronted
control room, while another sported three in-processing offices and the
countertop where Justin had laid his belongings and clothes upon arrival.  The elevator was located just to the right of
the corridor and to the right of that, the door to the real lobby.  With a door to the outside.


Three bodies lay
on the floor, two in Sheriff’s Department brown, the last in civilian
clothes.  Justin recognized him as the
vomiting man from earlier.


“That bastard,”
Petey said, “was a blood-sucking vampire. 
He fuckin’ bit Jimmy.  Ray broke a
broom in half and stabbed him, but then old Ray and Jimmy got into it because
Jimmy started getting bitey, and then I had to stab both of them because they both
got bitey.  Right through the heart,
man.  Like in a goddamned movie.”


A broom handle
protruded from the chest of each deputy. 
Justin blinked at them, trying to wrap his mind around this scene that
Petey described like it made perfect sense.


“You get bit?”


“Naw, man.”


“Not even a
little?  What’s with the huffing and
puffing?”


“I’m fat and out
of shape.  That’s what fat people do when
they exert themselves.  We huff and
puff.”  Petey leaned over and sucked in a
great chestful of air.  He stood up and let
it go in one long breath.  “Damn!”


“How…I mean…”


“Shit, I don’t
know,” Petey said.  “That dude right
there was all sick and suddenly he came up with fangs.  Where’d he get them?  I have no earthly idea.”


Justin stared at
the bodies.  A few hours ago, he had been
sitting in his apartment.  Watching
cable, eating potato chips.  “What do we
do now?” he asked.


“We get out of
here, that’s what we do now.  Your
clothes are still in the bag in that office back there—go put them on and let’s
bounce.”


Justin did.  Jeans, socks, sneakers, tee shirt,
hoodie.  Despite his present
circumstances, he felt immeasurably better when he rid himself of the jail
garb.  Getting rid of that felt like
shedding a rough, raspy, second skin in which terrible things could happen to him.  He didn’t feel like himself again, but he
felt better.


Back in the
in-processing lobby, Petey leaned against the frame in the doorway to the
control room.  He’d been leaning over
again, but he straightened up when Justin approached.  


“Sure you’re okay?”


“Listen,” he said,
ignoring the question.  “This whole
motherfucker is a lockdown facility. 
None of these doors is going to open without somebody buzzing it open,
and when the finger comes off the buzzer those locks are going to engage
again.  So what we’re going to do is, I’m
going to buzz them and you jam them open as you go through.  We’ll get in my truck and haul ass.”


“Gotcha.”  Justin went and stood by the door that led
out to the little waiting room outside the in-processing lobby.  But then he stopped.


Claw marks.


He thought of the
rest of the building rising above him. 
Two, three floors of deputies and inmates, some as innocent as he—some
even more so.  Some cell blocks and bunk
rooms hadn’t been opened tonight.  There
were men up there, trapped behind locked doors as he himself had been trapped
behind the bars of the holding cell.  If
someone didn’t come neutralize this situation in two or three days, they would
all die.  Like colonists buried alive in
the days before coroners, medical examiners and such simple yet critically
important things as establishing death before sticking someone in a pine box.


“What about
everybody else?”  He asked.


Petey, who had
moved behind the glass in the control room, scowled and stuck his head
out.  “What about them?”


“Are we going to
leave everybody in here?  What about your
fellow deputies?  What about the people
in the cells?  We can’t just abandon them.”


“Come in here for
a second.”


Petey motioned him
into the control room.  Justin found
himself standing before a bank of black-and-white television monitors.


“Look,” Petey
said.  “This shit’s everywhere.”


On the bank of
glowing monitors covering one wall of the control room, men struggled and fell
in the bunkrooms that comprised the main part of the jail—the part he himself
would have been in but for Petey’s largesse—while jailers and trustees stumbled
in the corridors.   Black, white,
Hispanic, they all had the same narrow, wolfish look as the one who had tried
to gain entry to Justin’s own cell. 
Justin counted two bunkrooms that appeared normal; in these, jumpsuited
men lay on bunks, on the floors, apparently unaware of the commotion taking
place outside.


They’ll find out soon enough.


“Holy shit,”
Justin whispered.


On one monitor, a
brown-shirted deputy stopped and stared at the camera.  Its black eyes held him motionless as he felt
suddenly overcome by the notion that the thing could see him, too; that it knew
he was there, could sense his bewilderment and fear.  


It grinned and
bared its fangs.


“This is so fucked
up,” he said.  “How did it get up there
if this guy out here brought it in and you stabbed him?  I mean, that’s him laying right out there,
right?  How is this even possible?”


“It must have been
in here earlier,” Petey said.  He coughed
and grunted.  “Up there.  Came in again through in-processing, with
Asshole out there.  Came in from outside
the jail, though.  Means…”


“This same problem
might be developing out in the public. 
Right now.”


“Bingo.  And check this out.”


Petey punched some
keys on a computer keyboard at the bottom of the monitor bank.  The top row of screens blinked and refocused
on new scenes.  In the corridors above,
small knots of afflicted deputies and trustees stood motionless outside of
bunkrooms.  


“They’re waiting
to get in,” Petey said.  Light from the
monitors reflected off the sheen of sweat covering his face.  He took his breaths in uneven gusts that he
released in ragged sighs.  “Those are the
unaffected cells.  Eventually, they’re
going to figure out that if somebody buzzes those doors, they can all get in
there and eat.”


“Those guys in
there are fucked,” Justin said.


“Unless you want
to fight through an army of vampires to save them.  You want to do that, be my guest.  But my ass is…hey, check this out.”  


Petey pointed to
the leftmost monitor.  Justin
looked.  Three figures in sheriff’s
department uniforms stood motionless before a closed door.


“What’s that?” he
asked.


“That is…”


Petey rose from
the chair and stood in the doorway.  He
pointed to a door beside the inprocessing office.  The stairwell.


“…right
there.  Hit the wrong button, those
bastards are coming out.”


Justin stared at
the door, then back at the monitor.  He
hadn’t thought it possible for his guts to feel any colder, but he’d been
wrong.  Less than ten feet separated him
and Petey from the creatures on the monitor.


The inmates of
this jail were damned.  There was nothing
he could do.


“So I suggest,”
Petey labored, “that we get the fuck out of here.  Now.”


He rummaged around
in a toolbox under the monitor table. 
Finding nothing that suited him there, he straightened up and surveyed
the table.  Sweat dripped from the bags
beneath his eyes; he looked to Justin like he hadn’t slept in weeks.  The control room was redolent of body odor
barely concealed beneath his cheap cologne and the smell of latex from his
gloves.


He grabbed a pair
of clipboards and thrust them at Justin. 
“Here,” he said.  “Use these to
jam the doors open.  I’ll be right behind
you.”


“Don’t hit the
wrong button.”


“I won’t.  Bank on it.”


Stepping over the
bodies, Justin made his way to the first of two doors that led from the
outside.  The buzzer sounded, the lock
clanked and he entered a tiny, square room the size of a broom closet.  To his left, a glass window looked into the
control room.  To his right, an
elevator.  In front, the door to the
public lobby.  And freedom.


He wedged a
clipboard in the first door and pulled the handle until the door’s weight
firmly held the clipboard in place.  He
stepped back and rested a hand on the second door and waited.


No buzz.


“Okay!” he
yelled.  “Go ahead and hit the second
one!”


Still nothing.


He turned to the
window and plastered his face to the glass. 
On the other side, Petey sat before the glowing monitors, jamming his
index finger at a button on the console. 
Justin passed back through the first door and stepped into the control
room.


“What’s going on?”
he asked.


Petey’s head
seemed to be swaying atop the mountain of his chest.  For a moment, Justin thought he had lost
consciousness.  But then he turned, his
face knotted with confusion.


“Won’t work,” he
said.  “I press the…button and…nothing
happens.”


If Petey had
looked sick before, now he looked near death. 
His skin had gone white and pale, his lips a bluish tear at the bottom of
his chubby face.  Sweat beaded on his
broad forehead.  He blinked and turned
his head when he addressed Justin, almost as if he had trouble focusing.


He didn’t get bit, Justin thought.  He
didn’t!  He said so!


Why don’t you ask him to show you his hands?


Justin looked
down.   A pair of white latex gloves
covered both of Petey’s hands.  He could
have received a bite on one of those. 
Justin wouldn’t have known.


He swallowed and
said, “It’s probably a security measure. 
Only one door open at a time, right? 
Keep prisoners from escaping?”


“Yeah,” Petey
panted.  “I think that’s right.”


“So we have to
fool the system, make it think that other door’s closed.  You got any duct tape around here?”


“Of course we got
duct tape.  What kind of rinky-dink
outfit you think we’re running here?”


Am I imagining things, or is his voice
changing?


Justin took in a
deep breath.  He had to do this while
Petey remained in control of his faculties. 
Because once Petey stopped being Petey and lost the inclination to
operate the control board, Justin would have nobody to buzz him out.  Even if he rammed one of those makeshift
stakes through Petey’s heart and made his vampire career a short one, he’d be
stuck in here.  Maybe not in a cell, but
stuck anyway.


Claw marks.


“Can you get it
for me?”  Justin asked.  “Or tell me where it is?”


With what appeared
like a titanic effort, Petey reached under the table and came up with a plastic
bin of sundries.  He pushed it down the
length of the table at Justin and collapsed back in his chair.  The seat back groaned beneath his
weight.  “Jesus,” he muttered.


“You okay?”


“I’m fine, I’m
just…fuck, man, I’m feeling like shit all of a sudden, you know?  You think I could be having a heart attack?”


Where is it where is it where where where IS
THE FUCKING DUCT TAPE


At the bottom,
just beneath a dirty Burlington Royals ball cap, Justin located the tape.  His right hand closed around it and he jerked
it out.  “Naw, man.  You’re nineteen.  Folks like us don’t have heart attacks.”


“Yeah, but I’m a
big, fat, nasty pig.  I ain’t got blood,
I got grease with pieces of bacon floating in it.”


“You’re all
right,” Justin lied.  “Now get your
fingers to that control board.  We’re
getting out of here.”


“That’s a big
ten-four.”


Justin exited the
control room and waited for the first buzz. 
When the door opened, he held it ajar with his body while he tore a
length of the gray tape and applied it to the security roller on the lock’s
striker plate.


One down, one to go.  We can do this.


He stepped inside
the tiny vestibule and let the door close. 
Then he turned and knocked on the control room window.  On the other side of the glass, Petey jabbed
at the button.  But nothing happened.


“What’s
wrong?”  Petey asked.  It came out wass-ong, like a drunk.


It’s magnetic, not mechanical.  If metal doesn’t touch metal, that damn thing
knows it’s still open.


I’m fucked.


His head swam with
a sudden surge of panic.  It attacked
with such force that he nearly lost his balance.  He steadied himself on the wall, resting his head
against the glass.


“Justin?”


No.  He wasn’t fucked.  Not yet.


He raised his
head.  Then he walked back through
in-processing and into the control room.


“What’s wrong?”


“You got your
truck keys on you?”


“Uhh…yeah.  Why?”


“Can you throw
them to me?”


Petey stared at
him.


His eyes are going to go black.  Any minute now.  He’ll blink and they’ll be solid black.  And he’ll have fangs.


But then he
reached into his pocket and pulled out a set of keys.  He tossed them onto the table, where they
fell with a jangle.  Justin grabbed
them.  


“What’s wrong?”


“What’s under the
gloves, Petey?  You got bit, didn’t
you?  On the hand?”


Petey looked down
at his gloved hands.  His head swayed
precariously, then rolled into a resigned nod.


“I’m going to get
help, all right?  We’ll get the feds,
Center for Disease Control, all those people. 
We’ll get this fixed.  Including
you, okay?”


“Gotta hurry,”
Petey said.  His voice was almost a
whisper now.  “I feel like ass.”


“I can do
that.  But I need you to stay with me a
bit, okay?  I need you to operate these
controls.  Because the system knows
there’s still a door open.  The duct tape
didn’t work.”


“Duct tape…always
works.”


“Not this
time.  Stay with me, all right?”


Petey nodded.  Justin could tell in the way he moved his
body he didn’t have much time left.


“I’m going to let
that first door engage.  Then you buzz
the second.  Okay?”


“Ten-four.”


Justin left the
control room.  He pulled the first door
open and removed the length of duct tape. 
Then he stepped through.


The door closed
behind him.  Giddy panic seized his brain
again.


He’s going to lose it now.  Right now. 
And you’ll still be in here.


His eyes fell on
the door in front of him.  The
handle.  It didn’t buzz.


Oh, God.


He rapped on the
control room window.  “Petey?  Buzz me out, man.”


No response.  


Justin pressed his
face against the window glass.  On the
other side, Petey sat slumped in his chair. 
His shoulders twitched weakly. 
But for that, he could have been


Dead. 
Dead like you’ll be, only dead a lot faster.  Yours won’t be like that.  Gonna take a while for you to die in
here.  Three days?  Four?


His hands formed
into fists.


Somebody will find you eventually.  They’ll know how you died.  It’ll give them nightmares.


He screamed
then.  He had never screamed like that,
not at Kayleigh, not at his worthless mother, not at anyone.  His chest erupted in the scream of the
unjustly damned, a scream of razor blades and broken glass that tore at his
vocal chords.  He attacked the
window.  He beat his fists against it.


Petey lifted his
head with his eyes closed.  But then he
raised his arm and pressed a button on the control board.


The buzzer
sounded.  Justin darted sideways and
depressed the handle, tearing the door open and exploding into the public
lobby.  Two rows of empty plastic chairs
bolted to the floor waited for him. 
Portraits of past Morgan County head sheriffs stared at him from their
resting places on the walls.


Another window to
the control room looked out over the lobby. 
Through the glass, he could see Petey begin to shake.  His spine suddenly straightened and he bent
backwards over the back of the chair. 
His mouth opened wide towards the ceiling.


He was changing.


You are one lucky motherfucker, Lesner,
said the nearest sheriff from his frame.


“Yeah,”  Justin muttered.  “Real lucky.”


Hoping his luck
would hold long enough to get him to Petey’s truck, he clutched the keys and
ventured out into the night.
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Heather and Justin
laid the bodies on the grass in front of the courthouse and covered them with a
plastic tarpaulin from the bed of Justin’s truck.  Then they removed their gloves and sat on the
tailgate while Justin told his story. 
When he stopped talking, Heather sat for a long time and waited because
he hadn’t finished.  He simply stopped in
the middle.  He swallowed and looked off
into the distance, obviously reliving something but not telling her what it
was.


“And?” she finally
asked.


“And I got home,”
he said, shrugging and looking at the street beneath his feet.


“I mean, what
happened between then and now?  That was
four days ago.  How did you survive?”


He shrugged again,
this time throwing in a shake of the head for good measure.  His face looked drawn, old.  Heather wondered how she could have ever
mistaken him for a child.  “I didn’t
answer the door.  That’s how I survived.”


She heard
something up the street and tensed, looking in the direction of the noise.  In the intersection, dead leaves jumped and
swirled.


“I thought for a
while it was a virus or bacteria,” Justin said. 
“Because these crosses don’t work for shit.  But these folks talk to you, see.  They ask
your permission to come in.  They could
break down your door, but they don’t; it’s like they’re obeying certain rules.”


Heather thought of
her conversation with Mike the night before. 
She hadn’t thought for an instant that she’d been communicating with a
sickened version of her husband.  That
had been…


Devil magic


Something else
entirely.


“It goes
fast.  Petey made it twenty minutes,
maybe half an hour because it just kind of nicked his hand.  They get a good bite on you, I think it’s
quicker.  I think that’s one of the ways
it spread so fast.”


“What are the
other ways?”


He braced his
hands on the tailgate and slid down into a standing position.  He reached into the pocket of his jeans and
wiped his nose with a handkerchief that he’d stored there.  “It uses our feelings,” he said.


Mike.


“My ex-girlfriend,
my mom and all my friends came to my door,” Justin said.  “Come to
my door, I mean; it’s every goddamned night. 
They show up and they talk.  And
you’re lonely, right, because you’ve been hiding out in your apartment for days
on end without hearing another human voice and you’re thinking that maybe
you’re the last man on Earth.  The first
night, you almost open the door because you’re like hey, it’s my mom, I need to
let her in.  But it’s not her, and you know it’s not her, it’s something that’s
taken over her body.  And her mind.  It picks up her thoughts like a fucking
magazine and reads them to you.  It’s
sick.  But you know what’s even more
sick?  You.  Because after about a day of not seeing other
people, you get to where you’ll sit there by the door and converse with these
assholes because hey, some company’s better than none.  And once you figure out they need your
permission to come inside and you’re really not in any physical danger as long
as you keep that door closed, it’s like, fuck it.”


He paused and cast
a sideways glance at the tarp-covered lumps on the yellow grass.  Flies buzzed there, looking for a way
in.  Others buzzed beneath it, looking
for a way out.


“And to be honest
with you, I don’t know if I want to meet other people.  This isn’t the only place in town I’ve seen
this shit today.”


“What happened to
them?”  Heather asked.  “The ones who did this?”


“I haven’t seen or
heard them in a few days,” he replied. 
“I think they’re probably under a house somewhere.  Or in a basement, closet, whatever.  Somewhere dark.”


A silence
developed then, a chilly space furnished only with the buzzing of flies and the
occasional chatter of leaves.  He looked
at the leaf-strewn pavement for a long time, hands folded between his knees.


“Sorry you had to
shoot that dude,” he said.  “It’s not
exactly a great world even in the daytime. 
You have the folks that lynch people, and then you have the ones that
cut the bodies down.  Hopefully, the ones
that did this got bit.  You and me
didn’t.”


“We didn’t,”
Heather agreed.


The October breeze
sloughed around the buildings, down the street and through the space between
them.  The omnipresent leaves chattered
with the sound of cockroach bodies in a coffee can.  Justin sighed and looked up to where Main
Street unwound into the silent distance. 
Heather looked the other way.  She
felt they had run out of things to talk about, but she didn’t want to simply
send the boy on his way; it didn’t seem right somehow, to meet another human
being and then just let him go.  


Last time you met a human being you shot him,
said her inner paranoiac.  Because he turned out to be a fucking snake.


True.  But Justin wasn’t Clyde.  And if she took that attitude towards
everybody, she and Amber both were in for a lonely rest of their lives.  However short that turned out to be.


She cleared her
throat.  “Listen,” she said.  “I was lying about my husband.  He’s not coming.”


He looked back at
her and shrugged.  “I kind of figured.”


“He’s dead.  One of them, I mean.”


“That sucks.”


“Yeah, it
does.  What it means is, me and my
daughter are alone in this.  And I don’t
know you and you don’t know me, but I would really, really like it if you
would…I don’t know…come with us today. 
We’re trying to figure out what to do next, and we could use some help.”


He didn’t respond
right away.  For a moment, she thought he
was going to tell her no; that she was right, he didn’t know her, and because
of that he didn’t feel comfortable going somewhere with her.  Because they lived in a world where vampires
walked at night and where by day, the remains of the living made human
sacrifices to a God who, by all appearances, wasn’t listening.  Where a woman could confess to killing
somebody and that somehow seemed normal.


But then he
smiled.  It was a broad, genuine
smile.  Warm and trusting.  Trustworthy.


“I think I’d like
that,” he said.
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An hour after her
mother left for the store, Amber nearly lost her mind.  The thought of her neighbors and her own
father sleeping in the crawl spaces filled her with revulsion too great to
contain within her own body.  She had
actually gone for the door—for what reason, she didn’t know—but an invisible
hand pulled her back.


No.


“It’s daylight,”
she mumbled through the tears in her eyes. 
“It’s our time.”


You don’t know who’s out there.


Can’t go out at night.  Can’t go out in the day.  Can’t go anywhere.  Daddy’s dead yet not dead at the same time,
he’s laying under the house, he might be under her feet right now, staring up
at the sounds with his mouth open.


He’s following you under there.  He’s skittering.


She screamed then
and fled into the living room, where daylight blasted in through the great
picture window.  She flung herself on the
couch and screamed into the throw pillows. 
She screamed until she was hoarse. 
And then she just moaned.


I cannot stay here.


Just then, the
Durango pulled into the driveway. 
Moments later, a white pickup pulled up on the curb in front of the
house, startling her.  Her heart leapt,
lifting her up off the couch with it.


 She
found other people.


Another person, anyway.  The driver’s door opened, and a boy
emerged.  As he followed her mother up
the walkway to the porch, she realized she knew him from class at MCC.  Had seen him, anyway.  He had smiled at her from time to time, and
recently worked his way up to saying “hey” and waving at her on his way out of
the parking lot.  Given her level of
interaction with people she’d met since moving to Deep Creek, this made him one
of her best friends.


The front door
opened.  She heard her mother talking to
the boy as they stepped inside and crossed the foyer into the living room.  She rose to meet them, arms folded.  She took one look at Mom’s face and froze.


A purple bruise
covered her left cheek and reached up over her left eye.  Before she could ask about it, Mom cleared
her throat and spoke.  “Amber, this is
Justin.  He’s been here since the
beginning.  We need to talk.”



 

They sat at the
kitchen table, drinking instant coffee while Justin told the story of his
survival and meeting up with her mother. 
Then Mom told her about Clyde.  


Amber’s head
spun.  “God,” she whispered.  Mom reached out and took her by the hand.


“So…all the cops
are dead?”  Amber asked.  “Everybody’s gone but us?”


“I don’t know that
for sure yet,” Justin said.  “I had
really just got started exploring when I ran into your mom.  But I haven’t seen anybody.”


Amber leaned
forward, covering her face and groaning softly while Mom asked him about the
tactical aspects of the vampires—what they could and couldn’t stand, what they
talked about, when they came and when they left.  Amber barely listened.  She hadn’t slept well on the bathroom floor,
and her body ached in a dozen different places. 



But her physical
discomfort paled in comparison to the aching of her battered psyche, a pain
enhanced by one simple sentence: I
haven’t seen anybody.  She didn’t
like that at all.


“No one’s come
through?” she asked.


“Just you guys.”


“So I’m thinking
we need to stay put,” Mom said.  “At
least for now.  We don’t know what’s out
there.  Those roads could be crawling
with people like Clyde.”


“And this place is
crawling with vampires,” Amber replied. 
“There’s actually one under our feet right now.  What about finding help?  I mean…the army’s only two hours away!”


“We don’t know
that,” Mom said.  She looked over at
Justin.  “Have you seen any
helicopters?  Jets?”


Justin shook his
head.


“So how likely is
it that there’s a functioning army presence nearby when there aren’t any
helicopters?”  Mom folded her arms across
her chest.  She looked almost satisfied
with this—like she didn’t want the army to be down there at Bragg, ready to
take them in and help.  As if…


As if she wants to stay here.  And be with him.


Mom seemed not to
notice Amber frowning.  “We could leave
here, risk our necks getting through Burlington and find nothing there.  Then what?”


“Then we find a
place to hole up for the night and head up to Norfolk in the morning.”


“And find the same
nothing there.”


“But there are
ships,” Amber said.  “Carriers,
submarines, destroyers.  Things that
weren’t in port when this happened. 
Eventually, they’re going to come back. 
We’ll be there to meet them.”


Mom leaned
forward.  “Waiting in a metropolitan area
of over a million and a half people.  All
vampires now.”


“So we just stay
here and…wait?  Do nothing?  Wait for winter to come so we can freeze our
asses off and eat crappy canned food? 
What kind of plan is that?”


“Maybe we should
check out the rest of Deep Creek,” Justin offered.  “Before we have this discussion, I mean.  Like I said, I just got started exploring.  We could see if there are other people here,
normal ones.  See what their plan
is.  Maybe we can still leave, but it
would be good to go in a group.  An armed
one.  Safety in numbers and all.”


“I think that’s a
good idea,” Mom said with a nod.  “We
don’t want to do anything rash.”


Mom didn’t want to
do anything at all, Amber realized. 
Given the choice, she’d probably stay here forever.  With him
under the house.


But he would have
to figure out how to gain entry into the house first.  As terrifying as last night had been, that
thing and its friends hadn’t come in.  Because vampires needed permission to
enter.  As long as no one gave it they
could remain here indefinitely.


She looked down at
the floor.  Unless we lose our minds first, she thought.


She sighed and
rubbed her temples.  “Okay,” she said,
“so where do we go?  Check the schools
out, see if there are any disaster centers?”


“That’s one idea,”
Justin said.  “But I was thinking of
someplace more…I don’t know…supplied. 
The first place people go when there’s a natural disaster or something
bad happens.  I was actually on my way
there when I ran across your mom.”


“And where is
this?”  Mom asked.


Justin
smiled.  


“Wal-Mart,” he
said.
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Mike hadn’t liked
Heather’s friends from high school.  He
met them one time, when they all came up for a long weekend at Virginia Beach
and everybody got drunk in the hotel room—Mike, the only boyfriend present,
included.  He laughed and goofed around,
deployed his charm without actually hitting on any of her girls and ruining
everybody’s time.  He didn’t get loud or
belligerent, pass out or break anything—all things, her friends had told her,
that other boyfriends sometimes did when the liquor flowed.  They all loved him, this handsome young
sailor that had electrified Heather’s life with romance.  Out in the parking lot on Sunday, when
everyone had to again go their separate ways, Elise wrapped her in an exuberant
hug and whispered, “Hang on to that one. 
He’s special.”


They all loved
him, and Heather had thought the feeling mutual.  


Apparently not.


“I don’t know,”
Mike said later, “I mean, they’re cool and all, yeah, but they’re just…I don’t
know.  Different, I guess.”


“How are they different?”


This conversation
had occurred a few weeks later at a booth at Doumar’s in Norfolk, attacking
banana splits after a healthy dinner of hot dogs and fries.  He shrugged and dug his spoon into his ice
cream.  “Like I said, I don’t know.  Just different.  Jennifer and Elise are these giggly sorority
girls who have absolutely no responsibilities. 
Get drunk, party, spend their daddies’ money, maybe go to class every
now and then.  They’re basically
kids.  And Kathy?  Same damn thing, only her daddy doesn’t have
any money for her to spend and so she
gets drunk, parties, and occasionally shows up for work at K-Mart.  Where she’s probably going to stay.  She’s going to get knocked up by some loser
and make like a tornado.”


“Make like a
tornado?”


“Break a bunch of
shit and wind up in a trailer park.”


She remembered her
face burning then, her eyes narrowing with hurt and annoyance.  Jennifer, Elise and Kathy had been her girls
since elementary school.  She had no
sisters of her own; these were her siblings, her family.  It stung to hear Mike criticize them.  She felt like he was talking about her.


“That’s a nasty
thing to say,” she said.  Her voice came
out all wobbly, as if she wanted to cry.


“I’m not being
nasty,” he replied, “I’m just calling it like I see it.”  Another chunk of his banana split
disappeared.  He chewed, swallowed and
cocked his head thoughtfully.  “But I
don’t think you see it,” he said when
his mouth was clear.  “I think you’re all
like, ‘best friends forever,’ and you don’t see any of this shit.  You don’t see that you really don’t have much
in common with these chicks anymore.”


He raised his
spoon and shook it at her like a judge with a gavel.  “Jennifer and Elise think they’re better than
us,” he said.  “You didn’t catch that,
but I did.  They think they’re all big
and bad because they’re in college and we’re just stupid sailors.  Talking about sorority this and sorority
that, this party, that party…I mean, shut up, you know?  Did you hear Elise explain to me three times what a ‘pledge’ was?  I wanted to say, ‘I heard you the first time,
I don’t care, shut the fuck up.’  And
while you’re at it, kiss my ass.  My
girlfriend guards the world’s largest Navy base.  Our government trusts her with aircraft
carriers.  Nuclear submarines.  And you think you’re better than she is
because you’re studying Underwater Basket Weaving at the University of
I-Better-Find-A-Husband-Or-I’m-Buttass-Fucked?”


She looked down at
her dish.  Vanilla and chocolate ice
cream ran in rivulets over the remains of a banana and pooled around a lonesome
cherry.  Everything liquefying.


“And Kathy?”  Mike continued.  “Don’t get me started.  That girl is a slut, bottom-shelf welfare trainee. 
All she talked about the whole time was going out to the bars and
finding her a sailor.  Between Jennifer
and Elise with their circus of a college and Kathy’s dick-seeking missiles, I
thought I was going to go crazy.”


He stopped chewing
for a moment and frowned, as if the banana split had said something he didn’t
like.  He swallowed slowly and looked out
the window at the parking lot beyond.  A gaggle
of students from the high school a block away laughed their way over to an
ancient station wagon with faux wooden sides. 
Apparently deep in thought, Mike watched them.


“People like that
are going to get you in trouble,” he said somberly, “because they aren’t like
you.  They aren’t serious about life, and
you are.  You’re real.  You’re in the world.  You’re an adult, you have
responsibilities.  They don’t understand
that and they don’t like it, so they try to bring you down to their level.  They act like they’re your friends, but they
want to see you fuck up.”


He nodded, agreeing
with himself.  Heather just stared at
him,


“They want you to
be just like them.  If I hadn’t been
there that weekend, they’d have dragged you out to the bars and tried to get
you to sleep with some random dickhead. 
They’d have had you drunk the whole time.  If your command tried to get a hold of you to
cover a shift, you’d have been too hammered or hung over to make it.  Wouldn’t have bothered them any.  Would have tickled them, actually.  They’d have thought it was funny.  ‘Heather had a serious boyfriend and a real
job.  Let’s see if we can fuck up her
life so that she can be a loser like us.’ 
It’s scary.”


She glanced down
at the remains of her banana split.  She
wasn’t hungry anymore.  She couldn’t
imagine getting anything past the lump in her throat, the lump that threatened
to explode into tears right here in the middle of Doumar’s.  “What are you saying?” she asked in a
whisper.


“I don’t know,” he
said with a blasé toss of one shoulder. 
“I guess…I’d rather pop all my toes with a nutcracker than spend another
weekend with a bunch of girls like that. 
And I’d really prefer it if you kept your distance from people like
that.  I don’t want you hanging out with
them anymore.”



 

So she let them
go.  She didn’t even invite them to her
wedding or tell them when she had Amber. 
Now, two decades later, she drove through a deserted town with her hands
gripping the steering wheel and thought,
I chose him.  I always chose him.


They rolled
through town at fifteen miles an hour, windows down so as not to impede their
hearing.  The Wal-Mart complex sat on the
southern edge of Deep Creek, where the highway forgot its country nature and
grew suburban ambitions.  Normally
teeming with traffic, the two lanes running in either direction were empty
today.  The mere sight of it filled her
with dark foreboding.


“Jesus,” Justin
muttered from the back seat.


“Yep,” Amber said.


Heather stopped in
the middle of the deserted road just before the entrance to the Wal-Mart
parking lot.  Amber pointed at the
store.  “I think the lights are on.”


Heather
squinted.  The giant box superstore stood
as the centerpiece in a strip mall.  Two
rectangular blocks of smaller stores, one on each side, ran perpendicular to
the road.  Seeing it for the first time
on the day they had moved here, she had thought it reminiscent of a king on his
throne with his vassals on benches arrayed before him.  A chiropractor, a beauty salon, a Chinese
restaurant and nearly two dozen other stores stood ready to snatch the shopping
dollars Wal-Mart didn’t consume first.  


The parking spaces
before these smaller stores stood empty. 
A smattering of vehicles filled the spaces closest to Wal-Mart
itself.  Heather followed the invisible
beam shooting from Amber’s finger all the way to the lights burning atop the
lampposts nearest the store.  Barely
noticeable beneath the noonday sun, the security lights mounted on the store
blazed, too.  Heather would have missed
it on her own.


“I thought the
power was supposed to be out,” Amber said. 


“Generator,”
Heather said.  “So they don’t lose
everything in power outages.  Must have
kicked on when the power went out.”


“That’s a good
sign, right?  That the generator is still
running?  Surely there’s somebody in
there maintaining it?”


“Yeah,” Heather
said.  “It’s a really good sign.”


She pulled into
the parking lot, then whipped around to where the windshield faced the
road.  


“What are you
doing?”  Amber asked.


“Being smart,”
Heather replied.  She put the truck in
park and ejected the magazine from the grip of the Ruger.  Amber staring at her from the passenger seat,
she loaded three more rounds to replace the ones expended the night
before.  “When I get out, I want one of
you in the driver’s seat, ready to go.”


“I want to come
in,” Amber said.


“You can.  Just as soon as I check it out and make sure
it’s safe.  If you hear shots, you go.  If
somebody other than me comes out, go.  If
ten minutes passes and I’m still not out and you don’t see anybody, go.  Do not come looking for me.  Is that clear?”


“Why don’t you
give me the gun and let me go check
it out?”  Justin asked.  “You can stay out here with your daughter.”


“Why, because
you’re a man?”


Justin blinked at
her.


“I know I look
like a soccer mom, but I can almost guarantee you I’m better with a gun than
you are.  Unless you’ve gone through
military police training, too.”


He closed his
mouth.


“Ten minutes,” she
said to Amber.  “And keep your eyes
open.”


And with that, she
turned and began her trek across the blacktop. 



Nobody came out to
greet her as she approached the store. 
The autumn air, chilly and crisp, raised the hairs on the back of her
neck.  She stood on the broad sidewalk
that ran the length of the building and squinted through the glass.  Inside, lights burned as they always had
every time she’d ever come here.  No
signs of life.  Nothing moved.


She stepped
forward and the doors slid open with an electric hiss.  The building seemed to be inviting her in.


Come inside, it said.


She passed through
an entryway where carts stood in interlocked lines, waiting for shoppers.  A second set of sliding doors hissed open and
she stepped into the store.  To her left,
a shelf packed with Halloween decorations reached for the ceiling.  In front of her, a giant cardboard bin held
pumpkins for sale, while the deserted cash registers stretched off in a line to
her right.  Heart thumping, she scanned
the area for any signs of life.


Nothing.


She moved towards
the registers to her right, looking down the aisles and keeping her back to the
wall.  Overhead, speakers played elevator
music that she had never really noticed in here before now.  Beneath the music, a machine-like hum that
reminded her of riding in a car on the interstate.  


Generator, she thought.  She took a deep breath and yelled at top
volume, “IS THERE ANYONE HERE?”


No one
answered.  She stepped forward to a cash
register, grabbed the telephone receiver hanging on the pole beside it and
pushed the intercom button.  Her voice
flooded the store.


“My name is
Heather Palmer.  Is there anybody in
here?  Please respond!”


No response.


“This is Heather
Palmer.  I am looking for other
survivors.  If you’re in here, sound off
now.  If you need assistance, please make
some sort of noise.”


She waited.  As the seconds ticked by with no response,
her heart rate began to slow.  She was
alone.  Wherever the owners of those cars
had gone, it wasn’t here.


She backed away
from the register and moved sideways down the length of the store’s front end,
pistol pointed at the ground.  She
rounded the last register and walked slowly down the main aisle that encircled
the store.  Aisle to aisle, everything
remained in its place.  She saw no
overturned displays like the one in the Shell station, no shell casings on the
floor.  In the sporting goods section,
braces of rifles and shotguns stood undisturbed in their glass cases.  


They all got bit out in the parking lot. One
by one, leaving the store with their purchases, they walked right into an
ambush.  And they never came back in
because…


“Vampires don’t
need any of this stuff,” she finished in a mumble.  She relaxed and released a long breath.  That this disaster hadn’t left enough
survivors to loot a Wal-Mart bothered her, but she could think about that
later.  Right now, they needed as much
food and supplies as they could pull out of this place before the generator cut
off.


Because then it
would get dark in here.


She hadn’t been
keeping track of time, but she felt that she couldn’t have much of those ten
minutes left.  She turned and headed
quickly for the door.
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Justin waited in
silence in the back seat of the Durango. 
He had seen the Wal-Mart complex this dead only once before, during an
ice storm two years ago.  Trees
unaccustomed to harsh winters had suddenly collapsed beneath the weight of the
ice settling on their branches, and their falling cut power lines all over
Morgan County.  The power failure dipped
Deep Creek into the nineteenth century for approximately forty-eight
hours.  Temporarily deprived of its
computer systems, Wal-Mart closed.  And
as closed Wal-Mart, so closed everything else.


“There’s nobody in
there.”


He looked away
from the store.  Amber sat in the
driver’s seat ahead of him.  He could see
nothing but her deep brown hair, but her voice carried a despairing certainty
that said she was on the verge of tears. 



“How do you know
that?”


Her hands clenched
around the steering wheel.  “These
outside lights,” she said.  “They cut
them on every evening at dusk and they cut them off in the morning.  Since nowhere else has power, that tells you
they’re running off a generator. 
Generators take gas and effort to keep them running.  If there were people in there tending it,
they’d cut back on all unnecessary load. 
Here we are in the middle of the day, and the damn lights are on.”


Justin looked back
at the store.


“And they’re on,”
she continued, “because the morning after this happened, there was nobody left
to turn them off.  They were already
dead.”


“You don’t know
that,” he said.


“Yes I do.  Everyone’s dead.  This whole town is filled with vampires, and
my dad is living under my house and
he’s going to come back tonight, and tomorrow morning she still won’t want to leave!”


She slapped the
steering wheel and hung her head.  Justin
leaned forward to lay a hand on her shoulder—it seemed like the thing to do—but
stopped when he saw movement at the front of the store.


Heather emerged
into the sunlight.  She waved.


“Your mom’s back.”


Amber straightened
up and turned around.  Her eyes were wet
and red.


“She’s waving at
us,” he said.  “Drive up there.  Maybe she found somebody.”


Amber executed a
quick U-turn, racing across the lot to where her mother stood at the
storefront.  Justin leapt out.


“Well?” he asked.


Heather shook her
head.  “Nothing.”


“Nothing?”  Amber asked. 
“There’s nobody in there?  Nobody
at all?”


“I went all the way
to the sporting goods section in the back, I got on the PA up front and nobody
answered me.  Nothing jumped out at me,
either.  The place is deserted.”


“On to the high
school, then,” Justin said.


“We’re kind of low
on food.  It would be a good idea to grab
as much as we can before the generator runs out of gas and we can’t come in
here anymore.  We should get other
things, too.  Medicine, soap, clothes,
things like that.”


“You mean, like,
loot Wal-Mart?”


Heather nodded
once.  “Pretty much.  You can stay out here if you like, but we can
get a lot more if we all three pitch in.”


He looked at the
entryway rising up behind her.  This
close to the store, the building seemed to stretch on for miles in either
direction.  He hadn’t yet given much
thought to resupply, but Heather had a point; they would need things.  As long as they could still see in there,
Wal-Mart was as good a source as any.


You do not want to be in there when those
lights go out.


No, he
didn’t.  But he didn’t want to sit out
here and let somebody else do the hard work, either.  Especially not a woman.  A
couple of women, he corrected himself as he saw Amber already walking
through the door.


He sighed.


“Well, let’s go,
then,” he said.



 

Inside, speakers
mounted on the steel roof trusses played elevator music.  He had read once that stores played crap like
that to keep everybody calm when they had to wait more than five minutes in
line or when they couldn’t find their favorite breakfast cereal.  Because people, even adults, were all
basically babies.  You could sing them
lullabies to keep them from wigging out.


It wasn’t working
on him.


He gripped his
cart’s handle with hands like claws. 
Heather led the way with her own cart, Amber and Justin bobbing along
behind her.  Amber grabbed a handful of candy
bars on her way past the first checkout line rack and threw them in her cart.


“Keep your eyes
open for anything funny,” Heather said over her shoulder.


But there was nothing funny, nothing at all.  This bugged Justin in ways he couldn’t
explain.  His mind moved with the cold
molasses of too much thought and not enough sleep.  His hands operating on their own, he grabbed
boxes of beef jerky and several bubble packs of cigarette lighters.  He hurried to catch up with Heather and Amber
before they passed the pharmacy, and he found himself wincing with each squeak
of his cart’s wheel.  As they liberated
vitamins, medicine and toiletries from the shelves in the pharmacy section, his
unease grew.  He felt like a thief.  Stealing in broad daylight.


No, he thought.  Not
broad daylight.  When the electricity
goes, this place will be dark.


Oh, yeah.  Pitch black, actually.  Big-box stores never had windows, and this
one was no different.  As their little
caravan left the pharmacy and passed Home & Garden, he looked quickly
around him and realized he couldn’t see a door or window anywhere.  No matter how high the sun stood in the sky
outside, in here it would always be nighttime.


Stop it.


They passed
Linens, Kitchenware, Arts & Crafts. 
Automotive.  He shot a look down
the long main rear aisle at the grocery section at the other end of the giant
store.  For once, nothing and no one
obstructed his view.


“Flashlights,”
Heather said.  “Batteries, cooking fuel,
propane.  Grab fishing line, hooks,
sinkers.  See if you can find a pair of
binoculars, too; we’ll need some of those.”


He picked up a
handheld spotlight, the kind he suspected Petey Starnes of using to hunt deer
on the backroads at night.  One million candlepower!  The box read. 
Battery included!  He placed it in his cart.  Amber looked back over her shoulder.


“What are you
waiting for?” she asked.  “Come on.”  


She disappeared
around the endcap.  He looked up and saw
the storeroom door staring back at him with two black eyes.  If he gazed at it long enough, it almost
became a face.


Come inside, it beckoned.  There’s
more back here, in the dark.  We have so
much for you, too much to list.  Come on
back and take a look.


He left the aisle
the way he had come in, from the end farthest away from the door to the storeroom.


They sped away
from Outdoors, passing Furniture on their left and Electronics on their
right.  Invisible hands laced themselves
around his throat, pressing his Adam’s apple ever so slightly.  They grew tighter around his windpipe with
each passing second.


Amber looked over
her shoulder.  “You okay?”


“I just want to
get out of here,” he said.  His voice
sounded squeaky in his own ears.  “All
I’m doing is grabbing random shit anyway.”


“I know, right?”


“We’ll be done in
a few minutes,” Heather said.  “Let’s get
food.  I’ll grab the canned goods.  Justin, you get peanut butter and anything
else in a jar.  Amber, dry goods.  Flour, sugar, salt.  Cornmeal. 
Anything in a sack.”


Heather and Amber
started for their respective aisles. 
Justin remained at the crossroads where the main aisle joined the
grocery section.  The invisible hands had
grown tighter around his throat, but they hadn’t pinched his nose shut yet and
now he stood still, sniffing the air.


Something stank.


Amber disappeared
into an aisle.  Heather, noticing Justin
wasn’t moving, stopped and stared at him expectantly.


How could they not
smell this?  The air reeked of rot and
decay.  Flies and maggots, flesh
putrefying in the still.  He tried to
swallow and couldn’t.


A red light
flashed in his head.  He pushed his cart
forward, charging through the paper goods aisle.  He halted at the end.  Where Meats began.


His cart squeaked
once as it stopped.  The high-pitched
noise disturbed what appeared to be a billion flies congregating on hundreds of
flank steaks, cube steaks, rotting hamburger. 
Something had ripped the packages open, sucked them dry of blood.  White trays lay scattered all about, offering
a buffet of decaying meat.


Get out get out getoutgetoutGETOUTNOW NOW
NOW NOW!


But he couldn’t
move.  His breath caught in his chest as
he stared at the torn meat packages.  The
generator’s hum seemed unnaturally loud now, drowning out the Muzak and all
thought.  His eyes darted to his
right.  Up there by the dairy cases,
where the milk fridges united with the chillers of butter and cheese, another
storeroom door stared at him.


The milk.  Solid white curds floated atop the
translucent yellow whey, seeming to glow against the black backdrop of the
cooler room behind it.  It had curdled.  In a fridge.


They did just fine in the jail.  There were lights there, too, bright
fluorescent ones just like these…


His paralysis
broke then.  He grabbed the cart and
began pushing it at a run down the aisle. 
He needed to abandon it but his hands wouldn’t listen.  Bereft of time to argue, he just ran.


“It’s a trap!” he
screamed.


Somewhere to his
rear, behind the wall holding the coolers of rotten meat, a generator cut
off.  The overhead lights dimmed.  And then they blinked out entirely.

















 

17.



 

“You don’t know
what deer corn is?”


In one of her
halting attempts to get to know people in Deep Creek, she had asked the guy who
sat beside her in Introductory Psychology, a stocky boy who wore a Tim McGraw
concert T-shirt and a Realtree camouflage cap, what he’d done over the weekend.  He had worked all the time, he said, then
took a little bit of Sunday afternoon to throw down deer corn.  


She said she
didn’t know what deer corn was, or why anyone would throw it.


The boy—man, she
supposed, they were all adults here now and this one wore a wedding
ring—chuckled.  “It’s for hunting,” he
said.  “You pick a place, then you get
you a big old bag of corn.  Crappy corn,
like pig feed.  Pour a little pile of the
stuff, then come back every so often and pour it again.  Deer like this stuff, so they get used to
coming to the same spot to eat it.  Then
you get up in your deer stand and wait. 
Eventually, one of them deer’s going to come around and you can pop him.”


“Like a trap,” she
said.


“Exactly.  Deer have to eat.  And they’ll go wherever they can get chow the
easiest.”


She stood now
frozen in a darkness as impenetrable as if the Devil had plucked out her
eyes.  Panic rose in her throat, borne on
a wave of bile that stank and burned. 
Her head swam from the sudden jolt of adrenaline, but she couldn’t move.


A storeroom door
squealed on its hinges and feet shuffled across the floor.  Blind fear overtook her and her mind began
turning as dark as her vision.


“Amber!”  Mom, invisible.  Behind her. 
The sound of that voice climbing the rungs of fear did something to her
and she jolted, sucking in a chestful of air. 
She felt around in her cart until her hands closed on a triple pack of
cigarette lighters.  She tore open the
pack, navigating by feel.  One fell
clattering back into the cart, but she retained the others and stuffed one in
her pocket.  She lit the other one.  Instantly, a tiny oasis of orange light
pushed back the dark.  


Her mother stood
beside the cart, looking like a vampire herself in the unnatural shadows.  She held the pistol, that useless pistol that
would not help them.  “Justin!”


“It’s a trap!” he
yelled.  “Run!”


Amber
blinked.  On the shelf beside her, rows
of wasp spray, roach trays and other household pest control items stood at the
ready for purchasers who would never come. 
Amber grabbed a can of Raid.  She
flicked off the protective plastic lid that covered the spray button.


Close by, feet
shuffled along the floor.  Dairy aisle,
the cases lining the back wall of the grocery section.  Damn things were flanking them.  Stabbing in from both ends of the aisle, like
pincers.  


Mom pulled her
backwards, as if to retreat in the direction they’d come, but she jerked
forward.  “No!” she hissed.  “This way!”


Abandoning the
cart and everything in it, they moved around the endcap in the direction of the
nauseating stench of rotten meat.  She
heard a shuffling, a crackling and a crinkling. 
She looked up. 


One, two, three of
them crouched atop the shelf of bleach and toilet bowl cleaners.  Normal people would have collapsed it, but
these had finished with normality long ago. 
They barely looked human now, white and unclothed.  Something dark


Blood


coated their naked
chests, which showed ribs like the keys of xylophones.  Bones poked through leathery skin at every
possible point.


The one on the
end, a black-eyed demon, smiled and revealed its fangs.


Mom screamed.


The vampire
leapt.  In an instant, Amber raised the
lighter and aimed the wasp spray through the flame.  A solid jet of fire lashed out and struck the
creature mid-air.  It screeched and fell
to the floor.  Inert now, it burned with
the intensity of gasoline-soaked kindling. 
The other two tried to draw back, but they had committed to their
charge.  Amber swept the makeshift
flamethrower across their bodies, setting them ablaze.  They caught easily.


Lighting flashed
from the barrel of Mom’s pistol. 
Something heavy fell off the shelf behind her head.  


“Paper!” Mom
barked.  “Set it on fire!  Burn everything!”


Bathroom tissue, napkins
and paper towels lined shelves stretching into the darkness into which they’d
have to go if they ever hoped to reach the door.  Mom shoved her and she charged down the
aisle, shooting flame in short bursts. 
Bales of paper products caught fire easily, revealing things that
squealed and screeched before falling backwards off the shelves.  Something forward, right in her path, and she
torched it without thinking, moving past its writhing carcass.


Go, go, GO!


Behind her, Mom’s
pistol whipcracked again and again.  Her
left hand, the one with the lighter, exploded in sudden pain and she dropped
it.  She reached into her pocket and came
out with the other one, a cooler one. 
She flicked the wheel once, twice, three times before it caught.  The little flame licked up just beyond her
throbbing left thumb and she swept fire down the aisle on either side.


Everything burned
now.  Fire consumed the toilet paper, the
tissues and towels.  They emerged from
the paper goods aisle and she caught movement out of the corner of her left
eye.  Another one of the screeching
bonebags fell and in the light of its immolation she saw what stood behind it.


Dozens of them my God they’re everywhere


She became
conscious now of the growing lightness of the wasp spray can.  In just a few seconds, she’d be out.


“Amber!”


Charging forward,
Mom pointed the pistol in her direction. 
She pulled the trigger and it flashed once.  Something whizzed past her head.  Amber turned to see a dark shape fall to the
ground, try to get up.


She aimed the wasp
spray and torched it.  


More of them,
charging forward now from the grocery section where they’d sprung their
trap.  Running from Electronics,
streaming through Clothing.  Cutting them
off along the main aisle that ran to the entryway, to daylight, to safety.  Surrounding them.


The pistol clicked
empty.


Amber cast a
stream of burning wasp spray, much shorter now than it had been, across the
racks of clothing through which she heard those things coming.  Nothing caught.  


The can sputtered,
sighed and quit.


The vampires
formed a ring around them, a circle broken only by the paper goods aisle,
blazing now in full force.  They didn’t
like the fire and shied from it, but this afforded her and Mom no protection
and no way out because it was hot.  She
felt it all the way over here.  They
couldn’t go in there; they’d roast, or die from inhaling the smoke slowly
building in the store’s now-unventilated space. 
And even if they could go there, even if they could make it through the
heat and the smoke, the only way out of the store lay in the back.  Through those dark storerooms.


Mom pulled her
close.  Her breath was hot and fast on
her neck.


“I love you,” Mom
whispered.  


“I love you, too.”



 

When the generator
cut off, Justin only had time to blink twice before the lights died and plunged
him into darkness.  His stomach turned to
concrete, his blood to ice.  He veered in
the dark and collided with a shelf of canned goods, hard.  Bright pain bloomed in his face, but he
ignored it.  He had bigger problems.


Navigating by
memory, he made his way back to his cart. 
He had nearly found a handhold on the sheer cliff face of panic when
Heather screamed, “Justin!”


No—she didn’t
scream.  She shrieked, a cry of utter terror barely recognizable as the voice of
a grown woman.


He shoved his
hands into the cart, felt around for the box he knew was there.  The handheld spotlight.  Vampires had to operate in
the dark.  Had to.


They operated just fine at the jail.


Those were fluorescent
lights.  This portable spotlight wasn’t
fluorescent.  This was the real deal, the
real motherfucking deal.  Electric, yeah,
but not fluorescent, and that had to count for something.


Goddamn, where was it?


Heather screamed
again.  There came a hiss and a whoosh
and the quality of the darkness seemed to change then, as if someone had
flipped a light switch far away. 
Explosive gunfire.


His hands closed
around the box and he ripped it free of the peanut butter and jelly and canned
tuna and beans and everything else he’d thrown in the basket on his mad
shopping spree.  His fingers tore at the
cardboard.  Staples pierced his skin, but
he barely felt this as he ripped the spotlight from its packing.  Batteries were supposedly included.  Hopefully they were already installed.


A terrible mewling
screech cut through the air.  He winced,
but his fingers found the light’s pistol grip. 
He pointed it up ahead, pulled the trigger.  One million candlepower erupted with the
power of a small sun.


A shelf of Bush’s
Baked Beans emerged from the darkness, but nothing with fangs leapt with
it.  In the near distance, Heather
hollered something about burning everything. 
Justin zeroed in on this voice and ran along the aisle, the beam
jiggling before him.


God please God please God please


He emerged from
the canned goods aisle onto the main thoroughfare that separated the grocery
section from everything else.  The square
of sunlight signifying the presence of the front door stood just beyond the
produce section, nothing between him and escape but a few pumpkins and bagged
apples.  He turned away from this to face
the back of the store, which glowed now with orange fire.  The gun fired, something screeched back there
and in the flickering light, Justin saw Amber with what looked like a
flamethrower.  Wherever the hell she’d
gotten one of those.


Go. 
They’re done for.  Get gone before
you are, too.


“AMBER!” he shouted.  “HEATHER!”


The figures
reacted not at all to his voice, and he understood that they didn’t hear him,
couldn’t hear him.  Skittering noises
ahead and to the right, more of those things approaching from elsewhere in the
store.  He saw Amber and her mother as
silhouettes against the flames.


And then he
couldn’t see them at all.  Other figures,
spindly figures, hunched over with the weight of what had happened to them,
stepped in the way.


No.


A clear shot to
the front door lay right behind him.


Take it. 
This damn light is no good and you know it those things will bite you
and then you’ll be just like them so GET OUT OF HERE RIGHT NOW

He charged forward.



 

Break her neck, something dark and
hopeless in Heather’s core urged.  Don’t let her go like this.


But she
couldn’t.  The girl stood tall as she now
and had to bend to get her face into that spot between Heather’s neck and
shoulder where she had sought comfort as an infant.  Heather felt her trembling.


“I’m sorry,”
Heather whispered, voice breaking. 
Running footsteps fell on her ears as more of those things hurried to
the feast.  “I…”


Before she could
finish, bright light exploded before her face. 
Vampires squealed.


She opened her
eyes.  Justin charged out of the
darkness, brandishing what looked like a cartoon version of a flashlight.  He pivoted with a dancer’s grace and swept
the beam all around them.  Dark, skinny
figures mewled and raised their hands to cover their faces.  Hope bubbled in Heather’s chest as they
backed away from this new threat.


Justin’s eyes were
wide, crazy.  He bellowed a prehistoric
battle cry.


The vampires
screeched and shuffled.  Unlike Mike,
these things didn’t talk.


They’ve degenerated, they’ve had nothing to
eat for days and they’re wasting away.


Heather grabbed
Amber’s shirt in one hand, the empty pistol in the other.  The main aisle clear now, she pulled them in
the direction of Justin and the door. 
“Go,” she gasped, barely able to speak through the pinhole airway that
had been her throat.


They ran along the
main aisle, past the dark blocks of freezer cases and the expanse of spoiling
produce.  Justin covered their rear,
swinging the spotlight like a laser.  The
creatures stayed back.


With the generator
off, the sliding doors didn’t slide.  But
Heather, still shaking with adrenaline, had no trouble forcing them open.  Outside, the air tasted sweet and crisp, like
a perfect apple.  Amber collapsed against
the side of the truck, panting and gulping. 
Justin took two steps into the sunlight, looked around for a moment and
then doubled over.  He retched. 


Heather looked
behind her.  The entry doors were solid
black squares that made her colder than autumn could manage on its own.  Still not feeling safe, she opened the
passenger door and shoved Amber into it. 
“Get in,” she said, “we need to go.” 



 “They set us up,” Justin said.  “Like we’re deer.  They’ve been tricking people.  They hunt.”


“Get in the
truck,” Heather said.  “We need to get
out of here.  Now.”
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Amber recalled their
small yard at the house on the naval base in Norfolk. 
The Navy dressed its homes identically, just as it did its sailors.  Her friend Joy, who had moved from Pensacola
last year, said that for the first week or two she could only identify her house
by her mom’s car sitting in the driveway. 
She lived in fear that her parents would drive off somewhere and she’d
have to walk around the neighborhood like a dumbass until they got home.  Everything looked the same.


Each of the
townhouses had a small flower bed and patch of grass up front.  Senior enlisted like Dad got end lots or one
of the single-family units standing alone on postage stamp lots.  As he transferred from command to command on
his way up the ladder, the Palmers had moved from a middle unit to an end unit
and finally, when he made Chief Petty Officer, a detached home.  This came with not only bigger bedrooms, but
a lawn large enough to justify the purchase of a gas-powered mower.  So Dad had gone out and bought one with
mental problems.


“That thing giving
you a hard time?” he asked, stepping out of the house.


Amber stood.  Old grass clippings stuck to her bare arms
and legs and dangled from her hair.  She
clapped her hands and tried to wipe them away.


“I can handle
it.”  She’d had a devil of a time with
it, cursing its obstinance as she adjusted screws, tested springs.  She had removed the shroud and sanded away
what she considered an inordinate amount of rust on the flywheel.  In the end, though, the mower simply hadn’t
had any gas.  She only discovered this
moments ago, after screwing with it for the better part of thirty minutes.  “I just adjusted a few things and topped off
the tank.  Figure it’ll start now.”


“Good job, li’l
lady,” he said in his best John Wayne. 
“Now go inside and make me some pie!”


“Whatever!”


He chuckled.  He shoved his hands into the pockets of his
denim shorts.  He wore a UNC
tee-shirt—even though he’d never gone to college—tucked in at the waist, and a
dark blue baseball cap from the U.S.S. Albany,
his ship.  He looked young for a man standing on the
brink of retirement.  “Think you can
handle all this stuff while I’m gone?”


“Done it before.”


“You have.”


Silence
ensued.  Amber knelt and pressed the
rubber primer button beneath the carburetor. 
Cold fuel ran beneath her thumb. 
Behind her, Dad leaned against one of the wooden posts supporting the
roof of the carport.  Amber felt him
watching.  She wondered if he had been
watching from inside the house and knew that he was about to leave his kingdom
with a princess that had spent half an hour of her life tinkering with and
cussing at a lawnmower that just needed gas.


“There’s something
else I’d like you to do for me while I’m gone,” Dad said at last.  “If you don’t mind.”


Amber stood
again.  “Sure.  What?”


“I’d like you to
keep an eye on your mother.”


“Of course.”


“No.  I mean…” 
He picked himself up off the pole and walked out into the driveway,
removing his cap and rubbing the closely-shaven stubble of hair covering his
scalp.


“How
do I say this?” he asked, eyes closed.


Amber waited.


Finally, he
replaced the cap.  He stood for a moment
with his back to her, staring at something invisible across the street.  Then he turned.


“Your mom’s a
pretty woman,” he said.  “And she’s
young.  I know you think we’re both old as
dirt, but we’re not even forty yet.  Some
ladies are just having their first kid at her age.”


Amber looked at
the ground.  She kicked uncomfortably at
a chunk of old grass that had fallen from the mower deck.  “Um…okay.”


“Women get
lonely.  They like having a man
around.  They might joke and talk about
how great it is to get away from us for a while when we go out on a cruise, how
submariners are the best husbands in the world because they go off and you
don’t have to talk to them for weeks on end. 
But when we’re gone, they get lonely. 
So they look for company.”


“You think Mom
screws around on you when you’re gone?”


“No.  I didn’t say that.”


But by the way his
face turned red, Amber knew that yes, he had said that.  And if he hadn’t said it, he’d meant it.  He wanted her to spy on her mother.


“Good,” she said,
“because she doesn’t.  She goes to the
store, she reads books, she watches TV. 
That’s it.  Sometimes she eats too
much and then feels guilty and goes to the gym. 
But that’s it.  I’m serious, Dad,
it blows my mind how she can do what she does and not get bored out of her
skull…”


He held up both
hands.  “Great,” he said.  “That’s great.  I believe you, and I’m glad.  Okay? 
But there’s stuff going on with people our age that high school kids
can’t understand.  And you might not know
it when you see it.”


“There’s nothing
to see.”  She felt suddenly dirty in a
way that grass clippings and lawnmower dust couldn’t manage.  Just having this conversation felt like a
betrayal.  “She wouldn’t know how to cheat even if she wanted to.  Which she doesn’t.  All she does is wait for you to come home.”


“She’s hitting a
difficult age.  And this is a strange
time for our family.  We’re about to hit
the point where there is no normal.  A
storm, if you will.  Things fall out of
place in storms.  People fall out of
place, too.  Get swept away from where
they should be, where they need to be. 
Suddenly, anything goes.”


He looked to the
house.  Amber followed his gaze and saw
him staring at the window to the master bedroom, where Mom lay napping.  


“Your friends are
kids,” he said, “and they’re single. 
Boys can just walk up to you, flirt with you or whatever, and ask for
your phone number.  They’re direct,
because they can be.  That’s how it is at
your age.  You get on towards forty, when
pretty much everybody’s married, it gets different.”


“I don’t know what
you mean.”


“Women are
targets, okay?  And women your mom’s age
tend to forget that, especially if they’ve been off the market for a long
time.  They forget how things work, and
so they’re not on the lookout.  And they
fall victim to worms.”


Amber’s eyebrows
knit together.


Worms


He nodded.  “Every cruise there’s at least two or three
sailors has it happen to their family. 
Guys try to jump in bed with your wife when you’re gone.  Any woman can fall victim to a worm.  Because worms are small and low, people don’t
see them.  Don’t know they’re there until
it’s too late.”


He hadn’t taken
his eyes off the master bedroom window. 
Amber realized he wasn’t talking to just her anymore.


“Women get
lonely,” he continued, “and so they meet these nice guys, helpful guys.  Friendly guys.  You might hear her one day talking about Joe
or Herb or whatever from the gym or some class, something funny he said.  He’s just a friend.  Nothing to worry about.”


Amber looked
down.  Dead grass danced in a hot August
wind at her feet.  


“Then you notice
she’s talking on the phone with him. 
Does it during the day, right out in the open.  Man’s going through a divorce or a breakup,
something he needs help with, and so he opens up to her and leans on her for
support.  And she listens to this
shit.  Because she’s lonely.


“Then he starts
coming over.  Maybe he’s got kids and he
brings them.  Maybe not, maybe he comes
alone.  But now they talk in person, and
they talk a lot.  They laugh a lot.  And then, suddenly, out of the blue, you
don’t see him anymore.  You don’t hear
about him, and you never see her on the phone with him.  You know why?”


Amber didn’t
answer.


“Because now
they’re fucking.”


She recoiled like
she’d opened a container in the refrigerator to find some rotten, months-old
meat that no one had known was there. 
“Okay, that is, like, so
nasty.  You guys are married!”


The corners of his
mouth lifted, but his eyes didn’t rise with them.  The brim of his ship cap cast a shadow over
his face.  “Oh, that doesn’t mean
anything these days, baby doll.  Not
around here.  This is a Navy town.  Place is crawling with worms.  In the old days, the ships were made of wood
and worms ate their way into the hulls. 
They weakened the ships, weakened the fleet.  But now the ships are made of steel, so the
worms had to go somewhere else.  They
went ashore.  And now they work on our
families.”  


He reached for his
hip pocket then.  He had quit smoking
years ago but still reached for his cigarettes when something bothered
him.  Like this.  


“I’m not asking
you to spy on her,” he said.  “But if you see a worm, pull him out of the
dirt.  Introduce yourself.  Ask him if he knows your daddy.  You see your mom acting funny, call her on
it.  Ask her who’s on the phone.  Just shine the light, Amber.  Worms like dirt, the deeper the better.  Light makes them uncomfortable.  So shine it. 
Keep them away from my wife.”



 

Amber lay on her
bed, fully clothed, shoes on.  She had
considered changing into a sweatsuit or something more bed-worthy, but the mere
act of unbuttoning her jeans made her feel vulnerable and unprepared.  And it was cold in here now, the temperature
in her room sinking with the onset of night.


She turned her
mind to the past to keep it from playing outside, where a tiring sun cast long
shadows over the collection of buildings that had, for a time, been her
neighborhood.  Comfort existed in
memories of sunny days and things that made sense, but most of these memories
took place back in Norfolk and circled around to that afternoon last summer,
when her father had asked her to spy on her mother.  Because of the worms.


Keep them away from my wife.


Not Mom, not your mother, but my wife.  The distinction struck her now in a way it
hadn’t before.  He should have referred
to her as Mom, Mommy or your mother.  Because she was Amber’s mother.  That was her role.  The essence of her being.  Right?


Nope. 
She’s his wife.  Emphasis on his.  That’s
how he thinks of her.


“Hey.  Can I ask you something?”


Justin stood in
the doorway.  It had been his idea to
save further exploration for tomorrow; they had, he said, experienced enough
adventure for one night. What remained of the sun cast shadows over his lanky
figure and obscured most of his face. 
Silhouettes of tree branches reached across his chest.


“Sure.  You can come in.”


He hesitated, then
stepped inside.  He took an immediate
sidestep to the left and stood with his back against her closet door.  She got the sense he would have stood in the
closet if he could have gotten away with it. 
She had to prompt him to get him speaking.  “What is it?”


“Your dad.  When does he typically show up?”


“I don’t
know.  We’ve only been here one
night.  Why?”


He shrugged and
looked down at the carpet.  “You’re going
to think I’m a total dork.”


“Okay…again, why?”


He took a deep
breath and looked up.


“I brought most of
my stuff in earlier, but I left my slippers in my truck.  My mom got them for me at Christmas a few years
ago, last time she ever remembered a holiday. 
It’s the one useful thing she’s ever done for me.  They’re furry, they’re warm and I want them
on my feet.”


Amber stared at
him.  Then she laughed.  Moments ago, she wouldn’t have believed such
a thing possible, but the absurdity of it struck a chord in her she’d forgotten
existed.  And she was grateful.


His figure relaxed
somewhat and he picked himself up off of the wall.  When he stepped closer into the light, she
saw him grinning.  “It’s stupid, I know,”
he said.  “I was just, I don’t know…”


“Bored, maybe?”


“Yeah.  I mean, this beats the hell out of sitting
alone in my apartment, but once the sun starts going down there isn’t a whole
lot to do anymore, is there?”


“No, there’s not.”


He shoved his
hands in his pockets.  “Well, I think
I’ll make it through the night without my furry slippers, if you guys don’t
mind me wearing my sneakers in the house. 
I’m going to go crash out on the couch.”


He turned to
leave, but he stopped when she spoke.


“You can hang out
here for a little bit, if you’d like.  If
you want to talk or something.”


He paused.  Then he said, “Sure.”


He pulled a chair
away from her desk and lowered himself into it. 
They sat there in silence, he in the chair, she crosslegged on her
bed.  Then Amber asked, “Do you have
anybody that’s going to come to the door for you tonight?”


“My mom.  And my ex-girlfriend.  My only hope is that they haven’t figured out
where I am.”


Amber drew her
knees up under her chest and perched her chin between them.  “What was she like?”


“Who, my mom?”


“Your
ex-girlfriend,”  she said.


“Bitchy.  You don’t want to hear about Kayleigh.”


“Yes, I do.  Internet’s out and there’s no cable.  I totally have nothing better to do than to
pry into your personal life.”


He sighed and looked
up at the ceiling.


“Where to
start?  I met her in high school.  She ran off pretty much all my friends
because she had to have all my attention, and if I ever didn’t text her back
in, like, half an hour she’d blow up my phone wanting to know where I was.  And once all my friends were gone, I didn’t
have anybody.  I had all this shit going
on in my life and only one person to talk to about it.  Her.”


“Why’d you break
up?”


“Because when my
dad got cancer, he ended up in the hospital for several weeks before he finally
gave out.  Kayleigh gave me a ration of
shit about spending so much time over there and leaving her by herself.  I was like, are you serious?  Are you seriously giving me a hard time about
visiting my dying dad in the hospital because you’re lonely?  I dumped her ass.”


Shadows covered
half his face.  Nascent moonlight
illuminated the other half.  He grinned,
but it was a pinched, sarcastic look. 
She tasted the bitterness in his words.


“What’s crazy is,
I kept talking to her.  I was actually
over at her trailer the day the shit hit the fan around here.  That’s why I was in jail.  She got mad at me and took a warrant.  And even after that, she comes to my door and
I’m like, should I just let her in?  Just
open the door and be done with it?  It
makes no sense.”


She looked out the
window that consumed most of the back wall. 
The purple sky glowed behind black, naked trees, branches interlaced
beyond the glass like some sort of twisted ribcage.  Then she said, “I’m worried about my mom.”


He sat in the
chair, listening.


“She opened the
door last night.  She would have let him
in, too.  Had I not been there she’d have
let him suck her dry.  She’ll deny it, but
I swear to God that’s what she was about to do.”


“Are you worried
she’ll let him in tonight?”


“No, but…well,
maybe.  I’m worried that she’s not
thinking straight when it comes to him.”


He let his eyes
fall to the carpet and nodded slowly. 
“I’ve been thinking about your dad, too,” he said.  “Your mom said there were others.  A bunch of them.  Out on the street.”


“I saw them.  Out in the yard.”


“But none of them
on the porch.  He was the only one to
come up on the porch and knock on the door.”


“Right.”


He straightened
up.  His lips were a thin line across the
bottom of his face.  “And all night, none
of these bastards did a thing.  Nobody
knocked on a window.  Nobody came up on
the porch.”


“No.  Is this important?”


“It is,” he said,
“if you think about what you saw in Wal-Mart. 
Those things were like animals closing in on a kill.  But they didn’t finish.  They stayed back.  They left you alone.”


“Only because you jumped in there with that portable
spotlight and saved us.  Otherwise, we’d
have been…”


“A battery-powered
spotlight,” he said.  “Electric.  A glorified, magnified light bulb.”


“So?”


He leaned
forward.  “These fucking things aren’t
afraid of electric light.  I’ve seen it;
the jail stays lit up like daytime all night long.  I had one standing right out in front of my
cell, right underneath a light bar. 
Why’d the spotlight work, Amber? 
Why are you still here?”


She blinked.  She had no idea.


“Because you’re his,” Justin said.  “You’re his daughter and your mom is his
wife.  You’re still here because he’s got
dibs on you guys.  Me, I got lucky.  Had I gone in there with different girls, I’d
still be in that store.  You know it.”


She sucked in a
chestful of air and held it for several moments.  He had to be right.  If they reacted to electric light the same
way as sunlight, they should have all fried in the jail immediately after their
turning.  But when she opened her mouth
to say this, she said, “You’re wrong.”


“About what part?”


“It’s her,” Amber
said.  “It’s her, and it’s always been
about her.  He could care less about
me.  Did you know that he never asked to
speak to me when he was deployed?  We
would get these calls from Italy
or Spain
or wherever his ship docked and I would hear Mom ask him, ‘Do you want to talk
to Amber?’  She’d say this when it was
clear their conversation was winding down, and then she’d hand me the phone and
say, ‘Your dad wants to talk to you.’  I
was like, no, he doesn’t.  You asked him
if he wanted to talk to me and he said yes. 
He  didn’t ask. 
Because he doesn’t care.  Because
he doesn’t think about me.  I’m just an
accessory.  I have no memories of him
ever doing anything where it was just me and him and not my mom, too.  He never took me to a movie or showed me how
to fish or how to do this or how to do that, and he didn’t do any of these
things because he didn’t give a shit.  To him, I was just…there.”


And suddenly she
was crying.  Justin rose and sat down
beside her on the bed.  He put an arm
around her and held her as she shook. 
“You know what I think?” she asked. 
“I think I was just a boat anchor to him.  Something he could hang around her neck to
keep her in place so that he could be an ass and control her and do whatever
and she wouldn’t leave him.  Because he’s
obsessed.  Kids are great to keep women
in their place.  Get a girl pregnant and
in a sense, she’s yours for life.”


He held her until
she stopped shaking, then sat with his hands in his lap when she rose and
grabbed a handful of tissues from the box on her desk.  She wiped her nose and discarded the used
tissues in the trash can by her chair. 
Justin studied her thoughtfully.


“What?”  She asked.


“It does make
sense,” he said.  “That he was
obsessed.  And that we’re still alive.”


She folded her
arms.  “How so?”


“This town had thousands
of people in it before this happened. 
Now it has three.  And it’s safe
to assume that everybody else, with few exceptions, has been turned into a
vampire.  Vampires suck blood.  It’s how they live.  So not only are there no people, but there
are no dogs or cats, either.  Which begs
the question: now that everyone but us has turned, what are these things
eating?”


Amber
blinked.  She hadn’t thought about that.


“And the answer to
that is,” Justin continued, “not much. 
They sucked the blood out of all the meat in Wal-Mart, and you saw those
things—they were skinnier than the extras in a Holocaust movie.  They pulled that shit with the lights and the
generator because they want to attract victims, because they’re hungry as hell
and the pickings have gotten pretty slim around here.  And yet, here we are.  They had you and your mom surrounded, but
they didn’t take you.  Not because of
some goofy dude with a big flashlight, but because you belong to somebody else. 
Somebody important.  You’ve got
his brand on you somehow.”


Brand. 
He’d used the word brand—like
they were cattle.  Property.


“Which, if you’re
starving, shouldn’t matter.”  He nodded,
agreeing with his own assessment.  “Think
of the hungriest you’ve ever been and multiply it to the point where you are
acutely aware that your survival depends on you eating something very
soon.  Picture somebody bringing you a
plate with a couple of grilled steaks on it. 
Now picture yourself not
eating it.  How does that work?  How can
it work?”


“I don’t know.”


His eyebrows
raised.  “If you know that those steaks not
only belong to somebody else, but they belong to somebody very important.  Somebody who will totally fuck you up if you
eat them, and your fear over what they’re going to do to you is strong enough
to overcome starvation.”


He watched her as
she processed all this.  The silence
between them crackled with the implications of what he was saying.


“He’s somebody
important,” she said.  “Very important.”


“Yes,” Justin
said.  “He’s got dibs on your mom, and
he’s got to be the one to take her. 
Because she belongs to him.  Maybe
you too, but she definitely belongs to him. 
And the others have left you guys alone so far because he’s
special.  Because he’s their leader.”
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Heather had gone
out drinking.  She and three other girls
from her unit hit the bars on liberty in Virginia Beach, gaining easy entry
despite none of them having ID.  The law
hadn’t treated underage drinking as harshly back then as it did now; a girl
could still find a good time in those days. 
Especially a girl out of uniform, in tight jeans and a tank top that
revealed the contours of her pre-Amber body. 
Before all the years wore her down. 



They drank for
free.  Riding a buzz financed by the
hopes of horny sailors and college boys, they ended up on the beach with a trio
of sailors from some aircraft carrier.  Her friends hooked up; she didn’t.  I’m married, she told them.  My husband’s at sea.  They respected that, and nobody gave her a
hard time.  She made it through the night
with her liver a little worse for wear but her moral fiber intact.


And that should
have been the end of the memory; a fun night out on the town, something she
would have done every weekend had she gone to college.  It should have been the kind of memory that
took the edge off of the choices life had presented to her as it denied her
those it provided others.  Should have
made her smile.  But it didn’t, because
someone had seen them.  And told Mike.  And even though three weeks passed before
Mike returned to port, he found out about it. 
Under the ocean for two solid months, and he had still found out about
it.


And he slapped
her.


In the midst of a
colossal fight she didn’t quite understand, he reached out and popped her in
the face.  She made it through I didn’t do anything wrong and who the hell are you to…and then POW,
out came the hand.  She reeled from the
impact. 


“I go to sea,” he growled.  He wanted to shout, she knew, but he couldn’t
shout. Not in those little apartments crammed so closely together.  They’d already had complaints.  “I go to sea, I risk my life and what do you
do?  Huh? 
You go out to the Lido Inn?  A
married woman going to bars like some kind of coke whore?”


“I didn’t do
anything,” she protested again.  Her left
cheek stung where his right palm had smacked it.  He’d never done this before, struck her
physically.  It had been a surprise
assault, but she had seen his hand coming; she could have grabbed it, twisted
it and spun him around like she’d done to scores of drunken sailors.  But she’d done nothing.  She’d just let him. 


“DON’T YOU LIE TO
ME!”


His scream came in
a hurricane force that propelled her back against the wall of their little
kitchen.  The calendar where she’d been
marking the days to his return fell to the floor.  In one swift motion, he raised his fist and
punched straight through the cheap drywall next to her head.  Her breath, her heart, everything
stopped.  She stood there, frozen, and
waited for him to pull his fist out of the wall and put it through her face.


“Don’t you lie to
me,” he repeated.  His voice was lower
now, but he spoke in a tone like battery acid. 
“I already know.  You and those
sluts took a bunch of yahoos out on the beach for…what?  Conversation and fellowship?”


She drew in only
enough breath to power her vocal chords. 
“I…didn’t!”


“And why should I
believe you?  Because you’re so
trustworthy?  Because you took a bunch of
guys out on the beach after getting shitfaced hammered at that fleabag bar, but
oh, no, you didn’t fuck anybody?”


Less than an inch
separated their noses.  She felt him in
her head.


“You know what?  I do believe you.  I know you didn’t do any of that nasty shit,
because you can’t lie to me.  Because no matter what you say I will always know the truth.  Because you’re a shitty liar.”


He stepped back
and pulled his fist out of the wall.  He
retreated into the bathroom alone, where he remained.  In the two hours that followed, Heather
struggled with the decision of how to spend the rest of her life.  She had an opportunity, she realized, to
leave.  Were she ever to escape his
gravitational field, her rockets would never be stronger than right now.  He’d done something not only wrong, but bad, very bad; he would understand this,
and when he came out of that bathroom to find her gone not only from the house
but also his life, he would get it.


More to the point,
she understood what he’d done.  She had watched this scene before, aboard
base in quarters just like these.  She
had worked enough nights and weekends. 
She’d seen the bloody noses and blackening eyes; she’d seen the heads
tilted forward or to the side, bent with the weight of believing they could
achieve nothing better.  Some of them
were probably right.


All she had to do
was pack a suitcase.  Yet when Mike
emerged from the bathroom, she hadn’t left. 
He stared at her from the doorway for a while, looking tired and
ashamed.


“I’m sorry,” he
said at last.


“You should be,”
she said.


“I’m not going to
hit you again,” he said.  “Ever.”


“And if you do,
I’ll leave you.”


He nodded.  He shuffled over to the couch and sat down on
the other end.  His bandaged right hand
looked like a Q-tip in his lap.  “Fair
enough,” he said.  “Are we all good now?”


He had slapped
her.  Punched a hole in the wall.  And he wasn’t even drunk.  “Yeah,” she said.  “Of course we are.”



 

She lay on the
couch now, the Ruger at the ready on the coffee table beside her.  She understood that it wouldn’t save her if
Mike’s new friends gained entry to the house, but it made her feel better and
so she kept it nearby.  Upstairs, Amber
was silent—exhausted, probably dead asleep. 
Justin had occupied the couch, but Heather had kicked him out and sent
him upstairs into the guest room.  Alone
now, she lay on her side and stared at the dead eye of the television set.  She would have given her left arm for a glass
of red wine and some Friends reruns just
now.  Something to take her mind off of
all this.  


A sudden noise
outside made her sit up.  Boards creaking
on the porch.  Full dark out there now,
there could be only one person who would be doing that.


Knock…knock…knock.


Instinctively, she
grabbed the Ruger.  With her free hand,
she reached forward and pulled the blind slats apart enough to where she could
see outside.


October wind
blowing down the street disturbed the leaves on the ground and ripped stubborn
hangers-on from the skinny branches to which they clung with such
tenacity.  The vivid autumn palette of
gold and orange and bronze had spoiled with the disappearance of the sun, and
now the color receptors in her eyes detected nothing but different shades of
gray.  And among these shades stood a
dozen or more dark, skinny figures.  
Standing still, like ice sculptures. 
Waiting for something.


Orders, she thought.  These
are his.  These are his troops.


That heavy, wooden
sound again.


“Heather.  Let me in.”


Not by the hair of my chinny-chin-chin,
she thought wildly, almost breaking out in a gale of insane laughter.  She rose from the couch, clutching the
pistol, and approached the door in the foyer. 
The knocking stopped when she laid a hand on the wood.


“You’re not coming
in,” she said.


Mike took his time
responding.  She had thought her blood
couldn’t run any colder, but when he spoke again she understood that this
belief, like all the others, had all the strength of dry toast.


“You’re mine,” he
said.  “You belong to me.”


“No,” she
said.  “I belong to me.”


“You took a
vow.  I own you.  And I always will.  Maybe you could have left in the beginning,
but it’s really too late now.  Without me
you have nothing, you are
nothing.  You cannot exist on your own.”


Her hands
clenched.  She reminded herself that this
wasn’t Mike at all; this was some wicked creature from the basement of Hell
that had broken in and found his dirty laundry. 



It didn’t make her
feel any better.


“Did you enjoy
your trip to Wal-Mart today?” he asked.


Her blood
froze.  For a moment, she quit breathing.


The creature
seemed to sense her discomfort, because he laughed.  The sound was dead and mummified,
hideous.  “That was stupid.  Exactly the kind of boneheaded,
shit-for-brains mistake you would make. 
You didn’t think you got out of there on your own, did you?  That Sir Galahad saved the day with his
flashlight?”


She had thought
exactly that.


“You continue to
exist as you are because it is my wish,” the vampire hissed.  “Because, as always, I’m protecting you.”


“No,” she said.  “You’re not.”


“Yes.  Look outside.”


Heather didn’t
move.  She remained rooted to the same
spot in the foyer, staring at the dark door that seemed to be talking to
her.  


“Go on,” it
said.  “Go in the front room and look
through the window.  I’ll stay here.”


She freed her feet
from the floor and plodded slowly into the living room.  She drew back the curtain and peered through
the glass.


A platoon of dark
figures stood in formation on the sidewalk in front of her house.  They appeared to be standing at parade
rest.  The dark obscured their faces, but
she didn’t need to see them.  She knew
what they looked like.


They’re his. 
They’re all his.


She returned to
the foyer. 


“They’re hungry,”
the thing said from the other side of the door. 
“We all are.  But here we have
discipline.  We have rules.  We have this because I have imposed it.  But remove yourself from my protection,
Heather, and there will be no rules. 
Burn me, stake me, lie to me
and those rules will change.”


“What do you
want?” she asked.  She meant it as an
honest question, but it came out as a cry. 
“Why are you doing this?”


“I want you,” it
said through the door.


“You can’t have
me!  You’re dead!  I’m not!”


“Join me.  Be with me.”


“No!” she
cried.  “You’re not my husband!  Do you hear me?  Do you get that?  Go away!”


“Give yourself to
me and I’ll let them go.  Both of them.  It’s you that I want.  This is my offer to you.  Give yourself to me and they may live.”


“We’re out of here
come morning.  We’re going to leave and
go somewhere you’ll never find us.”


“If I believed
that,” he said, “I would come through this door right now and I would take
you.”


“You can’t,” Heather said.  “You can’t come in unless I invite you!”


“Is that so?”  It asked. 
“Is that because of this cross on the door?  Or is it because those are just the rules,
that vampires must be invited in?  Or…”


It paused, letting
its words sink in.


“…is it because I have forbidden my troops from taking
you?”


No. 
No, that can’t be.


“It’s an
interesting question,” he said.  “You think
about that.  But don’t think about
leaving Deep Creek.”


Floorboards
creaked.  When he spoke again, his voice
came from farther away.


“Good night,
Heather.  Think about my offer.  I’ll see you tomorrow.”
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Late the next
morning, Amber found her mother sleeping on the couch.  Justin was nowhere to be seen.  Alone, she stepped onto the porch and sat
down on the top step, shoving her hands in the pockets of her jacket.  The air was crisp and sharp despite the sun
stretching its legs above the houses across the street.  Stubby shadows stalked the bare trees and the
homes where her neighbors—people she’d never bothered getting to know—had once
lived.


And maybe still
did.


She felt safe on
the porch, out in the sun.  The memories
of the past two days remained firmly planted in her mind but they stayed quiet
for now.  She felt calm again for the
first time in what felt like ages.  She
enjoyed this moment of peace.  A moment
to rest.


The front door
opened and the porch creaked beneath the feet of someone stepping onto it.  Justin stood behind her for a long time
before sitting down beside her.  In his
hands, he held a red plastic disc.


“Where’d you get
the Frisbee?” she asked.


“Your garage.  Found it when I was in there sharpening
sticks.  Here’s one for you.”


He set down a
pointy wooden stake.  The blunt end
wrapped in duct tape, it looked like a child’s play sword.  “What am I supposed to do with that?”


“Stab a
vampire.  I hope your mom wasn’t
particularly attached to her mops or brooms. 
They’re all gone now.”


“I see,” Amber
said with a sigh.  “Thanks.”


“You’re
welcome.  I thought about making spears,
but we have to consider if there’s a difference between a wooden stake through
the heart and a wooden spear through the heart. 
I’m still learning how all this works.”


“I think a spear
would work.  It’s still wood.”


“You would think
so.”


She picked up the
stake by its taped handle and turned it over in her hand.  She recognized the blue shaft as something
that had once been the kitchen broom.  It
seemed incredibly short; if she ever got close enough to one of those things to
use it, she’d probably already be dead. 
She set it back down on the boards between them.


“This is a surreal
conversation,” she observed.  “We’re
debating the merits of stakes versus spears in connection with killing
vampires.  That is per se fucked up.”


“If you’re going
to start using fancy words, I’m going inside.”


She laughed.  Justin smiled.


Minutes passed in
silence.  The sun warmed the October air,
but only slightly.  Tomorrow, she realized,
was Halloween.  She had planned on
driving back up to Norfolk to party with Tara and their few friends that hadn’t
yet graduated, and she would have been leaving this evening after class.  Mom was going to let her take the
Durango.  She felt a pain in her belly as
she wondered what Tara was doing right now. 
If the same thing had happened in Norfolk that had happened here.


“What do you think
happened to all the dogs?”  Justin asked.


“Pardon?”


He gestured with
his head towards the house across the street. 
The owner had driven an eyebolt into a tree in the front yard.  A rusting chain led from the eyebolt to the
ground, where it disappeared beside a food bowl and water dish barely visible
above a flood of leaves.  The dog’s name
was Harley, she remembered.  He was—had
been—a friendly dog, big but good-natured. 
He would lay in the shade of the big tree and wag his tail when Amber
walked by.


“Guess they got
bitten,” she said.


They sat with their
hands holstered in their pockets, saying nothing for a long time.  At one point, Amber thought she heard her
mother’s footsteps in the foyer and expected her to come outside.  When she didn’t, Amber simply drew another
breath of cold autumn air and stared across the street at Harley’s chain and
the great mass of nothing at the end of it and tried to wrap her mind around
everything the world had lost.


“Let’s play
Frisbee,” Justin said, standing up.


“Play Frisbee?”


“Yeah.  You look depressed.”


“I am depressed.”


“Then you need to
move around.  Come on.  I like to sulk as much as the next guy, but
me finding this thing was no coincidence. 
I think God wants us to get up off our asses and play.  Get up and go long.”


She stared at him,
wondering if he’d lost his mind.  He
smiled back at her and gestured for her to go out in the yard.


“I’m a klutz,” she
said, standing.  “And I’ve never been
athletically inclined.  You can’t laugh
at me.”


“It’s Frisbee, not
Olympic tennis.  Go long.”


She descended the
steps and walked to the middle of the lawn. 
Justin waved her on until she had reached the middle of the street,
whereupon he motioned for her to stop. 
He stood at the bottom of the steps and drew back the hand holding the
Frisbee.  With an almost ethereal grace, he
unwound his arm and released the disc.


“Catch,” he said.


It spun in the air
between them, seeming to float on nothing as it glided across the lawn and
sidewalk.  It flew directly at Amber’s
face and seemed to hover in the space before her.  She reached forward and grabbed it.  The spinning stopped abruptly.


“Nice,” she said.


“I played Ultimate
Frisbee in high school.  Ever seen it?”


“No.”  She tried to twist the way Justin had, but
when she released the disc it wobbled, veered off course and clattered against
the side of her father’s truck.  She
winced as Justin trotted after it.


“It’s like a cross
between football and soccer.  You get the
disc in the end zone to score.  If we
find more people up at the school today, I’m going to organize an Ultimate game.  Autumn is the best time to play it.  Get ready, now; I’m going to make you jump
for this one.”


He hucked the disc
again, higher this time, and it arced above her head.  She jumped, but her hands snapped shut on
empty air.  The Frisbee sailed unimpeded
into the yard behind her, wobbled and struck the ground at an angle.  It rolled on its side into the leaves between
the houses.


Her mother stepped
out onto the porch just in time to see her miss.  She looked surprised, as if she’d caught them
boarding an alien spaceship instead of playing a game of Frisbee.


“You missed!”  Justin yelled.  “Had this been a real game, that could have
been a turnover!”


“Only because you
can’t throw!”  Amber called back.  She turned and jogged across her neighbor’s
yard to where the Frisbee lay in the leaves. 
Not until she passed into the shadows between the houses did she realize
she was smiling.  She hadn’t smiled in
days.


She bent over and
picked up the disc.  No sooner had her
fingers closed around the plastic rim than her mother and Justin both began
screaming, and a single word flashed unbidden in her consciousness:


Harley.


The dog hit her
full-on.  She fell sideways, and hard; a
few more steps and she would have cracked her skull on a concrete dwarf
standing in a flower bed.  Instead, her
head bounced off the leaves and the soft soil beneath, momentarily stunning her
but leaving her conscious enough to see her assailant turning in the air and
hitting the ground on its back.  Her eyes
momentarily lost focus.  She blinked to realign
her vision.


Crawlspace dust matted its
fur.  Clumps had fallen out to reveal
clearings of white leather upon which flies lit and buzzed like tiny courtiers
tending to their dark king.  Skin stretched
over xylophone ribs of starvation.  The
thing stared at her with black eyes like a shark's, open doors to a mausoleum
where dry leaves scraped across stone floors and eternity was a word that had a
terrible meaning.


Why is he out how can
he be out it's daytime it's sunny so how's he standing out here like its
nothing?


A chill in her bones answered for her. 
Here, where she lay, the houses blocked the sun.


The creature drew back its
lips to reveal sharp white fangs that seemed impossibly long for such a narrow
mouth.  A low growl rolled from the barrel
of his body.  The snout seemed to have
vanished, replaced now by dozens and dozens of teeth.  It lowered its head.


Mom and Justin were both
screaming.  Amber opened her mouth to
scream, too, but nothing came out.  Every
part of her body, down her vocal chords, was paralyzed.


The animal pounced.



 

Heather drew the Ruger
from her waistband and extended it at the ready.  But she couldn’t fire.  Amber blocked her shot.


“AMBER!” she
screamed.  “MOVE IT!”


The girl acted like she
couldn’t hear.  Heather saw the dog
smoking even in the shadows between the houses, but not enough yet to take it
out of the game, not enough yet to save her child, who sat in between the front
sight and the hungry creature that was so obviously going to kill her.


Oh God, please protect my baby please don’t let anything happen to 


The thing leapt, and Amber
jerked back on her hands and buttocks. 
It hit her in the chest, knocking her flat on her back and in the split
second after this happened, Heather had a clear shot.  


She squeezed the
trigger.  The pistol barked once and the
dog flew backwards off of her daughter with an otherworldly screech.  This shattered Amber’s paralysis.  She scrambled to her feet and began
running.  Again, blocking the dog.


“GET OUT OF THE WAY!”  Heather screamed.


Amber veered to the
right.  Heather fired, hitting the dog
again, knocking it down.  It leapt up and
continued the chase.  Every bone appeared
beneath its smoking and stretching skin, and as it hit the direct sunlight in
front of her neighbor’s house Heather saw flames.


“RUN!”  Justin shouted.


Amber was running, with a grace and precision that would have been
appropriate on an Olympic track team. 
Heather fired again and missed, missed, hit.  But the dog got up again and raced after her
daughter.  


Amber tripped and
face-planted in the middle of the street.


Heather squeezed off two
more rounds in quick succession, both hitting home.  Moving more slowly now in the full sun, the
thing that had been Harley presented nothing but a flaming mess on four legs.  Still, he struggled to his feet and staggered
towards Amber, who was getting up but not quickly enough.  Not nearly.


Heather witnessed her
difficulty rising.  A thought pierced her
heart like a knife blade:


She’s turning.  It bit her and
she’s turning right before my eyes.


No time for that.  She aimed at the burning animal and pulled
the trigger again.  Harley went down, got
up.  Heather’s trigger finger twitched
once more.


Click.


The slide locked back.


Empty.


And the thing was still
alive.  Burning, screeching but still
moving, still thirsting, and her daughter wasn’t moving at all.


You will not.


Heather dropped the empty
handgun and charged.  But before she
could make it halfway, Justin beat her there. 
He drew back his right leg and drove his boot-clad foot straight into
the creature’s chest.  It flew in the
air, flaming and smoking, turning like a rotisserie chicken.  It hit the ground several feet away.  This time, it didn’t get up.


Heather slowed, dropping
to her knees at Amber’s side.  Dazed,
Amber pushed herself up on both hands, rolled over and fell.  She winced.


“Are you okay?”  Heather gasped.  “Did it bite you?”


Amber didn’t answer.  She blinked irregularly and took great gasps
of breath through her mouth.  Her nose
gushed blood.


“Honey, you’ve got to
answer me, okay?  Did you get bitten?”


Amber hesitated, then
shook her head.  She drew a hand to the
bloody mess that constituted the lower part of her face and winced again when
the hand touched it.


“Fuck,” she muttered
weakly.


Heather collapsed beside
her and wrapped her in a fierce bear hug. 
She rocked on her buttocks in the middle of Litchfield Avenue and sent a
prayer of thanks rocketing into the heavens.


Justin walked up beside
them both but didn’t sit down.  Heather
looked up to see him studying the dog’s carcass, now only blackened bones and
shreds of crisped tissue that bore no resemblance to any living thing.  His boot had crushed its ribcage.


“Nice shot on goal,”
Heather said.


He frowned at the carcass,
not responding.  Heather watched him cock
his head, rub his eyes.  He turned to
face her.  “That thing was hungry.”


“I know,” Heather
said.  “I saw it.”


“We need to get the hell
out of Dodge.”


Heather sat back now and
supported herself on her palms.  The
street was dirty and gritty beneath her palms. 
Cold and hard.  Like the reality
that she couldn’t keep everybody—anybody—safe in this new world.  Anyone who invested her continued existence
with Heather Palmer would lose her shirt. 
Heather knew this.  


If we leave, he’ll follow us.


Another thought, on the
heels of that one:


All he wants is you.  


The adrenaline leaving her
system now, she felt as if she had to vomit. 
She coughed and shook her head weakly. 
“We can’t run,” she said.  “It’s
too dangerous.”


“Then we need to hook up
with other survivors, like, now.  Me and her have been playing frigging Frisbee
when we need to be patrolling for people who might be able to help us get
through this.”


Would he allow her to move
to another place?  As long as she didn’t
leave Deep Creek?  Maybe.


And maybe not.


A breeze rolling down
Litchfield wound around the trees and rattled the lonely wind chimes dangling
from some vanished neighbor’s porch.  The
chill poked at the gaps in her clothing with the fingers of a mature autumn.


“What time is it?”  Heather asked.


“I don’t know,” Justin
said.  “I left my watch inside.  One o’clock? 
Two o’clock?”


“We’ll ride by the
schools,” Heather said.  “But if there’s
no one there, we’re coming straight home.”
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Deep Creek High
sat at the end of an access road that snaked into the woods on the edge of
town.  It was a newer complex, with the
forest still smarting from having so many of its members hacked away and this
giant of concrete and brick plopped down in their place.  As the Durango motored through the trees,
Heather felt her stomach tightening.


There’s not going to be anyone there,
said a voice in the back of her head.


Probably not, she thought.  But she had to try.


What if there’s no one?  What if you truly are it, at least in this
town?  Are you going to make them stay
here forever?  Or do you risk their lives
taking them on the run?


“Car,” Amber said.


Heather
braked.  Ahead, two driverless Deep Creek
Police Department cruisers sat nose-to-nose. 
They blocked the road in both directions, the trunk and bumper of each
blocking what little space existed between the road and trees.  If they wanted to continue, they’d have to do
it on foot.


“How far is it
from here?” she asked.


“Not far,” Justin
said.  His voice was taut with hope and
excitement.  And, Heather thought, just a
little bit of fear.  “One more turn
beyond this and you’re there.”


Heather put the
Durango in park but left the engine running. 
The red light on the dashboard indicating that long-ignored emissions
problem—whatever the hell it was—flickered but didn’t go out.  “I’d prefer not to,” Heather said, “in case
we need to get out of here fast.  But I
don’t see any alternative.”


“These cars are
here for a reason,” Justin said.


“It’s because this
is where everyone went,” Amber breathed excitedly.  Her face glowed.  “Everybody came up here and they put the cop
cars here to block the road.  You know,
for security.  This is it!  We should have come here yesterday instead of
screwing around at Wal-Mart!”


Heather stared at
the police cars.  Their placement was
deliberate, that much was obvious.  But
they bothered her.  She felt music played
out of tune, something wrong.  Were this
a true barricade, she thought, it would have been manned.  And if a colony of survivors waited in the
high school just around the bend…


We’d have seen them by now.  They’d have been sending out patrols.  Like us.


Her stomach roiled
with the acidic realization that whoever had sought refuge in Justin’s old high
school was probably dead.


“Let’s go!”  Amber exclaimed, throwing open the passenger
door.


Heather reached
out and grabbed her arm.  “Wait,” she
said.


Halfway out of the
truck already, Justin drew himself back inside and listened.


“We don’t know
what we’re going to find up there,” Heather said.  “And we don’t want a repeat of our little
shopping trip yesterday.  If there’s
anybody there, we’re not going inside. 
They come out to us, in the sun. 
The full sun, not the shadows
beside the building.  They can call to us
and wave at us all they want, but if they won’t come out in the sun, that tells
us all we need to know.  Right?”  


Amber’s joyous
glow had collapsed.  But she nodded
again.  “Right,” she sighed.


Heather checked
the Ruger and adjusted it in her waistband. 
“Okay, then,” she said.  “Let’s
go.”



 

At the point where
the road wound out of the woods, they stepped off the pavement and sought what
concealment the naked trees offered. 
Dead leaves crunched and twigs broke beneath their feet; to Heather,
they sounded like a herd of elephants tromping through the woods.  With Amber and Justin shrinking behind her,
she crouched behind the trunk of a great white oak and stared at the sprawling
single-story complex across the parking lot. 
Cars, trucks and minivans filled the lot nearly to capacity.


People had come
here.


She squinted at
the building.  The stars and stripes flew
atop the flagpole, the North Carolina flag hoisted just below it.  Beneath that, Deep Creek High School sat in
utter stillness and silence.


“Looks deserted,”
Justin said dejectedly.


“You don’t know
that,” Amber said.  “They could just be
hanging out inside.  


She watched,
listened.  After several minutes, she
stepped out of the trees, cupped her hands to her mouth and yelled, “HEY!  IS THERE ANYBODY HERE?”


Her voice died
halfway across the parking lot.  She
lowered her hands and waited.  When her
squinting revealed no movement in the parking lot or outside the school, she
took a deep breath and stepped out of the trees.  


“What are you
doing?”  Amber asked.


“Stay back.”  


Above her, the sun
warmed her hair as her feet swished over brown, dormant grass.  She walked with her lips pursed, muscles
tensed.  She left the grass and entered
the parking lot, a position that afforded her now a look around the right side
of the building at the practice fields and the football stadium.  No students played ball out there now.  No one walked around outside, even though the
air inside the building had to be stagnant now with no ventilation.


They came here because there’s safety in
numbers.  They came here for safety and
security.  And then, one night, somebody
opened a door.


“Careful,” Justin
called out.


Heather swallowed,
and her lips trembled.  She stood now on
the concrete causeway that led up to the main entrance of the school.  Black windows stared back at her.  In the plate glass covering the front of the
building, she could just about see herself reflected there.  Unkempt, messy.  She looked like a soccer mom from Hell. 


She walked around
the side of the building, eyes scanning the windows for any sign of
movement.  The afternoon sun shimmered
off the glass.  Amber and Justin
followed, obediently hanging back.


“Hello!  My name is Heather Palmer!  If there’s someone in there, please come
outside!”


The windows
betrayed nothing.  Around on the right,
the doorways leading to the practice fields remained shut.


“Is there anybody
there?  I won’t hurt you!  I come in peace!  Please answer me!”


She realized she
was screaming now, not yelling. 
Screaming herself hoarse, the bubbling despair that ran constantly in the
background of her mind now threatening to lurch forward and take over.  She felt then like a diver who had surfaced
only to find the boat gone.  Abandoned
and alone in the ocean with nothing below her but the black depths and the
creatures that lived there.  


A hand fell on her
shoulder, and she jumped.  Justin.


“Use the gun,” he
said.  “No one’s going to hear you
standing out here yelling.  Fire a shot.”


She bit her lower
lip.  But she turned around, drew the
Ruger and fired it once into the air. 
The report whipcracked across the grounds like a peal of thunder and
echoed off the brick walls of the building. 
She watched and waited.


Nothing.


She turned to face
Justin and Amber.  “There’s nobody here,”
she said.  “I think there was, once.  But not anymore.  Somebody…”


All at once, both
sets of eyes widened and both jaws dropped. 
Heather’s next thought died in her throat as she turned.  And saw it.


The vampire was
rail-thin, and with its mouth closed it more resembled a concentration camp
survivor than a monster.  Clothes hanging
on its wasted frame hinted that it had been a man once, but that day had long
since passed.  Now, its mottled skin
surrounded a pair of black eyes sunken into its skull and its arms protruded
like sticks from the great sail of its shirt. 
It stared at her.  Paralyzed,
Heather stared back.  


It bared its
fangs.  It screeched.  


It charged.


The building’s
high roof cast a long shadow over the ribbon of sidewalk that stretched from
the building to the entrance to the practice fields.  Even with the sun blocked, though, the thing
began smoking the minute it hit the crisp air. 
But like Harley the dog, it kept coming. 
Black patches on its skin grew, its body charring in the sun.


Behind it, the
door banged open again and the school discharged a tide of its companions.  Skinny, starved and utterly mindless, a sea
of black eyes and skinny limbs.


“Run!” she
shouted.  


Amber and Justin
ran.  She emptied her magazine in the
direction of the charging vampires and then she ran too, hair streaming in the
wind behind her.  Both younger people
vaulted the waist-high fence surrounding the field complex.  Heather tried to do the same, but she
stumbled and fell upon landing.  She
scrambled to her feet and followed her daughter and Justin in their mad dash
across the baseball field and onto the soccer field beyond it.  Justin looked back over his shoulder, slowed
and then stopped.  Lungs on the brink of
explosion, Heather followed suit.


“I think we’re
okay,” he panted.  “Look.”


Nothing chased
them anymore.  A few had made it as far
as the fence, but the majority hadn’t. 
Crisped by the sun, they lay still. 
Their bodies reminded her of old pictures of Civil War dead laying
strewn about the battlefields of Virginia and Pennsylvania.  She stared in shock and amazement.  She tried to count the dead but she couldn’t.


“Like a bunch of
lemmings,” Justin said.  “Right out into
the goddamned sun.”


They came at us.  They came at me.


Just then, a
realization struck her with a force that made her vision swim.  She thought she would pass out.  Instead, she just vomited.


Amber rested a
hand on her back and held it there until she had finished.  When her stomach finished convulsing, she
stood and spat on the grass.  She closed her
eyes and tilted her head back, feeling the warmth of the sun that shone down
upon her now like the understanding burning in her head.


“They were
starving,” Amber said.  “Look at them.”


“You’ll do about
anything if you get hungry enough,” Justin observed.


“Right,” Heather
said.  “And in this case, all these
things charged out into the sun.  To get me.”


They blinked at
her, uncomprehending.


“I’m supposed to
be his,” she said.  “But they came for me anyway.  He’s supposed to be the one that takes me,
but they disobeyed him.  But that’s not
the problem.  The problem is…”


“…that they didn’t
give a shit,” Justin finished for her. 
“They didn’t give a shit about your husband, and they didn’t give a shit
about the sun.  They wanted to eat.”


“They broke the
rules,” Heather said.  “Because they’re
starving.  And he doesn’t control all of
them.  It’s only a matter of time before
they all tell him to fuck off.  And they
come inside to get us.”


“So what do we
do?”  Amber asked.


Heather
swallowed.  She looked at the charred
bodies and then to the sky.  The sun had
already begun its afternoon decline and sunk towards the tree line with a speed
she could almost see.  They didn’t have
enough time to make Fort Bragg this evening. 



But if they
hurried, they could get back up into Caswell. 
Way out in the country.  Where
they’d sat outside and roasted marshmallows over campfires and nothing, not so
much as a bitey squirrel, had bothered them.


“We’re leaving,”
she said.  “Today.”
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Back at the house,
Heather heard a thumping noise in the living room and looked down at the
carpeted floor.  It sounded like


He’s beating on the joists.  He knows what you have in mind and he’s
telling you you’d better not do that.


Now she paused on
her way out with another load of camping gear and clothing.  She stared at the sky, and then down at her
watch.  4:30.  How much sunlight did they have left?


Not enough.


“Should we just
stay put for the night?”  Amber
asked.  “It’s getting late.”


“I know,” Heather replied,
shoving her burden into the back of the Durango.  “That’s why we need to move faster.”


“The game’s
changing,” Justin said, pulling a cooler filled with God knew what.  


“We made it in the
woods,” Heather said, “because none of these things knew we were there.  We need to get out of their range.  Out in the country, where there weren’t many
people to start with.  We go up there,
we’ll be just fine.”


“What if we’re not
just fine?  What if we end up in some
other vampires’ territory and they turn us?”


Heather had tucked
the Ruger into her waistband before loading the truck.  She felt it pressing now against her skin, a
hard metallic presence that spoke of things she preferred not to consider.  


Count your rounds, she had thought.  Make
sure you save at least three.


“That’s not going
to happen,” she said.  “Now come on, help
us.  We don’t have much time.”



 

They forgot some
things, Heather felt sure of it.  She had
never gone on vacation and not made at least one trip to the nearest
Wal-Mart.  This afternoon, she had
grabbed items as they flashed into her head, because they didn’t have time for
a list.  From the position of the sun,
she wasn’t sure they had time to do any of this at all.


“Got everything?”
she asked as Justin and Amber climbed into the truck.


“I think so,”
Amber said.


“Drive,” Justin
said.


She started the
engine.  When the idle settled, the Check
Engine light remained glowing, reminding her that something was rotten in
Denmark.  But the Durango protested not
at all when she dropped it into reverse and pulled out of the driveway.  The fuel gauge promised a half tank of gas,
more than enough to get them up the road to where they’d started all this—where
they had been, for a time, safe.


She blew through
stop signs and dead traffic lights without a thought and charged through
downtown like she was being chased.  The
city limits sign whipped by as she emerged into the county on Highway 49.  The turnoff to the high school flashed past,
and then the Shell station where they’d picked up their last load of
provisions.  She hit the open road and
increased her speed to eighty miles per hour, only slowing for the soft curves
where the road avoided one patch of land to traverse another.


To the west, the
sun continued its slow descent towards the tree line.  Shortly, the shadows would lengthen.  And the light would begin to fade.


I’ll stay up as long as I can, the blood
orange in the sky said.  But even I can’t stop this rock from turning.


Just hang in there a little while longer,
she thought.  I just need to get up to that old house, clear the place, make sure
we’re the only creatures in there.  I
don’t need you to stay up all night, just another twenty minutes.  Twenty-five on the outside.  Can you do that for me?


She glanced at the
clock.  Knowing it was wrong, she pressed
down on the accelerator.


And the engine
started to miss.


“What’s
happening?”  Amber asked.


Heather stared at
the dashboard.  Temperature, battery, oil
pressure, all good.  The pesky CHECK
ENGINE light, the one that had been glowing for days now, stared back at her.


You stupid bitch, it said.  Did you
think I was just whistling Dixie?


Yes.  She had thought it nothing more than some
silly emissions problem, nothing to worry about in a world where apparently
nobody else was driving much and she enjoyed slim chances of getting pulled
over when her inspection and registration expired.  Check engine, engine’s still there, right
under the hood where it needs to be, all good, okay, let’s go.


“You piece of
shit!” she growled.  “Do not do this!  No, no, NO!”


Fuck you, the Durango said.  Feed me
cheap gas for ten years and IGNORE MY CHECK ENGINE LIGHT and expect us to be
all good?


The truck began to
jerk, as if some invisible, hateful idiot had crawled down on the floorboards
to play with the brake pedal.  The
tachometer needle did a crazy dance, jumped into the red zone and then crashed
to zero as the motor stalled out.


“You can’t do
this!”


But it could.  And it did. 
With a metallic whine, it ground to a halt in the middle of the highway.


For a moment, no
one said anything.  They sat in the
truck, the silence broken only by the ticking of the Durango’s deceased motor
and the pounding of their own hearts.  


Justin leaned
between the two front seats and said, “If you don’t get this thing started
again, we are ass-fucked.”


Amber looked over
at Heather, eyes wide.  Her face was that
of a scared child looking to her mother for answers.  Answers that the mother didn’t have,
decisions that the mother couldn’t make. 
Important decisions.


Should I stay or should I go? Stay with the
vehicle or go seek shelter elsewhere?


She studied the
landscape around her.  By her reckoning,
they had stopped just over the Morgan-Caswell line, a good twenty miles from
where they needed to be.  Empty fields
lined the highway on either side.  On her
right, a dilapidated farmhouse stared at them with glassless windows.  Great holes in the roof exposed its rotting
frame and testified to the decades that had passed since the last human spent
the night there.  It wouldn’t serve their
needs for even temporary shelter; even if an army of vampires didn’t come
pouring in through the gaps where the windows had been, the whole works could
come crashing down on them during the night.


Up ahead, though,
she could make out the outlines of a squat but modernish brick ranch home.  Hopefully uninhabited.


That’s it, she thought.  That’s
where we’ll go.


“Grab what you
can,” she said.  “Weapons, a little food,
whatever you’ll need just for tonight. 
And make it fast.”
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The brick ranch stood
farther away than she’d estimated.  They
broke into a run at the end, only slowing when they reached the end of the long
gravel driveway that led from the road to a delta of gray rock marking the
beginnings of the front yard.  A set of
four depressions in the gravel before the garage suggested the recent presence
of an automobile that had since departed.


You better hope they departed, she
thought grimly.  Because if they’re still in there, you’re in for a rough night.


“No cross on the
door,” Amber observed.  “That’s
encouraging, right?”


“Maybe,” Justin
said.  “Or maybe they were among the
first to get turned and never had a chance to go get the spray paint.  Do you think they’re home?”


“I’m about to find
out.” Heather handed the Ruger to Amber, who accepted it reluctantly.  Heather dropped her backpack and took one of
the sharpened broom handle stakes they had carried away from home.  “I’m going to clear this place,” she said.  “If you hear me yelling…”


“Run,” Amber said.


“Right.  But don’t go back to the truck.  See those woods?  Run that way. 
Go through them if you can, find a place to hide.  Okay?”


They both nodded.


She kissed Amber
on the forehead and turned to face the front door.


The door wasn’t
locked.  This didn’t surprise her; out in
the country, many people didn’t lock their doors.  She’d had several friends in high school who
had never possessed keys to their own homes, since their parents never locked
them.


They had lived
without fear in those days.


She pushed the
door open with her foot and entered cautiously. 
The front door opened into the living room, and she found herself
standing in a virtual carbon copy of her grandmother’s home in Wilmington.  Like that one, this had a kitchen located
right behind the living room and a hallway shooting off to one side, ostensibly
towards the bedrooms.  Hints of mothballs
riding on the cold and stagnant air reminded her of her grandmother’s house,
too.  


Shadows lay
everywhere.  Dark spots stacked atop each
other to create pockets of night under tables, beside chairs and couches.  She looked through the living room and into
the kitchen, eyes lighting upon the door that probably led to the garage.


She cleared her
throat.  Her hands tightened on the
makeshift stake as she called out, “Hello? 
Is anybody home?”  


Nothing.  


She moved in a
semicircle through the living room.  When
nothing flew at her from the bedrooms down the hall, she cleared them one by
one, gaining confidence as she went.


She ended in the
master, the largest province in this kingdom of shag carpet and floral
wallpaper.  Someone had assaulted the
twin dressers standing on the wall opposite the bed, and their drawers hung
partially open with clothes dangling over the sides like the tripe of a gutted
pig.  The bedroom spoke of a hasty departure.  Hopefully early enough in the day for the
owners to find a safe haven elsewhere.


On her way through
the living room, she heard a knock on the door. 
Justin.  


“Can we come
in?  It’s getting a little dark out
here.”


“One minute.  I haven’t checked the garage.”


A set of keys
dangled from a hook beside the door.  She
jumped back and to the side when she threw it open, but nothing emerged or
moved among the deep shadows in the garage. 
She waited a moment, then stepped into the doorway with the broom handle
cocked above her shoulder like a spear.  


A single window on
the far side illuminated an ancient pickup truck parked beside a lawnmower that
looked more expensive than Heather’s first car. 
Gasoline and old motor oil mixed with grass clippings and the pungent
chemical aroma of lawn fertilizer.  For
all its age, the truck appeared obsessively shiny; this would be the owner’s
project truck, something he drove to auto shows on weekends.  She considered it for a moment, climbed
inside and stuck the key in the ignition.


The engine caught
immediately.  But the fuel gauge didn’t
move—either it didn’t work or the gas tank really was on empty.


She cut off the
motor and returned to the living room to open the front door.  Justin and Amber nearly knocked her over in
their haste to get inside.  


“It’s clear,”
Heather said.  “Other than a few dust
mites, there’s nothing here.”


“Was that a car
starting?”  Justin asked.


“Old truck in the
garage.  It works, but I can’t tell how much
gas is in it and we really can’t risk being out there when it goes dry.”


Justin nodded in
understanding but said nothing.  He
locked the front door but stared at it for a long time, apparently lost in
thought.


“What?”  Amber asked.


“This isn’t our
house,” he said.  “I don’t know if we’ll
be able to keep them out tonight if they want in.”


Amber didn’t
respond.  Heather didn’t, either, and for
a moment the three of them just stood there in the steadily deepening darkness
of this strange living room.


“Doesn’t matter,”
she said with an authority she didn’t feel. 
“They’re breaking rules left and right. 
It was only a matter of time before they invaded our house.  Let’s just hope they don’t find us tonight.”
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Amber ate cold
beans out of a can.  They had left the
camp stove and cooking fuel in the Durango, but they wouldn’t have lit it even
if they’d brought it.  Mom was adamant:
no light.  And no sound.  So they ate in silence, speaking only when
necessary and even then in the most hushed of tones.  When they finished, they took turns using the
bathroom and gathered in the living room. 



Justin
commandeered the recliner and quickly went to sleep.  Or pretended to, at least; he sat down and
closed his eyes, and Amber couldn’t tell if he was sleeping or laying there
worrying about what would happen next. 
Nervous, Amber herself grabbed one of the couches but didn’t even try to
sleep.  It would have been useless.


“I let him
manipulate me again,” Mom said quietly.


She lay on her
side with her knees drawn up to her midsection. 
She looked small and sounded even smaller, almost like a child.  This sent another wave of fear washing over
Amber’s insides.  “What do you mean?” she
asked.


“It was a
trick.  He played me.  Played us, but me most of all.  He did something to the truck to make it
break down.”


“That’s crazy.”


“Really?”  Mom sat up now and spun around to face her,
knees beneath her chin.  Her cheeks
glistened in the moonlight.  “Do you know
how long the check engine light’s been on in that thing?  Weeks. 
Never a problem before, now all of a sudden BAM, it dies.  Where does it die?  On the highway at sunset.  He messed with it.  I know he did.  And I played right into it.”


Amber sighed and
shook her head.  “Mom…”


“He wanted us out
of that house because he couldn’t get in
there.  Now we’re out.  We can hide here, but it’s not ours.”


“We’re going to be
okay,” Amber said—even though she didn’t believe it.


“We’re not.  Not with me, we’re not.”  Mom closed her eyes and hung her head.  “I’m stupid, Amber.  I’m gullible. 
I’m trusting.  I don’t really
think.  That’s what gets me the most, you
know?  He always criticized me for that,
not thinking.  Not considering, not strategizing.  He said I was impulsive and that this lack of
thought would someday ruin me, if I didn’t have him there to take the reins.”


She laughed
ruefully.  “I always thought he was just
being a pigheaded, sexist asshole.  But
he was right.”


“He wasn’t,” Amber
said.  “And neither are you.  You’re smart. 
And I trust you.”


Mom opened her
mouth.  But before she could speak,
Justin sat straight up.


“Did you hear
that?”


She and Mom both
shook their heads. 


“There’s something
outside,” he hissed.  “I hear branches
and leaves.”


Mom reached for
the Ruger.  Amber rose and listened.  She heard nothing, and in the silence her
muscles began to relax and her heart found a way to resume beating.


“Maybe it’s just
deer,” she offered quietly.


Somewhere on the
other end of the house, a window broke.


“They found us,”
Justin said.



 

The sound of breaking
glass reached Heather’s ears from somewhere down the hall, together with the
rustling of curtains and the sound of feet thumping on the floor.  The front door rattled.  


Heather grabbed
Amber and pressed the truck keys into her hands.  


A window broke in
the living room.  Glass showered the
floor.


Justin charged
forward with one of the broom handle stakes and buried it in the chest of a
skinny, spidery form that tore through the shadows.  It screeched in pain and fell writhing to the
floor.  Heather spotted another one
crawling in behind it and shot it once with the Ruger.  It fell backwards.


It got back up.


She grabbed Justin
by the shoulder and shoved him towards the kitchen.  He stumbled, almost falling in his haste.


Amber opened the
door to the garage.  In a horrifying
flash, Heather realized that she may have just sent the girl into any number of
those things—there was a window in there. 
But movement in the front room seized and redirected her panic.  She aimed and fired twice.  Something fell, then scrambled back to a
standing position just as quickly.


Two more
materialized out of the hallway and she momentarily dropped them both.  Shell casings bounced off the wall to her
right and pinged on the vinyl kitchen floor. 
One of them struck her cheek, burning it.  Smaller and weaker than the others, the
creatures struggled to get up.


They were children once.


Children or not,
the bullets slowed them but could not put them down for long.  “GO!” Heather screamed.


“I AM!”  Amber screamed back from somewhere in the
garage.


Another window
shattered, then another.  She wouldn’t be
able to hold them off, not for long.  How
many rounds remained in her magazine?  She
didn’t know.  She…


An unholy screech
to her left.  She glanced sideways and
sighted two more on the back porch, peering at her through the sliding glass
door.  The tallest raised his fist and
brought it down on the door.  A crack
appeared.  


Go, go, go, go, GO


She backed into
the garage.  She stumbled, staggering
backwards until that overgrown lawnmower stopped her with a handle that jabbed
into her left kidney.  White-hot pain
exploded in her lower back.  Across the
threshold, in the kitchen, the sliding door gave way and showered the vinyl
with broken glass.  Pounding feet behind
it told her she had no time for pain, no time for anything.  No time. 
She pivoted and ran at the truck. 


Amber sat in the
driver’s seat, Justin beside her.  Eyes
wide, he looked like an owl.  


“Drive!”  Heather barked.  “Now!”



 

To Amber, the
truck cab smelled like the tool shed at their house in Norfolk.


“Go on!” Justin
urged.  “Start it!”


The starter
spun.  The engine caught in a matter of
seconds, filling the garage with a smoke-belching roar.  It stumbled and she pressed on the gas to
hold it up.  


Mom hopped into
the bed behind her and beat her fist once on the back window.  


“GO!” she
yelled.  The pistol barked once,
twice.  Something in the doorway to the
kitchen wiggled and fell.  Amber looked
up at the garage door blocking their way. 


“Drive through
it,” Justin urged.


She found the gear
selector and moved it until the little orange arrow at the bottom of the dash
hovered over D. 


Two more gunshots,
each a peal of thunder that assaulted her ears and echoed in the confines of
her skull.  


“GO!  NOW!” 
Mom screamed.  


Amber released the
brake and stomped on the gas.


The truck leapt
forward with a power she hadn’t expected; this was what the boys at school
would have called a “sleeper,” a drag racer in a redneck truck’s clothing.  Still, the garage had given her virtually no
room to accelerate and so when the front end collided with the garage door, the
metal caught the truck and held it there for an agonizing, bowed-out moment. 


“Come on,” Justin
urged.


She dropped it
into reverse and backed up abruptly, only stopping when the rear bumper smashed
into the work bench and cabinets behind them. 
Back into drive.  She pressed the
gas pedal and the truck charged forward. 
It crashed into the now-ruined and bulging garage door.  Tortured metal crumpled, whined.


And gave way.  


The truck exploded
into the driveway.  The passage through
the garage door had shattered one of the headlights, but in the one that
remained, Amber saw a pair of figures standing in her path.  Without a thought, she accelerated right
through them.  The truck shuddered on its
way over their bodies.  


She had expected
hundreds of the things, a horde like the zombies wandering the mall parking lot
in Day of the Dead.  But less than a dozen creatures waited
outside, all of them turning to follow the truck as it tore past them and
headed for the highway.  They gave
chase.  


Mom fired three,
four, five times and stopped.  Amber
slowed only slightly as the truck careened onto the highway and accelerated
into the night. 
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A single headlight
illuminating the road, the truck raced north. 
After a time, Amber eased off the accelerator and settled at a
comfortable seventy miles per hour.  She
glanced down at the dashboard and hunted for the fuel gauge.  The needle rested on “E.”


Not much we can do about that now, is there?


Mom knocked on the
rear window, and Justin slid it aside to let her in.


“You okay?”  Amber asked as her mother lowered herself
onto the bench seat between her and Justin.


“I’m alive,” she
said.  “So I’m better than I thought I’d
be a few minutes ago.  Anyway, we have a
problem.  Did you see the road outside
the house?  Cars.  Three of them, parked on the road.”


Justin’s eyebrows
rose.  “They can…”


“Yeah,” Mom
said.  “They can drive.  So we’re being chased.  The only way we’re going to make it is to get
off this road.  They’re probably all
mounted up by now, and in just a few minutes they’re going to catch up with
us.  Find a dirt road, Amber, a side
road, anything.  Just get us off this fast.”


Amber slowed and
squinted into the darkness, searching for a turnoff.  


But before she
found one, the motor began sputtering.



 

Why am I always so goddamned fucked?  Heather screamed in her mind.


Because you’re goddamned fucked, her
mind answered back.


“You’ve got to be
kidding me!” Justin exclaimed in the seat beside her.


“Pull over,”
Heather ordered.  “Now, now, right here!”


Amber jerked the
truck to a stop on the shoulder just as the motor sputtered for the final time
and died.  She sat there with the steering
wheel in a death grip, staring straight ahead. 
Invaded, Heather saw, by the dark armies of panic.


Heather reached
across her and cut off the lights.  “Come
on,” she said.  “We’re bailing out.”


“But…” Amber
began.


“But nothing!  They got in that house, they’ll get in this
truck.  We need to get away from it NOW!”


She threw the
passenger door open, shoving Justin out into the night.  She grabbed Amber and dragged her out after
her, every alarm in her head screeching at the dome light that blazed to life
when she opened the door.  It burned like
a little sun, announcing to anything watching them that there were people
here.  


She slammed the
door shut, cutting the light, and surveyed their surroundings.  Above them, the moon illuminated a gray
landscape of fields dotted with outbuildings. 
Several hundred yards away, dark blobs that could have been barns and a
farmhouse stood in silent menace.  She
looked from these to the woods in the distance.


Choose well, she told herself.


Her grip tightened
on the Ruger.  She dropped the magazine
and turned it sideways in the moonlight.


It was empty.  The slide hadn’t locked back, though; she
still had one in the chamber.  Just
one.  


“Where are we
going?”  Justin asked.


Heather inhaled
deeply and forced her mind to stop spinning. 
It wasn’t time for that last bullet, not yet.  If they could make those woods, they could
still pull this off.  Maybe.


“There,” she
said.  “Run!”



 

Justin’s heart
hammered in his chest.  His legs and his
lungs and every other functioning part of his body burned with the effort of
driving his sneakered feet into the ground and hurling himself towards the
woods.  He heard the


vampires


cars or trucks or
vans or whatever the hell those things were riding in motoring down the highway
in the rapidly collapsing distance.  For
one crazy instant, exuberance exploded in his gut and he thought surely they
would miss the disabled truck on the side of the road and keep going, going,
going.  But the buzz of engines and tires
slowed and this moment rapidly fell behind him.


The woods, he thought, we’ve got to make the woods.  They’ll only follow us so deep into the
woods, because they can’t risk getting lost in a place where there’s nowhere to
hide once the sun comes up.  They’ll go a
little ways in, but not much.  They won’t
look long.  And we’ve got a head start on
them.  We can do this.


The perceived
safety of the tree line seemed to remain at a constant distance no matter how
hard he pushed.  And then it suddenly
jumped up right in front of him, assaulting his face with branches and twigs
and thorns that grabbed and tore at his clothes.  The car sounds had died altogether now, and
as he crashed into the woods on the heels of Heather and Amber he heard
something else, another sound so familiar to him from his life before but now
imbued with life-ending implications: car doors slamming shut.


Scrambling over a
fallen tree, he realized he lost sight of Heather and Amber.  He located them again when Heather grabbed
him by the seat of his pants and hauled him to an abrupt stop.


“Down,” she
whispered urgently.  “Here, with us!”


“We need to keep
going!” he panted.  His skin tingled and
his lungs blazed.  “We need to go
deeper!”  


“They’re
here.  They’ll hear us.”


Unable to mount a
coherent resistance, he allowed her to pull him down beside her, behind the
tree.  Heather pushed Amber down into a
lying position, doing the same with Justin himself.  She rose only long enough to grab a pair of dead
branches still festooned with brown leaves.


“Be quiet,” she
whispered.  “It’s a long tree line.  There are a lot of woods, and we could have
entered them at any point.  It’ll be a
long night, but they don’t have forever. 
We can live in the sun; they can’t.”


His throat seemed
to be closing its hands around his vocal cords and restricting speech.  Whether it owed this effect to physical
exhaustion or some evolutionary mechanism designed to make him shut up in the
presence of sabertooth tigers, he didn’t know. 
Sticks and twigs dug into his side. 
The earthy aroma of the forest rose up from the bed of leaves on which
he lay.


Door slamming
again, engines starting.  They’re going away, he thought with
giddy optimism.  They’re moving on, giving up, going home!  They don’t know where we are so they’re just
quitting!  We’ve made it!


But then he heard
the bumps and the creaks.  The ups and
downs of vehicles moving across a rough surface, and he realized that the
vampires were driving towards the woods.
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Nothing works out, Heather thought with
spiraling despair.  She wondered if she
should use the Ruger now, while she still had time.  She transferred it from the hand at the end
of her pinned right arm to her left.  She
thumbed off the safety.  Her insides
writhed like living things with their own independent existence.  Rebelling, she felt, against the wicked
thoughts taking command of her head.


The engines slowed
as they approached the forest, then settled to an idle as the vehicles
stopped.  Mild relief surged when she
realized they weren’t going to drive straight into the forest.  But it disappeared quickly.


Doors opened.


We should have kept going, she
thought.  We should have gone deeper, made it harder for them.  They’re right on top of us.


A moment passed,
and then another.  And then Mike spoke.


“We know where you
are.”


Behind her, Amber
breathed in audibly and Heather cursed the noise.  But she said nothing.  She couldn’t.


“You left
footprints in the ground.  Led us right
here.  You’re behind that fallen tree in
there.”


Put their heads together, she thought
wildly.  Face to face, cheek to cheek, stick the gun up to Amber’s head and pull
the trigger.  Kill them both with one
bullet.


But the bullet
could deflect, killing Amber and either missing Justin completely or lodging
itself somewhere crazy that didn’t kill him but left him flopping around on the
forest floor in seizures while those things took him.  His last moments would be agony. 


There was no way
out of this.


Tears of despair
and frustration began streaming down her face. 
All her shortcomings made their way to her eyes and expressed themselves
on her cheeks.


“Mom,” Amber
whispered.  Her voice was wet, like the
ground that had betrayed them.  “I want
you to shoot me now.”


“And if you’ve got
any extras,” Justin said, “I’ll take one, too.”


The wind picked up
then, rustling the leaves and blowing strands of hair across her face.  It chilled her skin and penetrated her
inadequate jacket.  Why don’t they just charge in here and end the whole thing? She
wondered.  Why prolong this moment?  They had nothing with which to fight.  A few sticks. 
And a pistol with only one bullet.


He doesn’t know that.


Her breath caught.


He knows you have a gun.  And he’s afraid you’ll use it on yourself.


She sat up.  A platoon of a dozen or more of the creatures
had fanned out across the landscape before her, Mike standing slightly forward
at their center.


“Give yourself to
me,” Mike said, “and we’ll let the others go.”


“And I should
believe you because…”


“Because you’ve
got no choice,” he said.  His voice was
dead and papery but stronger now, fuller.


“Oh, but I do,”
she said.  “I have this gun.  I can shoot Justin, I can shoot Amber and I
can shoot myself and you won’t get shit. 
How does that sound?  So don’t you
stand there and tell me I have no choice, you prick.  This is
a negotiation.  I have something you
want.”


He remained silent
for a moment before saying, “What do you propose?”


“You can have me
if you let the kids go.”


“Okay.”


“If you let them
go first.”


It hesitated
again.  


“Of course.”


He had no
intentions of keeping any promises.  Heather
had to play this just right.  Because if
she didn’t…


“Heather?”  Justin asked. 
“What are you doing?”


“Go far away,” she
whispered.  “Find a place to pull off,
then hunker down and spend the night.”


“But…”  Amber protested.


“When I get up,
stand behind me.  Do as I say.  Both of you.”


Slowly, she
rose.  Her legs wobbled, wasted by the
hard sprint across the field and weakened by fear.  But they held her up.  The vampires made a tittering noise as the
children rose, too.


She raised the
pistol to her head.


“Here’s how this
works,” she called out.  “The kids get to
go.  When they’re good and gone, you can
have me.  That’s what you want, right?”


None of the
vampires moved.


“Yes,” Mike said
at last.


If it calls your bluff, your child is
finished.


Eternity is a long time.


“Throw us the keys
to those cars,” she said.


A set of keys flew
out of the darkness and struck her on the shins.


“All of them,” she
said.


Tittering from
Mike’s little tribe.  Two more sets
landed at her feet.


“Amber,” she said,
“pick up all the keys.  Pick a car, take
it and go.”


“Mom…”


“Do it!”  She kissed Amber on the head as she passed,
then did the same to Justin.  This had to
look like a final goodbye.  “I love you
more than you’ll ever understand,” she said softly.  To Justin, she said, “I haven’t known you
long, but I can tell who you are.  You’re
a good man.  You’re going to take good
care of her.  I know it.”


Amber began to cry.  Justin, face taut and shocked, just blinked.


“Now go!”


Justin grabbed her
jacket and pulled her onward.  The
vampires watched them move along the tree line and circle back to the nearest
car.  The lights came on, and it backed
up.


Mike stepped
forward.


She raised the
pistol to her head again.  “Stop.”


“We kept our
word,” he said.  “Time for you to keep
yours.”


“They’re not gone
yet.”


The car rumbled
across the field to the highway, where it turned north and sped off into the
night.


“They’re gone now,”
Mike growled.


“And you have two
cars left,” Heather retorted.  “How do I
know you don’t have any extra keys?”


“We don’t!”


“Then why don’t we
just wait for a while to make sure?  Give
them a good head start.  Just in
case.  No rush, right?  It’s a long night.”


They remained that
way for a long time, a collection of statues at the forest’s edge.  Beholden to their master, Mike’s followers
fidgeted but didn’t move.  Another
October breeze rustled through the forest behind Heather and blew across the
open field, carrying that earthy smell. 
She felt it against her back like a set of gentle hands holding her
up.  Helping her stand up straight.


“How long are we
going to do this?”  Mike asked.


“As long as it
takes,” she replied.


“I can come for
you right now,” it said.


“I know.”


“I can make you
shoot yourself.”


“You sure
can.  And then I’ll be gone.”


Mike stood there,
unable to give up his prize, as did the others. They remained in place as the
breeze blew and the leaves rustled and the cold steel of the gun barrel against
her skull warmed to skin temperature and nothing, not even time itself, moved. 



 

But the Earth
turned, and time did move.  Dawn came
slowly, but when it did, Mike’s followers began falling back towards the
farmhouse in the distance, the one she’d eschewed in favor of the woods.  Mike remained, fists clenched.


“You think you’re
smart,” he said, “but you’re not.  I
could take you now and make you shoot yourself, but you won’t get off that
easily.  Tomorrow, we’ll come again.  We’ll all go home, spend some time
together.  You can watch me remove
Amber’s limbs one piece at a time.  While
she’s still alive.”


Her back, her
neck, her whole body hurt from standing all night; only her feet, numb blocks
of ice at the end of her legs, didn’t. 
“But you won’t do that tonight. 
Or, shall I say, this morning?”


He stared at her
with black menace, but not for long.  As
the harvested field lightened in color with the onset of dawn, he fell back to
the farmhouse with the others.  They remained
on the porch until dawn broke in full and the sun reached for them across the
yard.  Then they retreated inside.  


Heather staggered
to the road.  She climbed into the
disabled truck, the one that had nearly screwed them all into an early
death.  She rested for a long time, letting
the sun warm the air inside the cab.  And
then she fell asleep.

















 

27.



 

They drove north
until they hit the outskirts of Yanceyville, where Justin veered off on a side
road.  Amber sat beside him with her head
resting against the window glass, staring off into space.  He asked her once if she cared where they
went.  When she answered with nothing
more than a shrug, he decided that further conversation was futile.  He concentrated on driving and staring into
the rearview mirror.  Several sets of
keys pressed against his skin from inside his jeans pockets, but he couldn’t be
sure the vampires hadn’t kept spares. 
When they got done with Heather…


“Think he’ll keep
his word?”  Amber asked.


“Pardon?”


“My dad.  Do you think that since he has my mom now,
he’ll keep his word and let us go?  Do we
have to worry about him chasing us now?”


Justin
frowned.  Amber’s face and voice had a
slack, detached quality he didn’t much care for.  He’d seen it on his own face, heard it in his
own voice, when his father died.  Shock, he thought.  Separation of the self from one’s current
reality.  A certain degree of protective
apathy.  In his case, it had kept him on
the couch for days, head spinning like a broken compass.  If a compass could even break; Justin didn’t
know.  A person could break, though.  He knew that.


“I can’t say,” he
said cautiously.  “You know him better
than I do.”


“I don’t think
that’s true,” she said.  “Not
really.  I don’t think I ever really knew
him at all.”


Sighing, Justin
looked down at the dashboard.  They had
snatched a battered old minivan that reeked of cigarettes, and while it ran and
drove reasonably well the fuel level indicator had begun sinking sharply once
it passed the half-full mark.  It now read
one quarter, which he didn’t trust to carry them through the night.  His father’s truck had been like that; long
legs on the first half tank, Tyrannosaurus Rex arms on the last.  They’d have to find a place to stop for what
remained of the night or risk getting stranded on a well-traveled
thoroughfare.  And now that he knew
vampires could drive cars, the main roads had become even more dangerous.


He slowed and took
the next left.  The pavement beneath
their tires became rough, the state’s lack of give-a-shit about this particular
area of the county evident in every thumping pothole.  Few manmade works spoke to the presence of
humanity out here; other than the road itself and the occasional guardrail,
this could have been virgin forest.  He
cut off the headlights and slowed to a crawl. 
He found a place where the trees receded back from the road enough to
where he could pull the van off without dumping it in the drainage ditch.  Then he switched off the motor.  He laid a hand on the door handle and was
about to open it when his arm stopped responding on its own.


What are you doing?  It asked.


Getting out, he replied.  We’re
going to go hide in the woods.  Open the
goddamn door.


You ever thought about what happened to the
animals?


His breath caught
in his throat.  True; very true.  He’d seen a vampire dog today.  What if there were other things?  Something as small as a field mouse could
turn him into a Mike or a Kayleigh.  He
had no way of knowing anything about the current condition of the local
wildlife.  Some animals had always hunted
at night; maybe they all did now.


He shot a look out
the window at the deserted road.  The dark road.  It’s
not safe out here, he thought, his insides shuddering in a way that
bordered on panic.


It’s not safe anywhere, his recalcitrant
arm shot back.  Keep your ass in the van.


“I want to leave
them alone,” Amber said.


He turned his head
to look at her.  She stared out the
windshield at something only she could see—a thought or a memory dancing there
to the rustling of dead leaves and the soft ticking of metal as the engine
cooled.  “You mean…”


“My mom and
dad.  In the morning, I want us to just
leave.  I thought I would want to burn
the house down so they wouldn’t have to live like that anymore, but I don’t
think I can do it.  Pretty soon, they’re
going to starve anyway.  I want to just
let nature take its course and let them die off with all the rest.”


She didn’t look
back at him.  Whatever she was seeing
held her attention so deeply that she spoke without turning her head, Justin a
being that existed only on her periphery. 
He was an afterthought in this moment, a side dish that could interact
but whose thoughts and words mattered little in the presence of something far
more important.  Still, he had to admit
that there were worse places to be right now than with her.  Her gentle features cut away just enough of
the darkness to reveal echoes of Heather in the rise and fall of her cheekbones
and the way her mouth tied it all together. 
She was a beautiful girl. 
Kayleigh had been pretty, but Amber was incredible—it was almost
impossible to compare them in the same language.  He became suddenly conscious of a powerful
desire to keep her safe and wondered then if it was some sort of biological
reaction to one of the world’s last females or if there was something special
about her that could make him feel this way. 
Maybe another angle of the same something that had motivated Heather to
sacrifice herself to Mike and his Band of Merry Vampire Fucknuts to save her.  Heather had marched straight into Hell
without looking back, all for this girl right here.


He thought about
the kind of love that would lead someone to do that, and he tried to picture
what it must have felt like to lose it. 
He couldn’t.


“I am so selfish,”
she said with a bitter little laugh.  “I
mean, she cared enough about me to do that. 
And you know what?  In a sense,
she’s been doing it my whole life. 
Sacrificing herself to him, I mean. 
She could have left him a long time ago, but she didn’t because she had
me.  She could have shot herself just
now, but she didn’t.  Because I had to
escape.  And I can’t even bring myself to
strike a match for her.  Isn’t that
messed up?”


Justin
shrugged.  He wondered if he would ever
have a normal conversation with another person ever again.  If he never got to talk about basketball, or
trucks, or music.  If everything was
always going to be so heavy all the frigging time.  “You don’t want to torch your parents,” he
said.  “I think that’s a healthy
feeling.”


“It’s cowardly.  I don’t want her to be in pain.   But if I don’t…then she’ll be like that. 
And before too long, she’ll get skinny. 
They’ll run out of food and die of starvation.”


“Your dad wasn’t
skinny.  Neither were his buddies.”


“Because they’re
at the top of the chain.  Whatever’s
left, they get it.  When that’s
gone…”  She trailed off.


Right.  When that was gone, they would degenerate
into bags of bones that charged out into the open sunlight in hopes of a
meal.  Like running into a bonfire to
grab a hamburger—yet another depth of feeling that he couldn’t imagine.  But Heather would; Amber was right about
that.  When the chow finally ran
out—wherever Mike and Company were getting theirs—all of those creatures would
understand it very, very well.


“I’ll do it,” he
said.  “You won’t have to.  I’ll do it for you.”


She looked at him.


“If she didn’t use
the gun on herself as soon as we were out of there,” he continued, “she’ll
likely be somewhere nearby.  The nearest
house or tobacco shed, they’ll all be in there. 
I’ll burn everything around there. 
Then I’ll burn your house, just in case they made it back there.”


She closed her
eyes and shook her head.  “I want to just
go.”


“I’ll drop you off
somewhere so you don’t have to listen to it.”


“I don’t want you to
leave me.  Can we just go?  In the morning, can we just…go down to Fayetteville and look for
the army?”


He sighed and
shrugged again.


“Sure.”


She nodded slowly
and looked out the window again.  “I
can’t believe I’m like this,” she said. 
“I should be a complete wreck.  I
can’t believe I’m not.”


“You’re in shock,”
he replied.  “Try to enjoy it.  It doesn’t last forever.”  
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At dawn, the sun
rose with such a lack of energy that Justin half expected it to grab a toilet
bowl and barf up the remnants of the malt liquor and boxed wine it had consumed
the night before.  Amber didn’t awaken
when he opened the door to the cold morning, so he took the opportunity to step
behind the van and urinate on the side of the road.  It took him a while to get started—his
bladder kept thinking someone was going to come along at any moment and see his
junk dangling out of his zipper—but when he did it came in a great, satisfying
stream.


Amber was still
asleep when he climbed back inside.  He
briefly considered waking her, then decided against it; this would be her first
morning as an orphan.  The longer she
didn’t have to face that, the better.  So
he started the van and worked his way back to Highway 49, where he turned south
towards Deep Creek.  He didn’t want to go
back there, not really, but they would have to pass through town to get to the
interstate.  And there was no one there
anymore, he reminded himself.  He would
see nothing.


The ancient truck
that had quit on them approached on the left. 
Ahead of it, an old farmhouse, ancient itself but obviously still
inhabited at some point in the recent past. 
Justin noticed the drawn curtains as it flashed by and thought, they’re in there.


He shuddered.  But he kept driving.


Ten minutes later,
the Shell station appeared up ahead and Justin realized that he was
hungry.  He slowed and noticed for the
first time a shudder when the van downshifted. 
Telltale signs of a failing transmission—at least this vehicle was
warning them.  He decided they would stop
at the house and get his truck.  Grab all
the gasoline they could siphon out of the neighbors’ rides and get back on the
road.


But first, chips
and beef jerky.  He pulled in beneath the
awning and switched off the ignition. 
Amber changed positions and opened her eyes groggily, rising like the
sun before her.  She stared at him for a
moment before asking, “What are we doing?”


“Getting
breakfast.  We’re at the Shell
station.  You want some peanuts or
something?”


She shook her head
and closed her eyes again.


“You need to eat.”


No response.


Sighing, he exited
the van and walked across the blacktop and slowly entered the convenience
store.  The glass front admitted the
explosion of sunlight that had accompanied full morning, and everything in
reach of the window glowed gold. 
Darkened drink coolers set in the back wall reminded him of Wal-Mart,
however, and so he stuck to the immediate vicinity of the cash register.  He grabbed a bag from behind the counter and
began filling it with tubes of peanuts and almonds, crackers and jerky.  Little Debbie snack cakes.  Good, healthy stuff.


If the vampires don’t get us, he
thought, this shit surely will.


He had to stifle a
crazy laugh.  It hit him then that after
all this time, he might be going just a little bit insane.


A car door thunked
shut outside.  He whirled around to see
Amber standing beneath the awning, hugging herself against a chill her thin
sweater apparently couldn’t keep out. 
She took several steps and then stopped, frowning at something he
couldn’t see on the other side of the building. 
Concerned, he stopped collecting processed junk food and walked
outside.  “What’s up?”  He asked.


“Look,” she
said.  “And listen.”


He followed her
pointing finger at the field beside the Shell station.  A wire fence enclosed yet another livestock
pasture—corn, tobacco, and leather-covered shit machines of one ilk or another
pretty much described it all in northern Morgan County—that
contained nothing but dried cow patties. 
A huge barn, outbuildings and the obligatory farmhouse rounded out the
unremarkable scenery.  He heard nothing
but the scrape of the wind across pavement.


“Uh…okay,” he
said.  “I don’t hear anything.”


“You must be
deaf!”  With that, she took off at a
determined march across the gas station parking lot to the fence, which she
climbed with fluid grace.  Justin
followed, flummoxed.


“Mind telling me
what you’re doing?  That barn’s probably
chock-full of vampires, you know.  That
and the farmhouse.”


She dropped down
on the other side of the fence and waited for him with her hands on her hips.  “There were cows out here the other day, when
we came back from camping.  I remember
seeing them.  We came out of the store
and I saw them wandering all over this field. 
Everybody had already turned by that point, but here were these
cows.  And now they’re gone.”


“A lot of things
are gone.  They probably ran into a
vampire that likes red meat.”


She deftly wove
her way among the piles of cattle dung as if guided by some advanced
shit-avoidance radar.  Justin didn’t have
this, and so he stayed close behind her. 



And then she
stopped so suddenly that he nearly ran into her.  She turned to face him.  “Hear it now? 
Listen.”


He did.  The wind died momentarily, just enough for
his iTunes-blasted ears to identify the unmistakeable sound of cows
mooing.  


“They’re in that
barn,” Amber said.  “And they’re
alive.  Someone’s been tending them.”
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Dad had liked The
History Channel.  He hadn’t been one for
sports; while her friends’ fathers spent hours glued to the television during
football and basketball season, her own preferred to watch college professors
and white-haired ex-soldiers postgame wars that had ended decades and centuries
ago.  He especially liked World War Two
documentaries—even though everybody already knew how that one ended.  No suspense there at all.  Bo-ring.


“The Second World
War was the United States Navy’s war,” he once said proudly.  “Us and the Merchant Marine.  Your teachers will tell you that we sat
around over here until the end of 1941, but that whole deal in Europe would have been a totally different hooraw without
American naval power.  And the
Pacific?  Half this world would be
speaking Japanese without us.  The other
half would be speaking German.”


He talked to her
about these things as if she thought them as fascinating as he did; he reminded
her of the boys at school who would go off about last Sunday’s football game if
she made the mistake of asking them about their weekend.  Statistics, players, yardages delivered with
a wild-eyed enthusiasm that Amber found smacking of Asperger’s Syndrome.  She didn’t mind her father doing this—he was
talking to her, or at least talking at
her—but his inability to see that she didn’t care about any of it astounded
her.


“Men like to know
things,” Mom explained.  “But it’s no fun
for them unless they can show you
that they know things.  Usually boring
things.”


He would watch his
boring things with the intensity of a sports fan, seated comfortably in his
recliner with a bag of popcorn and a bottle of beer.  She learned early on not to ask him anything
about what he was watching, because he would always tell her more than she
wanted to know.  One Sunday afternoon
during her freshman year of high school, though, she caught him in the living
room with his eyes riveted to the screen and his popcorn hardly touched.  He didn’t even fuss at her when she grabbed a
handful without asking.


“Hey,” she said.


“Hey,” he said
back.  He didn’t look at her.


She looked at the
television.  This was a different war, a
later one with which she was unfamiliar. 
Color footage, lots of CNN.  Dan
Rather, Tom Brokaw, Peter Jennings—the newscasters of her childhood.  Africans with assault rifles and
bazookas.  “Where’s that?”  She asked.


“Somalia.  Before you were born.”


“What happened
there?”


“Sit down and
watch.  You’ll see.”


And so she
did.  As the clips and commentary played
out, she recognized the fact pattern from Blackhawk
Down, which she’d watched with Tara on DVD
at a sleepover last year.  Mildly
interested and desirous of avoiding the algebra homework waiting in her school
backpack, she sat on the couch and watched the whole thing with him, over half
an hour.  When it ended, she rose feeling
slightly more educated and proud that she and her father had done something
together—even if it didn’t involve talking. 
She looked over at him and asked, “So how did all those warlords get in
power in the first place?”


“Somalia fell
apart.  A failed state.  The government, police, military, everything
basically dissolved and there was nothing but anarchy.  Hence the warlords.”


“But why did
anybody follow them?  I mean, obviously
it sucked and they weren’t making things any better.  Why did those people shoot each other over
some stupid popularity contest?  Sounds
like all these guys were a bunch of tools. 
I wouldn’t have wanted any of them in charge of the yearbook committee,
much less my life.”


Dad took a drink
of beer, smiling smugly.  Her mother’s
words echoed in her ears: Men like to
know things.  “Very simple,” he
said.  “Food.”


“Food and guns.”


“Guns to a certain
point, but mainly to the extent that they enable somebody to control access to
food.”  The knowledgeable smiled
grew.  “See, dictators rise to power when
they develop a monopoly on something that the people need.  In a functioning country, it might be
something like stability, strong leadership, national pride.  Back in the Middle Ages, it was access to
Heaven—you went against the Pope, he’d excommunicate your ass and you’d end up
in Hell forever and ever, amen.”


He shrugged.


“In Somalia, it was
food.  Those people couldn’t have given
less of a shit about nationalism.  They
just wanted to eat.  And guys like
Mohamed Farrah Aidid controlled what little there was.  The UN would send grain and rice and stuff
over there, and his gunmen would grab it.”


His eyes actually
twinkled.  Listening to him talk, Amber
got the funny feeling that he liked this story; that he found what Aidid did
somehow admirable.


“Genius, in a
way,” he continued.  “That was a guy who saw
an opportunity and went for it.  I mean,
you ever want power, Amber?  You ever
want to be Queen of the World?  Find
something that everybody needs, something there’s not enough of.  And control it.  Sons of bitches will fall in line to kiss
your ass all day long.  Just to get that
commodity.”


He smiled.


“Oil’s a nice one,
for this day and age.  But the best is
and always has been food.  Aidid and
these other ones lucked into a golden opportunity when Somalia fell
apart and people didn’t know where their chow was going to come from.  Because nothing takes a back seat to chow,
nothing.  Religion, nationalism, freedom,
nothing.  When people get hungry—I’m talking about
starving, not like you when you’re waiting for your fish sticks to come out of
the microwave—they’ll do anything to get full again.  You give them food, they’ll follow you
anywhere.  But you have to keep them hungry, feed them just enough
to where they don’t forget what it feels like to starve.  So they understand what’s going to happen if
they buck you.  So that they understand
this is your bus, that you’re driving it and that if they want
a ride, they better fall the fuck in.”


He laughed then,
an amused, self-satisfied sound.  It made
Amber’s insides squirm.  


“These guys on my
boat all think, we’re so badass.  We’re
on an attack sub.  We can hide under the
water and blow shit up in Iraq
or Iran
or wherever we want.  Guys on the boomers
think, we’re so badass because we run
around with these nuclear weapons that no one’s ever going to use.  People think that is power.  Cruise
missles, ICBMs.  It’s not.  You want to know the most powerful weapon in
the world, Amber?”


He stared at her,
waiting for her answer.


“What’s
that?”  She asked.


“A bowl of rice,”
he answered.  “Chow.  You control that, you control everything.”



 

Bound for the
barn, she felt as single-minded and unstoppable as one of her father’s cruise
missiles.  She stared at the great doors
on their rollers.  Her legs followed the
boom of bawling cattle. 


“Are you planning
on opening that thing up?”  Justin asked
from behind her.


“Yes.”


“If the farmer is
still alive, he might not appreciate this. 
Why don’t we at least knock on the door of that house first?”


“What time is
it?”  She asked.


“Shit, I don’t
know…nine or something.  Why does that
matter right now?”


They reached the
corrugated metal doors and stopped. 
Several strands of hair had escaped the confines of her ponytail and she
brushed them out of her face.  “Have you
ever heard of a farmer that screws around until nine and leaves his cattle in
the barn?  These people work sunup to
sundown.  Only farmer that would do
something like that is a dead one.”


“Why’s the city
girl suddenly an expert on animal husbandry?”


“Because my dad
spent his last couple years of foster care on a farm,” she replied.  “And he told me.  Help me out, here.”


“We’re fucked if
this is another vampire trick.  It’s
going to be game over all the way.”


“It’s not a
vampire trick and there’s no one in there. 
Come on.”


She grabbed a
handle on one of the great roller-mounted doors while Justin seized the
other.  On a count of three, they pulled
in opposite directions and the doors slid open with an ease that seemed
incongruent with their size.  No sooner
had a gap appeared between the two than the first cow came charging out of the
interior and into the sun, bellowing.  It
headed for the pasture and the watering pond, followed close behind by another,
and another, and another.  A deluge of black,
white and brown animals poured out into the barnyard.  A young calf stumbled but kept up with the
rest of its herd—not a one of which charred or smoked.


Amber pressed
herself against the door to avoid the onslaught of trampling hooves.  As the stragglers lumbered by, she looked
over at Justin, who stared back with wide eyes. 
When the last of the cattle ambled out into the morning, she peeled
herself off the door and stepped inside the barn.  Justin didn’t challenge her.


They found
themselves in one of two long feed alleys flanked by pens constructed from
steel tubing.  The metal building looked
the size of the gymnasium at her high school and maybe even larger, concrete
and hay beneath their feet instead of polished wood.  Up above, open ridge vents with their covers
propped open allowed the entry of morning air which, while pleasantly cool, did
little to dissipate the thick atmosphere redolent of dung, decomposing straw
and the stink of confined animals.


“Smells nice,”
Justin remarked.  


“Someone’s been
feeding them,” Amber said.  “Someone’s
been getting them in here at night and letting them out in the morning.”


“You think maybe
the farmer got turned but maybe decided to stick around and tend his herd?”


Before she could
answer that, a weak bellow—more like a bleat, actually—from the far end of the
barn interrupted her thoughts.  Drawn by
the noise, she marched along the feed alley and the open pens to an enclosure
in the back corner where a single brown cow lay on a bed of straw with stripes
of golden sun from the ridges cast across its body.  Its labored breathing wheezed like some ancient
machine.  It stared at them as they
approached, but it didn’t get up.


“Careful,” Justin
warned.


“There’s sunlight
on it.”


“I know.  You start smelling grilling hamburger, back
the fuck up.”  


But she didn’t smell
anything other than hay and dung, because this animal hadn’t turned.  It was sick, or perhaps getting ready to drop
a calf.  She knew nothing about cattle
but her inner six-year-old drove her to pet it, speak to it, offer whatever
comfort she could.


As soon as she
entered its stall, it began to bellow and kick.


Justin grabbed her
shoulders and pulled her back.  “It
doesn’t like you,” he said.


“Obviously.”


But the cow
demonstrated no such antipathy when Justin stepped around her and approached it
from the head, taking care to avoid the powerful hooves.  He laid a hand on its skull and stroked its
fur.  Its chest rose and fell rapidly in
tune with its breathing.  Amber shuffled
in as close as she could without pissing it off.  “What’s wrong with it?”  She asked.


“I don’t know,”
Justin replied.  “But I think it has
something to do with that shit over there. 
Look.”


She followed his
pointing finger to a set of buckets in the corner of the pen.  In one bucket, a length of hose and a funnel
peeked over the rim.


“And look at
this.  On its neck.”


“I can’t see it.”


“Look.  It’s been cut.”


He pointed at the
beast’s neck.  She had seen the
bloodstain earlier but had taken it for just another spot on its coat.  The dawn of understanding rose in her brain.  Why Dad and his crew weren’t as skinny as the
creatures from Wal-Mart or the ones that had charged out of the high school;
why the cow was so afraid of her.


I carry his blood.  I have his scent.


“You can’t see it
from where you are,” Justin said, “but there’s a scar on the neck where
somebody cut this thing and then sewed it up. 
They did a shitty job.  What do
you think…”


She cut him
off.  “He’s farming.”


Justin looked from
the cow to Amber.  He rose, wiping his
hand on his jeans.


“That’s how he
became their leader.  That’s how he
controls them.  He controls their food.”


“Motherfucker,” Justin muttered.


“All the people
are gone.  They’re either dead or they
turned—either way, they’re no good to a vampire, not anymore.  They’ve drained whatever animals they could
catch.  But he didn’t.  He found these, and he kept them.  He bleeds them every night.  And he gives the blood to the ones that have
pleased him.”


“Wow.”  Justin chuckled weakly and shook his
head.  “Don’t take this the wrong way,
Amber, but…in a strange way, I’m kind of impressed.”


“You know what
this means, right?”  She asked.


He blinked at her.


“It’s never going
to stop,” she said.  “Not with him.  And now, not with her, either.  Some of these things might die off, but his crew will survive.  Because he’s farming.”


“So that means…”


“We can’t
leave.”  She wrapped her arms around her
chest, suddenly cold.  “Not yet.  We have to finish this first.”  She swallowed.  “We have to finish them.”


Justin took a deep
breath and shoved his hands in his pockets. 
He nodded, exhaling slowly and staring down at the stricken cow.  He closed his eyes.


“I think I know
where they are,” he said.
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Heather awoke to a
memory.  An old one, the aftermath of a
prehistoric fight whose genesis existed nowhere in her recollection.  Amber had been a baby then, not yet able to
walk.  Mike had gotten mad about
something—she couldn’t remember what. 
Something she’d done.  Or hadn’t
done.


You’re lucky you have me, you know
that?  You’re so fucking stupid, it’s a
miracle you remember to breathe. 


She remembered
packing her car after he left for work that morning and sitting in the driveway
of their tiny house on base.  Strapped
into her baby seat in the back, Amber screamed. 
She wanted out.  She didn’t like
the straps holding her in, holding her back. 
Restricting her every movement; chafing her soft skin.  She wanted to be free.


Heather laid her
forehead on the steering wheel and cried. 
Not so much from hurt feelings; by that point, she had grown used to
being called stupid, ineffective, unthinking, blah blah blah, she didn’t have
two brain cells to rub together.  She
cried out of frustration, because after all that, she was still sitting in the
driveway.  She hadn’t even started the
car.


“Why does he do
this?” she asked no one.  “Why can he say
anything he wants to me?  Why does he do
that?”


The answer came
simply: 


Because he can.


Right.  Because on a very fundamental level, he knew
that no matter what he did, she wouldn’t leave.


Now she stared
through the windshield at the house where the Mike-thing and his entourage had
sought shelter for the day.  Sun poured
over the brown grass and bathed the porch, the shutters, the roof.  It turned the cab of the truck into a
miniature greenhouse, raising the temperature to an almost uncomfortable level
despite the autumn chill outside.  As it
did this, it asked a question:


What now?


Indeed.  She hadn’t considered what she would do if
she made it through the night in the woods. 
With the gun pointed to her head, the idea of survival had been a luxury
she couldn’t afford.  Had she allowed
herself to think beyond the next breath, she might have thought beyond the
morning, and then the day.  She might
have disconnected from the peace she’d made with dying.  And then when Mike finally decided to call
her bluff and charge, she might have hesitated to pull the trigger.  Maybe not long, but long enough to matter.


She reached over
and cracked the driver’s window.  Cool
morning air from outside flooded the cab and made her almost sleepy again.  She inhaled a chestful of it with her eyes
closed, considering her next move.  Tired
as she was, she couldn’t afford to take a nap right now.  She would have to walk until she found a
functioning automobile.  Mike’s entourage
had left their keyless vehicles at the edge of the woods, and while she would
check under the floormats and behind the sun visors for spare keys, nothing was
ever that easy.  The old truck would run
if she fueled it, but without a container and a hose to siphon with the fuel in
the gas tanks would have to just stay there. 
Probably forever.


Forever.


She opened her
eyes and looked at the house again.


“No,” she said
aloud.


You can stop this now.  Burn that house.


No.  She wouldn’t do that.


Why? 
Because he’s such a nice guy?


Because for the
last almost twenty years, he and Amber were her only family.  Because once upon a time, for all his faults,
he had made her feel loved and protected. 
He hadn’t been all bad, and maybe not even half bad.  By this evening, she would be at Fort Bragg,
reunited with Amber.  Very shortly, this
creature that had overtaken her husband would starve to death.  Vampire king or not, he needed blood.  And there wasn’t much of that left.


She didn’t have to
burn him.  He’d die on his own, without
her help.  Which was good.  Because she didn’t know if she could give it.


She saw something
moving in the side mirror and turned to see a dirty white minivan pull up
behind the truck.  It took her a moment
to recognize it as the one Amber and Justin had taken the night before.  Her heart nearly stopped, then raced when the
doors opened and the two of them emerged into the morning.  She threw her door open and jumped out onto
the road.


“Amber!”


Both of them
froze.  Amber stared at her in horror,
speechless.


“I’m okay,”
Heather said.  “He didn’t get me.  I’m normal. 
I….”


Before she could
finish, Amber ran forward and enveloped her in a crushing bear hug, the
strength of which felt incongruous with her slight frame.


“I thought you
were dead,” she said thickly.  “Like
Dad.”


“I’m fine,” Heather
said.  She looked over Amber’s shoulder
at Justin.  He stood leaning against the
van, hands shoved in his pockets.  He
smiled.


“I’m glad to see
you, too,” he said.  “You wouldn’t look
good with fangs.”


Despite the night
she’d just experienced, she smiled.  She
kissed the crown of Amber’s head and held the girl as she shook with sobs of
relief.  They stood this way for a long
time.  When Amber showed no signs of
letting her go, she kissed her again and murmured, “We need to get going now,
okay?  Put as much distance as possible
between us and this place.”  


Amber pulled away,
sniffling.  She threw a glance past
Heather at the farmhouse.  “Is he in
there?”


“Yes.”


Amber looked back
at Justin, who looked down at the ground and kicked at a pebble with the tip of
his shoe.


“What?”  Heather asked.


“We figured out
how he’s still eating,” he said.  “And we
can’t just go.”


When he finished
explaining, Heather turned to stare again at the farmhouse.  “You’ve got to be kidding me,” she said in a
tone of disbelief.  “He’s farming?”


Amber folded her
arms and nodded.  “Crazy, right?”


So there would be
no starvation.  This would continue.  He would drink the blood of a cow, and he
would make good on his promise to track her down.  They could run to Fort Bragg,
but he’d find a way to solve the distance problem.  He could bottle the stuff and take it with
him, keep a 20-ounce in the cupholder while he stalked her from place to
place.  Because while they could run all
day, at sundown they had to pick a place and stay there.  And with winter coming, the nights were
getting longer.  They would remain that
way for a long time.


Justin cleared his
throat.  “Listen,” he said.  “If you two want to get in the van and go
somewhere else for a little bit, I can take care of this.  You don’t have to be a part of it.”


Heather looked
from the farmhouse to him.  She bit her
lower lip.


“No,” she
said.  “I do.  I have to be the only part of it.”


With Amber and
Justin watching, she walked over to the truck and began gathering paper and
other dry things from the floor of the cab and the glovebox.  Everything she would need to start a fire.



 

The house was old,
the timbers dry and flammable.  They sat
in the van and watched the blaze consume the structure.  When the screeching started, Heather plugged
her ears and hummed until it stopped.  It
didn’t take long.


As the
fire-weakened frame collapsed into a great pile of smoking and glowing wood,
Justin started the van and sighed.


“We probably
better get going,” he said, dropping the gear selector into drive.  “Day isn’t getting any younger.”


Something occurred
to her then, and she put a hand on his shoulder.  “Can you wait just a minute?”


“Sure.”


She opened the
door and got out.  Neither Amber nor
Justin said a word as she walked towards the burning house, stopping when the
heat grew too great for her to continue. 
Then she removed her wedding ring and hurled it at the flames.


“Let’s roll,” she
said.
















Author’s Note



 

Have you ever told
a child not to be scared because vampires don’t exist?


Yeah.  Me, too. 
We’re lying, of course.  Vampires
have shadowed us since humanity’s earliest days; Lucy and Peking Man probably
ran across one at some time during their short and difficult lives.  Every culture has a story about a mythical
creature that attacks people and sucks their blood, and there’s a reason for
that: we’ve all met vampires.  And some
of us have fallen victim to them.


Dude…are you drunk?  


Not right
now.  I’m dead serious: vampires are
real.  Think I’m crazy?  Consider this story:


A few years ago, I
ran across a childless lady in her fifties who, until about five years
previously, had been living on her own. 
She had a good job, a healthy retirement account and substantial equity
in a house and land.  She lived within
her means and used credit responsibly. 
She wasn’t rich, but she’d done well for herself.  She’d built something.


And then she met a
guy.  And married him.


By the time I met
her, the retirement account was gone. 
Where’d it go?  Same place as the
equity in her house.  Poof! 
She owed money on credit cards. 
And the husband?  Left her.  Moved out. 
Not because she was cheating on him, mistreating him, drunk, hooked on
Colombian marching powder or any doing any of the other things that tend to end
marriages, but because she was tapped out and had nothing left to give
him.  I know this because at her
settlement conference, the soon-to-be-ex actually told the mediator and his
lawyer that he’d left his wife because she wasn’t maintaining him in the
lifestyle he preferred.  She couldn’t
fund his stupid hobbies anymore, or his bad investments.  He’d taken everything she had, and then he
left her.  She had very little recourse,
because in our state there’s no law against being an evil son of a bitch.  In many ways, we’re a caveat emptor jurisdiction.


The essence of
vampirism is the draining of life to the benefit of the vampire and the
detriment of the host.  Vampires take
more than they truly need and more than you can afford to give them, and they
keep on sucking even as you wither and start to die.  They do this because they’re out for
themselves.  Your spiritual, physical,
emotional or financial health isn’t a secondary concern—it’s not a concern at
all.  They don’t care that their need to
possess you has cut you off from friends and family and other relationships
that once made your life a better place. 
They don’t care that they’re spending you into bankruptcy or that you’ll
never be able to retire because they wanted to take out an equity line to buy a
bass boat or a 401K loan to buy a mobile home for that thirtysomething loser
kid from their first marriage (seen it, seen it, seen it).  They. 
Don’t.  Care.  They want you to do something for them.  That’s it.


The phenomenon
isn’t confined to romantic partners; sometimes it’s your own kids doing
this.  I once got appointed to an adult
guardianship case for this 90-ish man who had spent World War Two fighting with
the Royal Army in Burma.  After his wife died, he ended up in a cruddy
nursing home as a ward of the Department of Social Services because his
alcoholic daughter—a 60-year-old toddler—was blowing all his money and not
looking after his needs.  She and her
husband lost the home he’d spent a big chunk of his savings acquiring for her,
because they were too drunk to hold jobs and pay the mortgage.  So they moved in with him and used his credit
cards to buy liquor.  I think she’d had
her fangs in him for a long time, but after her mother passed and Daddy started
slipping, she sucked harder.


In stories,
vampires knock.  Or they skitter around
at night, screech, whatever—they’re pretty easy to spot.  The real ones?  Not so much. 
Nobody I’ve known or worked with who fell victim to a vampire was
stupid.  They just had a weakness
somewhere—a need to be loved, a fear of being alone, a need to remain in a
socially-recognized, committed relationship relationship regardless of the
cost—and somebody exploited it.  They
opened the door for the wrong person. 
These stories are very common. 
And in their own way, very old.


So how do you get
rid of a vampire?  What is the real-life
equivalent of sunlight and wooden stakes? 
I don’t know.  I’m not a
therapist.  I don’t know if therapists
know, either.  If I had to venture a
guess, I’d say the sunlight would be awareness; bloodsuckers prefer the dark,
because once you see what they are it becomes harder for them to take advantage
of you.  And the stakes…maybe those would
be words.  Like “no.”  And “get lost.”


I don’t know.  If you do…I’m all ears.


Although writing
is a solitary pursuit, bringing a book into the world can’t be.  I’d like to thank Jan White, Lori Withers,
Janet Rojas, Teresa Layton, Roger Bradshaw, Charles Butler, Karen Bennett,
Angelina Jennings and Susan Jennings for reading an earlier version of The Last Days of October and doing what
they could to keep me from inflicting bad fiction upon the world.  I didn’t take every piece of advice I received,
so any errors or poorly executed passages are my fault and mine alone.  I have no excuses.  If you have any comments, feel free to reach
out to me at jacksonspencerbell@gmail.com.  I could screw up a microwave burrito, so I’m
sure there’s something.


Thanks for
reading.
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Trigger Finger            http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B00JS6W668



 

When two intruders break into his house
one night bent on attacking his family, Kevin Swanson fights back--with deadly
consequences. In the aftermath, he rockets from obscure lawyer to local hero
overnight--a hero to everyone, that is, except for a strange man who calls in
to a local talk radio show when Kevin appears as a guest. The caller, who won't
reveal his name, has a message: Kevin is no hero. And his story about what
happened isn't even close to accurate. Suddenly, Kevin finds himself thrust
into the center of one violent crime after another, rising to the occasion and
exceeding his wildest expectations each time. Strangely, though, none of his
attackers carry any identification. And as his doubts drive him through his own
investigation of what really happened that night, his crumbling reality sends
him hurtling towards a face-to-face confrontation with the nameless caller—and
the horrifying truth that won't let him hide.



 

Just
Hang On             http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B00KM1Z2P0



 

In 1995, 20-year-old Rebecca Francis learns that her roommate's
boyfriend exposed her to HIV during a one-night stand. On a Saturday morning,
the nurse at the clinic tells her she'll have her test results by Friday. All
she has to do is wait. That shouldn't be hard...right?


But Rebecca has an internal radar that sometimes tells her when things
are about to happen. This time, it's telling her she's going to die. And as she
struggles to keep herself together in the face of mounting despair, Rebecca
plunges into a downward spiral of depression and psychic anxiety that refuses
to let her rest. A novella of shame, regret and the unbearable weight of
uncertainty.
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