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  Battered by five cataclysmic hurricanes in three weeks, the Texas Gulf Coast and half of the Lone Star State is reeling from the worst devastation in history. Thousands are dead or dying - but the worst is only beginning. Amid the wreckage, something unimaginable is happening: a deadly virus has broken out, returning the dead to life — with an insatiable hunger for human flesh… The Nightmare Begins Within hours, the plague has spread all over Texas. San Antonio police officer Eddie Hudson finds his city overrun by a voracious army of the living dead. Along with a small group of survivors, Eddie must fight off the savage horde in a race to save his family…There’s no place to run. No place to hide. The zombie horde is growing as the virus runs rampant. Eddie knows he has to find a way to destroy these walking horrors… but he doesn’t know the price he will have to pay…
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    The new world may be safer, being told


    The dangers and diseases of the old.


    —John Donne

  


  Chapter 1


  There’s an empty parking lot near the corner of Seafarer and Rood where I used to go to fight with my wife. Most district cops have some hidden little spot where they go to escape all the crap that comes with working patrol, and that parking lot was mine. From there I was pretty much invisible and I could still make almost any call in my district in less than five minutes.


  My wife, April, and I were going at it at least once a week back then. When she’d call with that pissed-off tone in her voice that said I was in for a long one, I’d head straight for Seafarer and Rood. There, I’d pull under the canopy of an enormous oak tree near the back of the lot, and hunker down for an earful of whatever I’d done wrong. I used to watch the curves of its trunk and branches while she yelled at me, and even now, when she grows impatient with some little thing I’ve done, and the old familiar tone creeps back into her voice, I think of the dry, dusty smell of oak.


  Six months before that, she’d given birth to a beautiful baby boy, our first. We named him Andrew James Hudson, after his grandfather. That little guy changed my world. After he was born, I’d tell anybody who’d listen that being his daddy was what I was put on this Earth to do.


  Before Andrew, I worked the dogwatch shift, eleven at night till seven in the morning. That was back when April and I were first starting out. It wasn’t the best for getting time together, because we only had a few hours during the evening to spend with each other. But I got an extra $300 a month for working at night, and that part was good.


  Then, when April got pregnant, we started trying to plan the way things would work, and arguments kept flaring up.


  One day she had a long phone conversation with her sister, who had two kids already, and that night she told me, “I’m gonna need you here with me at night. The baby’s gonna be waking up every few hours to feed, and I can’t do that alone.”


  So I asked some of the guys at work what I could do and found out I qualified for a hardship transfer. That’s how I ended up on the second shift, 3 to 11 pm with Wednesdays and Thursdays off. April wasn’t happy about me working on the west side, because it was a rough part of town, but when you put in for a hardship transfer, you have to take what they give you.


  And hardships are only good for six months. After that, they move you back to wherever they need you, which is almost always on dogwatch.


  On this particular evening, we were fighting about me going back to nights when Chris Tompkins pulled up next to me. He rolled down the window of his patrol car, and I gestured to him that I’d be a minute. I kept on listening. April was doing all the talking.


  “Eddie, just tell them you need to stay on second shift,” she said. “Why can’t you just tell them that?”


  “It doesn’t work that—”


  “What do they think? Now that the baby’s born you can just go back to working nights? I need you home now more than ever.”


  “I know, sweetie.”


  “The whole reason you got the transfer is so we can take care of Andrew together.”


  “I know.”


  “I’m sure you’re not the only one with a baby at home. Just go in there and tell them you need more time.”


  “But, sweetie, it doesn’t work that—”


  When she started up again, she was so loud I had to pull the phone away from my ear. I looked at Chris and rolled my eyes.


  He smiled uncomfortably and gestured, Do you want me to go? He was cool that way, a good guy with a wife of his own. I hardly ever saw him outside of work, but if someone had asked I would have told them he was good people.


  I shook my head, still listening for April to take a break.


  Chris leaned back and turned up the volume on his car’s stereo. He was listening to a news station, and I heard the newscaster say something about the flooding down in Houston. Then I heard something about volunteers from the Red Cross being attacked and beaten by the flood victims they were trying to save.


  I didn’t really catch it, because April was still going strong. Something about how I had had plenty of time to talk to them about staying on second shift, and the fact that I hadn’t yet made her wonder if I really cared about how hard this was on her, staying at home with Andrew all the time.


  I put my hand over the phone and said, “What in the hell are you listening to?”


  April barked at me.


  “Not you, sweetie,” I said. “The guy next to me is listening to something on the news.”


  Chris turned it down.


  “Thanks,” I said. To April I said, “Go ahead, sweetie.”


  Just as she started up again, the dispatcher interrupted her. “52-70.”


  Chris sat up, waiting for me to respond. 52-70 was my call sign. Chris was 52-80.


  When I didn’t answer, the dispatcher called again. “52-70, Officer Hudson.”


  I said to April, “They’re calling me. Hold on a second.” April was still talking when I found the mike and said, “Go ahead, 52-70.”


  “52-70, take 52-80 with you. Make 318 Chatterton, 3-1-8 Chatterton, for seven to ten males fighting. Complainant says they look intoxicated.”


  Chris dropped his car into gear and waited for me to do the same.


  I waved my hand at him and said, “Hold on.” To the dispatcher I said, “52-70, ten-four. I’ve got 52-80 with me.”


  Chris still had his car in gear. He was looking at me with a mixture of impatience and uncertainty.


  “Hang on,” I told him.


  To April I said, “Sweetie, they gave me a call. I’ve got to go.”


  “You weren’t even listening to me, were you? When are you going to talk to them about staying on second shift?”


  “Soon.”


  “Your transfer expires next month.”


  “Come on, hon, I’ve gotta go.”


  “Fine.” But her tone said it wasn’t fine. It was very much not fine, and I was going to hear about it later.


  I put the phone down on the passenger seat, leaned back, and covered my face in my hands. She wore me out and I had to take a second to regroup before I left for my call. All I needed was to take that frustration with me and then have it erupt during an argument with some drunken asshole. Officers go to Internal Affairs for stupid mistakes like that.


  “You okay?” Chris said, but I knew he meant it was time for us to get moving.


  “You’re too eager,” I told him. “Let them fight it out. By the time we get there, they’ll be too tired to fight us.”


  The newscaster on Chris’s car stereo was talking about rioting again. I only half listened to it, though. Like most people, I’d grown numb to the terrible destruction that had been all over the news for the last month.


  The city of Houston, not 250 miles to the southeast of us, had been hit with five major hurricanes in the span of four weeks, leaving most of the city wasted beneath flood water and debris. Every morning, after I crawled out of bed and turned on the morning news, there were more images of mud-colored water two-and three-stories deep, moving sluggishly through the streets of Houston, the roofs of houses and buildings looking like rafts floating in sun-dappled, oil-stained sludge, and of course there always seemed to be blackened and swollen corpses drifting through the wreckage.


  The news had taken a lot of heat for showing all the dead bodies. They claimed they were trying to be discreet about it, but there always seemed to be corpses just the same.


  Some of the guys from our police association had gone down to Houston to help out, and they all said that it was the worst thing they’d ever seen. Sanitation was nonexistent, and the whole place smelled like death. Something like two million people had been forced to evacuate, and most of them had come to San Antonio. All five of our military bases and every out-of-business shopping center, had been turned into temporary shelters of some kind, and yet they kept coming. I heard on the news that FEMA was flying as many as ten commercial airliners a day into Kelly Air Force Base, and every single plane was packed with evacuees.


  Supposedly, there were still at least a million people to evacuate from the areas south of Houston, and conditions for those left behind were nightmarish. Listening to Chris’s stereo, I figured they were talking about food riots or something, because there had already been plenty of those.


  “Can you believe this?” he asked me, wrinkling his nose in disgust at whatever he was listening to now.


  “I haven’t really been listening,” I said. April’s voice was still ringing in my ears.


  “It sounds like Houston’s gone nuts,” he said. “They’re saying the survivors are attacking the boat crews that are going in to help them. This guy is even saying people are eating people down there.”


  “Great,” I said. “And those are the same lovely people that FEMA’s gonna fly in to our shelters. Can’t wait for that.”


  “This guy’s saying the riots and everything have been going on since last night. They’ve only just got word of it from people that were evacuated this morn—”


  “52-70.” The dispatcher calling me again.


  “Crap.” I keyed up the mike. “Go ahead, 52-70.”


  “52-70, second call. I’m getting it as burglars-in-action now. You and 52-80 getting close?”


  “Ten-four, ma’am,” I lied. “Still on the way.”


  “Ten-four, 52-70. Make it Code Two.”


  “Ten-four.” To Chris I said, “Now we go.”


  “Roger that. I’ll follow you.”


  Code Two means lights, but no siren. We’re allowed to go ten miles an hour over the speed limit, but we can’t blow stop signs or red lights. That’s reserved for Code Three.


  Of course, nobody ever does Code Two. It’s either get there when you get there or go balls to the wall. There’s no in between.


  I hit my lights and Chris and I tore out of the parking lot, leaving long, looping skid marks behind us. We headed south on Seafarer, down to Plath Street, and made a left. From Plath we turned into the Geneva Summits subdivision, went down four blocks, and turned left onto Chatterton.


  Chatterton goes up a gradual rise to the left, and then breaks right suddenly and goes downhill all the way to the end where it dead-ends into the back of the Arbor Town Elementary School. That curve can come up on you quick, and if you take it too fast you can end up in somebody’s front yard.


  I came off the gas as I got to the curve and turned on the car’s alley lights.


  As we pulled up to the three-hundred block, everything seemed normal. There was a small group of people off to the left who didn’t seem too concerned about a pair of police cars lit up like Christmas racing down their street, but otherwise the street seemed quiet.


  I took a quick count of four men and two women, and turned my attention back to the houses on the right.


  Most of the houses in Geneva Summits are small, two-and three-bedroom one-stories with brick fronts and old, weather-beaten wood siding on the sides and backs of the houses. It was one of the bright spots in my district, with regular folks who had regular jobs. No dope houses. No meth labs. No hookers. Just regular, decent people who did pretty well compared to the rest of the west side. They didn’t call the police much.


  It was already getting dark and most of the houses had their lights on, their owners settling down to dinner and the TV.


  But farther down, as we got closer to the call, the street seemed different. Something was just a little off, but I noticed it just the same.


  I pulled my car up to the curb three houses down from the call in front of a red-brick one-story with long, knee-high hedges running down both sides of the walk.


  “52-70,” I said to the dispatcher. “Myself and 52-80 are ten-six at the location.”


  “Ten-four,” she answered back. “All officers hold the air until I hear back from 52-70 and 52-80.”


  I got my radio and my flashlight and Chris and I started toward the house, working our way quickly through the cover of the trees.


  We didn’t see anybody at first. I could hear dogs barking not far away, but nothing else.


  Still, it felt wrong somehow.


  Then I saw her. She stumbled out from around the corner of the house and headed toward the street in an aimless, confused sort of way. She was a short, plump, dark-haired Hispanic woman in her mid-to late-twenties, wearing a light blue T-shirt and black pants that were a little too tight for a woman with her kind of figure.


  The way she moved, I thought for sure she was drunk.


  She didn’t seem to notice us.


  Chris and I stayed back for a moment, watching her and the house at the same time.


  The woman moved closer to the street, and in the soft buttery light of the street lamps it looked like she had spilled something on her shirt. It was wet, with dark splotches on her shoulders and sleeves and a massive tear down her left side.


  And then, from the same corner of the house where the woman had come from, more people appeared. They all moved with the same stop and start lurching motion that made me think of the drunks that sleep under the rail bridge behind the homeless shelter downtown. They all had that same kind of career-drunk haze about them.


  Chris and I turned our flashlights and guns on them at the same time. The beams from our flashlights raked across their faces and I counted six people.


  Chris shouted, “Stop! Police!”


  They didn’t respond—at first. Then they staggered in our direction.


  “Stop! Let me see your hands!”


  I keyed my radio. “52-70, we have six at gunpoint!”


  “Ten-four,” the dispatcher said, her voice glassy smooth and calm. “52-60, 52-62, 52-72, start that way. Make it Code Three.”


  I heard the melodic cling clang cling clang of my radio’s emergency tone going off and after that I stopped listening to it. All of my attention was focused on the problem in front of us.


  The street lamps threw an uneven light across the yards, creating deep pockets of shadows between the trees. As the group of drunks moved toward us, I kept losing them in the shadows, and it wasn’t until they were up close that I really got a good look at them.


  Chris and I both backed away, guns and flashlights at the ready. I caught sight of a man as he moved across my beam, and in the split second I had the light on him I could tell his face was all cut up. His cheeks had the swollen, lumpy look of someone who has just lost a fight, and there was a gory mixture of fresh and dry blood on the side of his neck. His eyes were clouded over with a milky white film, like a dead man’s.


  He moved more quickly than the others, but still with that clumsy, falling gait of someone who seemed to have forgotten how to walk. He didn’t register the gun pointed at his face, and he didn’t blink or look away or avert his eyes, even though I had my flashlight shining right in his face.


  It looked like he didn’t even see it.


  “Get down on the ground!” I yelled at him, keeping the beam on his face. “Do it now!”


  If he heard me at all, he gave no sign of it. I was yelling at a blank slate.


  “Spray!” I yelled over my shoulder. That was for Chris’s benefit. When the pepper spray gets in the air, you can go down coughing even if you don’t get hit by it directly.


  I holstered my Glock and came up with my canister of pepper spray.


  “Get down on the ground!”


  When he kept coming, I squeezed my finger over the trigger and waited for him to get in range. Pepper spray works best inside of three or four yards.


  As he got closer he raised his hands to grab me. I pointed the canister at his face and pulled the trigger, giving him a tight, one-second burst and then backing away, just like in training.


  Pepper spray takes a split second to do its damage. When people get hit with it, they usually stop, not hurt, but stunned, for just a moment, and then fall to the ground screaming, clawing at their eyes, and yelling like mad because that stuff fucking burns.


  But the guy I sprayed didn’t even skip a beat. He kept coming, and for a second I wondered if I missed or if he blocked the spray with his hands somehow. I let him get close again and then pumped another short one-second burst at his face.


  I got it in his eyes. I was sure I got him in the eyes. But nothing happened. He didn’t even blink. He opened his mouth and the skin around his neck tightened, but no sound came out.


  There’s enough spray in one canister for six one-second bursts. When I hit him with it again, I got in close and emptied the rest of the pepper spray right into his face.


  I threw the empty canister to the side as I stepped back and stared at the man in amazement. I was riding a wave of adrenaline, and I had to force myself not to charge him and take him down with my bare hands. The air was thick with spray and I didn’t want to get incapacitated by it.


  Somewhere in the back of my mind I remembered the pepper spray course they taught us at the Academy. They said three percent of the population is naturally immune to the effects of the spray, but I had never actually seen anybody from that three percent.


  The only other people I ever heard of who could shake it off like my guy was doing were meth freaks, and he wasn’t moving like a meth freak.


  As I backed up I heard Chris yell. I looked over at him and saw that the plump woman in the spandex had somehow managed to get right on top of him. I was surprised to see him go down. He wasn’t big or anything, but he was in good shape.


  She was clawing at him. Her fingernails raked across his face, cutting him, and then suddenly she knocked the gun out of his hand.


  He slapped at her with his flashlight, but couldn’t break away completely. Their arms were caught up in each other.


  He landed a good jab with the butt of his flashlight and backed away. Then I heard the sharp metal on metal snap of his baton as he extended it and cocked it back over his shoulder.


  He swung it down on her knee sharply, and then again, punctuating the second stroke with the sickening crunch of broken bones.


  The woman’s whole body reeled from his blows, but she didn’t cry out and she didn’t go down.


  He hit her again and again, moving around her, keeping her at arm’s length and striking her legs when she got too close, but no matter how hard he hit her, she wouldn’t go down.


  “What the hell!” he yelled. They were moving around each other in a strange, clumsy type of dance, Chris keeping the beat with his baton on her legs. “Why won’t she go down?”


  But I couldn’t help him. I had my own problems to worry about.


  The man I just pepper-sprayed was still reaching for me. He put out a mangled hand and I dodged underneath it. Before he could turn around, I kicked the back of his knee and pushed him down.


  He didn’t even try to break his fall. Didn’t put his hands out or anything.


  In the distance I could hear sirens and the uneven rise and fall of the roaring engines, and I knew help was getting close. But there were more people gathering around us now, and as I turned slightly I thought I recognized the people from across the street we had seen as we came in.


  That’s when Chris went down.


  All his attention was focused on the woman, and he never saw the two men who grabbed him from his right side.


  I saw one of them bite him and Chris screamed. He spun around frantically, knocking their hands and faces away as he landed on the ground.


  They reached for him and he rolled away. He jumped to his feet with his gun in his hand and fired two quick shots at the man who bit him, nailing him squarely in the chest.


  The sound broke the air, but I was the only one who flinched. No one else in the yard even registered the shots.


  The man he hit staggered backwards, knocked straight up by the force of the impact, but he didn’t fall.


  I watched him shift his weight from one foot to the other in a clumsy, teetering dance and then start to walk forward again.


  Chris fell backwards, clutching his neck, the blood already jetting between his fingers. Even as he fell he kept his gun leveled at the man.


  I ran over to him and pulled him back.


  “He fucking bit me!” Chris shouted.


  I put Chris behind me and yelled at the man he had just shot. “Stop! Don’t you fucking move!”


  I had my gun barrel trained on his chest and still he kept coming.


  I couldn’t help but look at his face. There was nothing behind it, like one of those zombies in the movies. His gaze fell on me, but I knew somehow he wasn’t looking at me. There was no cognition, no intelligence in his eyes. They were clouded over, a mystery.


  Chris and I backed into the street, careful to keep our distance.


  “Shotguns!” I yelled, and waved Chris toward our cars.


  We both scrambled back to the patrol cars, avoiding the people who were coming after us from three sides now.


  As we circled around to the trunk of my car I noticed that Chris was having trouble keeping up. He had gone pale, and his breath rattled in his throat, like he was choking on phlegm.


  “You won’t be able to shoot,” I told him.


  “I’ll cover you. Get the shotgun.”


  I popped the trunk and pulled out my shotgun case. The Department gives us the Mossberg 500—a standard, tough-as-nails twelve-gauge pump, built to take a beating and fire just about any kind of shell made.


  I dumped six green beanbag shells into the magazine tube and another into the breach. We’re not allowed to use slugs on patrol, only the less-than-lethal beanbag rounds.


  The beanbags are still pretty fierce, though. One or two hits at less than ten yards can put almost anybody on the ground and leave them with a couple of broken ribs, no matter how tough they think they are.


  I closed the trunk. “You ready?”


  Chris nodded, but he looked very sick. “What’s wrong with them? I shot that guy. How come he’s still walking?”


  “I don’t know,” I said.


  They stumbled closer. Watching them come, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was looking at a crowd of walking corpses. It was like they had stepped right off the screen of some Hollywood horror film.


  We moved out, staying on the driver’s side of our cars and careful to keep the engine block between our positions and the crowd that was still advancing on us through the grass.


  The whole time we were doing that I could hear our cover officers getting closer, and from the way the engines and the squealing tires were starting to drown out the sound of the sirens, I figured they were just outside the subdivision.


  Help was less than two minutes away.


  I pointed the shotgun at the three men who had just entered the circle of street-lamp light next to our cars.


  Chris was still standing, but he was bleeding badly. It was running down the side of the car where he was leaning for support.


  I focused the shotgun’s ghost ring on a man about ten feet away and yelled, “Get down on the ground!”


  The man ignored my order and walked right into the fender of my patrol car. It was like he expected to just walk right through the car.


  “Get down on the ground!” I yelled.


  He turned and moved around to the front of the car, his hands out in front of him, ready to grab.


  When he stepped into the street, I fired.


  My first shot went wide of center mass, hitting him in the shoulder. The impact spun him around, and he went down to his knees, but he didn’t cry out. He didn’t even try to clutch at the spot where the beanbag hit him.


  I racked the next shell into the shotgun and raised the barrel, ready for another target.


  When the man I had just beanbagged stood up, turned, and faced me again, I felt my heart sink down into my stomach.


  People just don’t do that.


  I’ve beanbagged people before, and nobody has ever just stood right back up, even from a glancing blow.


  I searched his face for some indication that I had hurt him, but there was nothing there. There was no emotion, no expression, no content of any kind. He was empty. The eyes seemed to look through me into nowhere.


  “Stay down! I’ll hit you again. Stay down!”


  I aimed my next shot more carefully. I took my time and centered the ghost ring right in the middle of his chest.


  He was less than five feet away when I fired, and he took the full force of what a twelve gauge can do. The blow knocked him backwards, off his feet, and laid him out flat on his back.


  At that distance I wouldn’t be surprised if I smashed his sternum into dozens of little pieces.


  I racked the shotgun again. That noise usually clears every room that hears it, but none of those people seemed to care.


  They didn’t run, or blink, or look to each other for support. They never paused at all. Their pace never varied, even when they reached out to grab at us. Every move was slow and plodding, like an old woman trying to climb a flight of stairs.


  More of them were coming around the front of the car now and I fired two more beanbags as quickly as I could at the first two in line.


  The one closest to me went down.


  The one behind him staggered back, but didn’t fall.


  “Stay back!” I yelled. The air around us was filling with gun smoke, and there were so many of them coming at us that, even with the shotgun, I couldn’t keep them back.


  The first guy I bean-bagged walked into my car again. I jammed the barrel into his chest and fired. I fired again as he fell to the ground.


  Chris and I backed up.


  We were out of shells and the shotgun was useless without them.


  I went for my Glock.


  “What are they, Eddie?”


  “Move! Move!” I said, and pushed Chris along the side of the car. I almost had to carry him to get him to go because he was having trouble supporting his own weight. He couldn’t run at all.


  As we reached the back of my car, I froze.


  From between my car and Chris’s car another man stumbled into our path.


  He turned and faced us and in that one moment I lost all composure. His face and his arms were a mess. There was blood everywhere, and his face was so badly shredded that I could barely recognize his features.


  What looked back at me wasn’t a face at all. There was a massive gash starting just below the left eye. It was blood red and protruding from the socket like a squashed grape. The gash opened downward in a jagged triangle that spread around the jawbone, ending at a flap of skin that was caked over with dirt and hanging uselessly from his neck. Gleaming white pearls of teeth showed through the sinews of what remained of his cheek.


  His right arm was just a bloody stump, but he reached for me with it like there was still a hand attached.


  I lowered my weapon in confusion and disgust, then snapped it back up. “Stop! Don’t move!”


  But he kept on moving.


  I fired a single shot square into his chest, and he rocked back on his heels, teetering for a moment before regaining his balance.


  His gory arm came up again, and he reached for me.


  I aimed with both hands.


  My gun barked three times, and all three shots slammed into his chest. Again he rocked back, but I couldn’t make him fall.


  My training told me that it was body armor—nobody can take that kind of pounding unless they’re wearing body armor.


  When he came at me that last time, I aimed for his face and fired a single shot. The bullet struck him in the cheek, and a gory bloom of blood spray and bits of flesh and bone and teeth spread out across the white hood of the police car behind him.


  The man flew backwards, landing on the car’s push bumpers. I watched him struggle to regain his feet and more than anything else in the world I wanted to run as fast and as far away as I could. The shock of what I had just seen and the juice pumping through my system made me want to throw up.


  I grabbed Chris by the shoulder and pushed our way to his car. I tossed him in the backseat and forced my way back to the driver’s seat.


  So many people had gathered around us. They were everywhere, hands tugging at my uniform, pulling me away from the car.


  I climbed in and slammed it into reverse.


  There were people banging on the doors and windows and the trunk, but I didn’t bother to avoid them.


  I stepped on the gas and peeled out, knocking people to the ground as I shot away from the curb. Swerving like a drunk, I kept the pedal on the floor all the way back up Chatterton.


  At the top of the hill I was doing maybe fifty miles per hour and was completely out of control. I glanced off two parked cars and careened across the lanes just as two police cars came up on me.


  When I saw their strobes I cut the wheel sharply and went into somebody’s front yard. I couldn’t keep the car in a straight line and the front end got away from me. The car spun suddenly to the right, and when the wheels caught, the car shot back toward the street.


  We finally came to a stop after hitting a brick mailbox and the back end of somebody’s parked car.


  The last thing I remember was the airbag exploding in my face.


  Chapter 2


  I don’t think I ever totally passed out, but I don’t remember being put in the EMS unit either. When I finally came to, there was an oxygen mask on my face and an EMS tech was trying to put a blood-pressure cuff on me.


  I recognized him from some of the calls we’d made together, but I didn’t remember his name. I think it was Robertson or Robinson or something like that.


  I coughed hard and couldn’t stop. It felt like I was being ripped apart inside.


  “Take it easy, Hudson.”


  I reached for the oxygen mask and tried to pull it off my face. He grabbed my wrist so I couldn’t.


  “Leave it there.”


  “Let me go,” I said, though it came out muffled and slurred through the mask, all in one syllable.


  I struggled weakly to sit up. My neck and shoulder felt stiff and I thought I was going to throw up.


  “You stay there. Your sergeant said for you to stay put.”


  “I’m gonna throw up.”


  I got the mask off my face, and this time he didn’t try to stop me. I turned my head to one side and coughed again. My face and eyes were burning, and I figured I must have gotten some of that pepper spray after all.


  “Where’s Tompkins?” I asked.


  “I don’t know,” he said, still trying to fit my arm with the blood-pressure cuff. “They were taking him Code Three to Downtown Methodist, last I heard. He looked pretty bad when they pulled him out of the car.”


  He raised my arm off the gurney. “Come on, now. I’ve got to get this thing on you.”


  “What about the people we shot?”


  It was urgent. I had to know. I grabbed his arm and squeezed hard. “Tell me!”


  He didn’t want to say anything about it, I could tell. He stammered, and when I pressed him even harder he blurted out, “I don’t know. Let go of my arm.”


  “Those people wouldn’t go down!” I was almost yelling it at him and I could see him looking at the straps on the gurney next to my arms, wishing now he had put them on me.


  “They were zombies!” I said, urgent to get it out. “Like dead people. We shot them, and they wouldn’t go down. They just kept coming!”


  “Settle down.” He pushed my shoulder back down on the gurney and tried to hold me there.


  “Let go, damn it! Let me go! Get off!”


  He tried to hold my shoulders down but I could tell he didn’t want to have to fight me. Firemen don’t like fighting people with guns.


  He finally backed off and let me sit up. “I’m going to get your sergeant,” he said. “You wait here. I’ll get him and he can explain it to you. You wait here.”


  He opened the side door and left me alone in the back of the unit. I leaned back and put my hands over my face, completely exhausted. The adrenaline had carried me that far, but now I was crashing.


  All I wanted to do was keep my eyes closed and my mind empty. But even as the tension was leaving my body, my mind was turning circles around itself, still trying to comprehend the violence of the last few minutes.


  I had experienced the same sort of letdown a few times before, after being involved in car chases and fist-fights and stuff like that, but never had the feeling been so strong, so unshakeable.


  When I opened my eyes, I forced myself to pause over my surroundings, hoping that I could stop replaying the incident in my mind by engaging myself with something mundane.


  It was completely dark outside now and the only light came from the cheap, city-improvised track lighting along the roof of the ambulance. The halogen glow gave everything a sterile, institutional atmosphere, and the sickening smell of anesthetic and sweat made me feel hostile and unhealthy.


  All ambulances are the same.


  I’ve been in the back of EMS units hundreds of times before, interviewing people about traffic accidents and shootings and attempted suicides. But that was the first time I had ever really paused to take in the way they made me feel. I knew then that I hated it. I hated it all and all I could do was count the rows upon rows of insulin bottles and saline solution and sterile bandages, and I realized I was getting nowhere sitting there thinking about it. I was closed off and claustrophobic, and I wanted out. I had to get out.


  I tried to sit up and just as quickly wished I hadn’t.


  My neck and shoulder were throbbing and my eyes and chest still felt like the pepper spray had settled in to stay. All I could do was cough and spit and wait for the burning to go away.


  I put my head back down on the gurney and studied the road map of what the next few hours were going to be like.


  I had been at other officer-involved shootings, and I had seen firsthand the crap they had to go through.


  The officer at the center of it all was always off in his own little world, with everyone else running around him, trying to be cool about it, but still asking each other what had happened and whispering in those hushed tones that they hoped it was a good shooting—for the officer’s sake.


  What they meant was they hoped the officer hadn’t screwed up.


  It made me wonder if maybe I had screwed up. Was I going to lose my job? I kept seeing the scene play over and over in my mind and I wondered where I had gone wrong.


  I knew the detectives and evidence technicians and the supervisors were already on the way. Some of them were probably already doing their thing.


  They would start by walking around the place, taking pictures, knocking on doors, and talking to people that may or may not have seen anything. The position of every last piece of evidence, from the placement of shell casings to the length of skid marks and the damage to both our cars would be mapped out with surgical precision, bundled together in a thick manila folder and presented to the disciplinary board for administrative review.


  And while all that was happening, I was going to have to sit in a windowless little room at headquarters, waiting for some detective to take my statement and wondering what everybody else was saying about what I had done. Was I gonna get sued? Was I gonna be looking for a new job?


  It was going to be rough for me, but not nearly as bad as what was happening to Chris. He was going to have to do the same thing I was, except he was going to do it from a hospital bed.


  It occurred to me that I didn’t even know his wife’s name. But whatever her name, she was going to get that call from the sergeant, saying Chris was hurt and he was at whatever hospital he was at.


  Yes, she could come see him as soon as she liked.


  No, she wouldn’t be allowed to talk to him until the detectives got his statement.


  And then I thought of April and Andrew, sitting at home and going through the whole bedtime routine, totally unaware of what just happened.


  April would put Andrew to bed, make herself a sandwich, and turn on the TV to watch the news.


  She would learn about everything from some talking head, and because the investigation was still going on, they wouldn’t say the names of the officers involved or how badly the officer at the hospital was hurt.


  The news would say something like “His condition is critical” or “He’s in stable, but guarded, condition.”


  But those words don’t mean anything when you need to know how your husband is doing. They’re meaningless, too full of ambiguity to answer the desperate questions. They’re sterile and confusing and totally useless and God! Why did I have to beat myself up over this? Why all the doubts?


  I just wanted to sit there and rock myself to sleep. As uncoplike as that sounds, that’s all I wanted to do.


  I could feel the tears welling up behind my eyes and I thought, Perfect.


  My sergeant was supposed to be on the way. He would open up the door to the EMS unit and find me there crying my eyes out.


  I wondered who was going to have to be the one to come in and talk to me. Stevenson was the junior sergeant, so it would probably be him, even though he wasn’t my direct supervisor. They always get the junior man to handle the unpleasant—


  Gunfire.


  I could hear a roll of pistol shots that sounded like firecrackers through the metal walls of the EMS unit.


  They were coming from several different directions at once. Screaming and yelling erupted all over the place, though I couldn’t hear what was being said or recognize any of the voices making the noise.


  More gunfire.


  The shots were coming so fast and so close together that I couldn’t count them. I recognized the crack of the Glock—lots of them—and the booming authority of the shotgun punctuating the pistol fire like an exclamation point.


  I jumped off the gurney, forced my way out of the EMS unit, and into the street.


  The EMS techs had parked with the doors of the unit away from the scene, and when I ran around the side of the ambulance I was bathed in red and blue strobes.


  There were people everywhere, running, yelling, fighting with each other.


  Two EMS guys had a third man down on the ground. They were struggling to keep his shoulders pinned to the pavement, and he was doing everything he could to bite them.


  Another man in a firefighter’s uniform was facedown on the running boards of a fire truck. He wasn’t moving.


  I saw one of the guys from my shift on his hands and knees, swaying back and forth like he was about to fall over. His hands were soaked in blood.


  A frantic crowd of civilians were running past me, but there were others walking toward the scene with that same staggering walk I had seen earlier.


  I saw several small mobs coming down to the street from nearby lawns.


  The red and blue strobes cut through the yellow glow of the street lamps, giving everything and everyone they touched a strange, pallid cast.


  Off in the distance I could hear more sirens, but they seemed to be heading away from us.


  Two other officers from my shift were taking cover behind a police car and firing their handguns into an approaching crowd of people.


  Even as I reached for my gun and ran over to join them, I couldn’t believe we were shooting unarmed people. It went against everything I was trained to do and everything I had been brought up to believe was sacred.


  But no matter how I felt about it, I still went down right beside them and pointed my weapon at the approaching crowd.


  The officer to my right glanced over at me when I crouched down next to him. “What the hell is going on?” he yelled.


  “I don’t know.”


  “What are those things? I shot one in the chest six times and he still kept coming.”


  He didn’t wait for me to respond. He stood up and started firing over the hood of the car. He emptied the entire magazine, ejected it, and dumped in another with such speed I thought there was no way he could be aiming his shots.


  The slide dropped back into place on his Glock and then he was firing again. Brass casings went flying through the air, bouncing off the sides of the police car and rolling toward the curb.


  “They won’t fucking die.”


  And then they broke through our lines.


  Through the smoke and strobe lights I saw shadows move. The shadows turned into badly torn and abused bodies, still moving and still walking.


  They came through gaps in the cars and attacked a policeman who was firing at them from behind a car door. They collapsed on top of him in a writhing mass of arms and faces. I could hear him screaming for help even though pistols were going off right next to my ears.


  An officer named Flores ran into the open to help him.


  Several of the people who had overcome the other officer got up and shambled toward him.


  Flores was a wiry, tough little guy and a crack shot—I knew that from shooting next to him during in-service. He could empty an entire magazine into a target the size of a dinner plate at twenty-five yards and make it look like anybody should be able to do it.


  He aimed at a man in a sport coat and slacks and fired three times.


  I could tell he hit the guy because the impact stood him straight up. But the man kept walking toward him, seemingly unafraid and unconcerned by the bullets smashing into his chest.


  Flores stood his ground, though. He raised his gun again and fired three more shots.


  When the man kept coming, Flores fired a single shot into his forehead, and that dropped him to the ground.


  A moment later, Flores was firing single shot after single shot into the crowd, and bodies were dropping with every trigger pull.


  It was disgusting to watch, and beautiful, in a way. His speed and accuracy were unbelievable.


  But even as he leveled the crowd in front of him, more and more people were approaching through the darkness and smoke. They didn’t make a sound, which was the eeriest thing about them. With the rest of us yelling all around them, the only noise they made came from their shoes dragging on the pavement.


  I couldn’t tell how many of them there were or even where they were, because our visibility was next to nothing. And the part of the mob we could see wasn’t giving us a chance to regroup and organize.


  I turned and saw more people walking toward us from the rear.


  There were already more people than I could count walking between the cars in front of us and to our right. Flores was still firing like mad, and when he fired his last round, he holstered his gun and began to fight with his nightstick.


  He had one of the old-style black hickory batons and he was swinging for their heads.


  He knocked one of them over and brought the baton down so hard on the back of the guy’s head that the nightstick snapped in half.


  He threw away the pieces and reached for his collapsible metal baton.


  The crowd closed in around him. There were just too many of them for him to take them all, and they managed to pull him down to the ground.


  I didn’t see him die. I couldn’t stand there and watch that happen.


  It was no use shooting anymore. There were so many of them and they were so close to each other and to the other officers that I couldn’t fire and be sure I was hitting the right people.


  Most of the officers around me had gone to fighting hand-to-hand.


  I saw an officer pin a man to the ground and try to handcuff him.


  One of the officers who went to help Flores was surrounded by the mob, his back up against a fire truck. He climbed up the side and landed on top of the hoses. The mob reached up to grab him, clawing at the chrome valves and dials just below him, but they couldn’t get at him.


  Through the smoke several officers and firefighters came running back up Chatterton. I ran in the same direction, figuring we could regroup and call for more cover.


  Getting through the wreckage was like navigating an obstacle course. There had to be more than twenty cruisers up and down the street, and most of them looked damaged—some only a little, others completely torn apart.


  I couldn’t believe that all that destruction had happened so quickly, that we had lost control so completely and in such a short period of time.


  As I scrambled through the cars I could see people everywhere. An officer named Harner was maybe twenty yards off to my left, fighting with a group of three men.


  I turned in that direction to help him, but never made it.


  There, in front of me, was the man with the torn face, that horrible mud-encrusted flap of skin still dangling from his neck like a thick cut of fabric.


  He had a hole in his jawline where I had fired the head shot that took him down. I saw three blackish-red holes in his chest, and I knew I had put those there too.


  But I didn’t see recognition in his face. His eyes seemed empty. His mouth hung open hungrily.


  He grabbed me.


  Out of instinct, I knocked his arms away, backed up, and pulled my gun.


  “Don’t come any closer,” I said.


  I pointed my Glock at his forehead and squeezed the trigger. In that moment, the world around me slipped away into silence. The only thing I saw was the brass casing tumbling out of my gun and landing somewhere off to my right.


  It was a clean shot, right on target.


  His head snapped back, and he folded to the ground in a heap.


  I was in a daze. Over and over again we practice the shooting drills—keep your weapon up, scan left, scan right—but when it comes right down to it, nothing ever goes like the drill. All the skills the Department taught me melted away and there I was, a bare, exposed nerve, overloaded with shock.


  And then there was a rush of activity as the world came crashing back on top of me. The colors, the sounds, the confusion—all of it hit me at once.


  The mob kept coming and coming, and as I stood there shaking off my haze they began to close in around me.


  I told myself to run, to fight, to do anything but stand still. But my feet were frozen to the ground.


  I felt a hand grab my shoulder.


  It was like cold water on my skin and, in that instant, I found my feet. There was a hole in the mob in front of me and I took it. I ducked my shoulder and knocked a man in a denim jacket to the ground.


  I got through the cars and hit the grass running.


  The houses on the north side of Chatterton share a common stone wall that separates their backyards from the neighborhood greenbelt. I went around the side of a house and through the backyard, over the back wall, still running as fast as I could go, and I didn’t stop until I was out in the middle of the greenbelt.


  Once there I stopped and caught my breath. I hadn’t run since I was a cadet at the Academy and I was out of shape.


  The cold night air burned my throat. Shots were still being fired out in the street, but there were fewer now, with long pauses in between. Tall oak trees and houses blocked my view, but I could still see the glow of the emergency lights and the smoke rising up into the air.


  I needed to get to wherever our shift was going to regroup, but I had no idea where that was. And there was no one around to tell me. I was alone, cut off.


  The greenbelt was a mostly flat, open swath of undeveloped land about forty yards wide where the runoff water from the subdivision collected and channeled away after heavy rains.


  Wind whipped through the tall grass. The hurricanes that had decimated Houston for the last four weeks had brought almost daily rains to San Antonio, and the grass was lush and thick. It buzzed with mosquitoes.


  A few months earlier I had chased a couple of kids through that greenbelt, and I had seen wild strawberries growing everywhere. Blackberry bushes clustered around a few large blocks of milky white limestone outcroppings. It had been peaceful then, after the chase, and it might have been so while I stood there were it not for the frantic desperation ragging inside me.


  I watched as the wind pressed the grass flat, and it looked to me like an enormous piece of glistening black velvet.


  I wondered what I was supposed to do.


  I knew I had to find a car. Without a car I was a sitting duck, just waiting to be swallowed up by that mob.


  But to find a car I would have to go back into the street, and I really didn’t want to do that. I had no idea how far this riot had spread and there was no way I was going to rush headlong into something I didn’t understand.


  Being cut off and alone made me intensely aware of how quiet it was. I was so used to the noise and activity of patrol that I had developed the ability to talk on the phone, talk to complainants, and listen to my radio—


  I looked down at my radio and realized that was why it was so quiet. I guessed that the EMS guys had turned it off while I was in the unit. In all the commotion I had simply forgotten about it.


  When I turned it on I heard something unbelievable. The radio was a mass of overlapping voices and emergency tones. Officers were screaming for help, pleading for backup, and it seemed like all twenty dispatchers were trying to talk at once.


  Nothing made any sense because I was only getting half of a sentence before an emergency tone would kick in and somebody else would start talking.


  Whatever was happening wasn’t just on this little street on the west side. There were desperate calls being sent out all over the city. It sounded like a meltdown.


  South Division was being hit hard with fires and mobs and gunfire popping up on almost every block in their service area.


  The Downtown Division dispatcher couldn’t get any of her officers to answer their radios.


  Every available officer in the Northwest Division was being called to the hospitals at the Medical Center.


  The world was collapsing all around me and it was happening too damn fast. I was absolutely mystified how destruction on that kind of scale could happen so quickly, and no matter how I tried to comprehend it, I still couldn’t wrap my mind around it.


  Then it hit me, so hard that I almost collapsed, and I let out a moan.


  My family. My wife. My baby.


  I had to get to them. Now.


  I turned my radio down and crept back to the wall that separated me from the line of houses. I decided to use the wall for cover and to cross over as soon as I reached a point where there was as little activity as possible.


  From there I’d grab the first available patrol car I found.


  If I couldn’t get out of the subdivision through the main entrance, then I would cut through the playground of the elementary school.


  But I had to find a car first. And soon.


  Chapter 3


  I crept through one of the backyards to the east of all the commotion. Plastic toys and basketballs were scattered around the yard. A tricycle lay on its side on the porch. A rickety metal swing set off in the corner looked like some kind of giant insect in the shadows.


  What little light there was came from inside the house, casting long pale streaks across the yard. My flashlight was somewhere near my car, maybe in the grass or out in the street somewhere. I doubted I’d be able to find it again, even though I needed it almost as badly as I needed a car.


  I made my way over the fence and out into the front yard.


  The sound of gunfire rolled away into the distance like thunder. People were still shouting and I could hear the wailing sirens of fire trucks off in the distance, but I was far enough away from the scene that I thought I could risk entering the front yards again.


  But there was no way I was going to risk going back into the middle of that mob. I planned on coming back to the original scene from the east—that way I could stay out of sight of any mobs that were still there and could move in to get my car when it was all clear.


  My guess was that the original mob Chris and I encountered would have moved west toward all the lights and sounds of fighting, which would make getting to my car easier.


  I worked my way through the front yards, trying to stay out of the light and keeping under the cover of trees whenever I could.


  The air had grown unusually cool as the night breezes picked up, and I didn’t have my jacket with me. San Antonio usually has high eighty-degree weather all the way through the middle of October, and I hadn’t figured I’d need it. When I left for work that afternoon, it was sunny and eighty-six degrees, but it felt more like fifty while I was standing in that yard.


  There were no dogs barking. I thought that was really strange. The only thing I could hear was the noise of the crowd from the top of the hill, and then that died away too.


  I stopped and listened to the quietness that had descended on the street. Strobes filled the sky, but everything had grown very still and the only noise at all was the wind washing through the leaves of the trees above me.


  The further east I went down Chatterton, the heavier the tree cover got.


  The houses closest to the elementary school were a little larger than the rest of the subdivision, and they had the biggest lots with the largest trees.


  Those houses were still pretty close to where I had left my car, and the cover they provided made them seem like a natural place to observe the street before I made the final dash to my car.


  As I walked through one of the front yards, I came across a huge Spanish oak with a canopy almost as large as the house it stood in front of. It had never been cut back, and its outer branches sagged to the ground, making it look like a gigantic dome tent.


  A sharp, gusty wind blew through the top branches, tossing them back and forth. The huge oak creaked and groaned under the sudden urgency of the wind. It was strange and beautiful music.


  I walked around its canopy and saw an opening where one of its larger branches curved down to the ground from the central bole.


  There was enough room for a man to walk under it and the space seemed to form a quiet sanctuary, a cave with walls of leaves. I swung open the curtain of leaves and entered it, thinking that if nothing else I could catch my breath there.


  But I saw immediately that it was no sanctuary. A man was already there, on his knees, eating large pieces of viscera from a gaping hole in a dead woman’s abdomen. A long, lumpy rope of intestine dangled from his fingers.


  He wore a blue button-down shirt and his face was soaked in blood. His pants looked brown and very dirty. He wasn’t wearing shoes. His mouth hung open, forming a mean, vacant hole.


  But the most awful part of his expression lingered around the eyes. They were milky white and opaque, a perfect image of death.


  Blindly, I felt for the curtain of leaves behind me and grabbed them, steadying myself for support. I kept my eyes on the man’s eyes, not wanting to look away, and backpeddled into the yard.


  But as I moved, so did he.


  A piece of dark meat fell from his teeth. He stood up slowly, gangly and rickety on his damaged legs, and came after me.


  “What’s wrong with you?” I asked, but didn’t expect an answer.


  What I was looking at was simply impossible. It was wrong in every way. I wanted to yell out at the man that he was an abomination, but when I opened my mouth to speak, nothing came out.


  I felt like I was headed for a meltdown. My heart was beating so fast and so hard it hurt. I could hear the blood roaring in my head. I wasn’t breathing.


  “No,” I said. “You need to get back.”


  I let the branches fall from my hand and I stumbled backwards into the yard, still staring at the oak tree that no longer seemed beautiful, but mangled and unnatural.


  The man appeared from the veil of leaves and came after me.


  The battle I had just escaped didn’t seem real. The crowds of people walking into a wall of armed policemen, fighting with their bare hands and teeth, hadn’t seemed real. But that man, that gore-stained monstrosity, he was real. Looking at him, I no longer had any doubts I was looking at a zombie.


  I reached for my gun.


  As I backed up, I pulled it from the holster and worked it into my grip.


  I saw the green glow of the night sights and centered the front dot on the man’s forehead.


  He never even acknowledged the weapon. The void in his eyes never changed to recognition of the danger. He walked straight at me, and his face remained blank right up to the end.


  I squeezed the trigger, and he fell. The only witness to one of the worst moments of my life was the rustling murmur of the wind through the trees.


  Chapter 4


  After I shot that man, I stood there looking at him, fighting off the urge to touch him. I could almost feel the cold, wet sponginess of his skin against my fingertips, and the thought turned my stomach.


  I still couldn’t believe what was happening. When I left for work that afternoon, the world had seemed normal. Now, everything was upside down.


  Were those people really zombies? I fought against the idea, but it wouldn’t leave me alone. I had seen horror movies. I watched them and I laughed at how stupid they seemed, because the zombies in the Hollywood movies never looked real. Once you’ve seen death in all its splendid horror, a movie version just doesn’t cut it. The walking disasters I had seen certainly looked worse than anything I had ever seen on film.


  As I stood there thinking about it, my doubts continued to grow. The way I understood it, zombies were dead people that went around eating living people. The man I shot under the tree had been doing that. God, he had been doing that. But was he dead? That part I didn’t believe. It went against everything that made up my reality. Besides, he’d bled when I shot him. Dead bodies don’t bleed.


  And that made the horror of what I’d seen even worse. It wasn’t enough that the world was crashing down around my ears. Worse than that, I had actually shot somebody. I’d shot several people. How was I supposed to live with that? They’d been trying to kill me, sure, but that didn’t make it any easier. Killing somebody ain’t easy, not under any circumstances.


  My head was swamped by the enormity of it. I’d seen a lot of good men and women die in the fight at the top of the hill, and I had just stumbled blindly through the worst of it. I was lucky to be alive, and I knew it.


  I turned and headed west, where I hoped to find my car again.


  But I didn’t have far to walk before I saw just how badly my shift had been gutted.


  As I got closer to the spot where Chris and I ran into trouble, I started to see wrecked cars and broken glass and every kind of debris spread out over the lawns and into the street. There were hundreds of bodies strewn across the battlefield, and many of them had faces I recognized.


  An echo of the fight still covered the street like smoke.


  Not far from where I was, a man with useless legs pulled himself along through the grass, trying to reach me. There was gravel in the noise that came from his throat.


  I had to look away, but it took an act of sheer will to do it. He was a human train wreck.


  My police car had been demolished. All four windows were smashed in, and the front windshield was a spiderweb of cracks. It looked like the front fender on the driver’s side had been hit with a shotgun blast. There was a jagged, gaping hole in the metal, and the tire below it was flat.


  The driver’s-side door was open, and the inside was even worse than the outside. The shotgun was missing. My briefcase was in pieces and spread all over the floorboard. A bullet had pierced the steering column and the ignition wires were hanging from the hole. Somebody had knocked the computer out of its mounting bracket. My cell phone was nowhere to be found.


  “Fucking perfect,” I said out loud, and slammed the door closed. What little glass was left in the window frame collapsed and came tinkling down on the pavement. “That’s just great.”


  I stood in the street beside my car with my fingers in my hair, wondering what in the hell I was supposed to do.


  There were no other police cars at the scene.


  I could see long skid marks leading back up the hill. I guessed the officers who came down this far did the same thing Chris and I had done and got the hell back up the hill as soon as they realized their little .40-caliber cap guns weren’t doing the trick.


  But they had left their dead behind. I saw six dead policemen and one firefighter amid thirty or forty dead civilians. It looked like it had been an expensive battle for everyone.


  Chris’s flashlight was in the grass on the other side of the car. The bodies of two men in their late twenties and an older woman were less than ten feet away, and when I reached down to pick up the flashlight, I was careful to keep my eyes on them.


  A voice from somewhere in the shadows said, “Don’t worry, they’re dead.”


  I fumbled for my gun as I turned on the voice. “Who’s there?”


  “It’s me, Eddie.”


  It was Carlos Williams, one of the field-training officers from my shift. He was stretched out with his back against a tree over by the corner of the house, his gun still in his hand.


  “Carlos?” I said. He looked bad. “Where are you hurt?”


  “They bit me,” he said, and shrugged his shoulder so I could see where. He was wearing his short sleeves, like me, and his left arm was torn up pretty bad. There was a nasty wound on the side of his bicep so jagged and deep black with blood it had to be a bite mark.


  I went over to him. “Can you stand?”


  “I think so. Help me up.”


  I got my arm under his and heaved him up. “I nearly shot you,” I said. “Don’t scare me like that.”


  “Yeah, you looked pretty jumpy.” He laughed to cover up the pain. “I wasn’t worried. I’ve seen you shoot.”


  “You’re funny. Come on. Let’s clean that off.”


  I guided him around the side of the house and turned the water hose on his arm.


  “Hold still,” I said. “I know it hurts.”


  I turned the flashlight on the wound. It was still bleeding freely, but I got most of the dirt and grass and shredded bits of his shirt out of the wound.


  “It looks deep,” I said.


  “I’ll be all right.”


  “Come on. I think there’s one of those blood-borne pathogen kits in the trunk.”


  There were dead bodies all over the yard, and it seemed like everywhere we stepped there were brass casings sticking up through the grass.


  “You guys really shot the place up.”


  “It takes so many shots to kill them,” he said. “I’ve never seen anything like that. They just kept coming.”


  I nodded without listening.


  His wound was starting to scare me. The blood was still pouring down his arm, and he looked pale. I remembered how bad Chris got and how fast he started to go downhill, and I didn’t want the same thing to happen to Carlos if I could help it.


  He was bigger than me by about eighty pounds and holding him up was difficult. I sat him down in the backseat of the patrol car and had him turn his arm so I could see it.


  I got a look at his face in the pale white bulb of the car’s dome light. His eyes had turned piss yellow, with deep red pools at the edges. His chin and the front of his uniform were stained with a foul-smelling black liquid that I guessed was vomit. I forced myself not to gag, focusing on the wound.


  “Keep that in the light,” I said to him. “Let’s see if we can stop the bleeding.”


  “Look at those guys over there,” he said, pointing with his chin.


  “Where?” I turned quickly, half expecting to see more of those zombies coming after us. “What guys? I don’t—”


  “I shot them. I shot them all. Look at them. Each one’s got a hole in the middle of his forehead. They kept coming, but I shot them all.”


  It sounded like he was trying to convince himself it had really happened.


  I got the blood-borne pathogen kit out of the trunk and tore it open. Fancy name, but there’s not much to it. It comes with a couple of rolls of bandages, some latex gloves, a paper filter mask, a plastic squirt bottle, some hand sanitizer, and that’s about it.


  I put on the gloves, poured the whole bottle of hand sanitizer directly into the wound, and then unwrapped the bandages.


  “This is gonna hurt, okay? Try not to move.”


  I worked the bandages around his arm, trying to make it snug without hurting him too badly. He growled under his breath, but he let me fix him up. The blood was already soaking through by the time I had it secured.


  “Fuck,” he said, pushing my hands away. His voice sounded like a growl. “That’s good enough.”


  “We’ll have to change the bandages again in a bit. They’re already soaked.”


  “Yeah, okay. Here, get out of the way. It’s too damn cramped in here.”


  I backed off and let him climb out. When he finally got himself out of the backseat I realized just how big a guy he really was. He wasn’t over-muscled, but he wasn’t fat, either. There was just a lot of him. A big square block.


  He was a few years older than me, maybe 37 or 38. His hair was thin, light brown, and he wore it short and trimmed.


  Even if he hadn’t been in uniform, and I didn’t know him from Adam, I think I would have recognized him for a cop. He just had that look about him.


  “Look at her,” he said, pointing at an old woman laid out in the grass. “I shot her, too.”


  “You had to do it,” I said. “She would have come after you like the others.”


  “She’s the one who bit me. Her name’s Sylvia Perades.”


  “You knew her?”


  He nodded. “About twelve years ago I caught her son in the backseat of a stolen car. I brought him home instead of booking him and held him down while she slapped the fuck out of him. After that, she used to make me tamales to bring home to Kathy every Christmas. She made dinner for me and brought it to the hospital the day Matthew was born.”


  “You needed to protect yourself,” I said.


  “It didn’t look like she recognized me at all.”


  “She probably didn’t.”


  He stared at her for a long time, saying his goodbyes. He stared at her so long I thought he was fading out on me.


  “I forgot you were a dad,” I said, not really knowing what else to say to him but feeling like I had to say something. I remembered that he took a lot of time off a while back when his kid was born, but until he said his son’s name I hadn’t even remembered whether it was a boy or a girl. “What is he, about a year old now?”


  “Nine months,” he said, but I think he knew what was really on my mind. I’m sure my face showed it plain enough. “Have you called your wife yet?”


  I shook my head. “I can’t find my cell phone.”


  “Me either. It was here on my gun belt, but it looks like it’s gone now.” He felt around his belt without looking at it. “Looks like my baton’s gone, too.”


  “We need a car. We should get you to a hospital.”


  “A car, yes. Hospital, no.”


  “You’re hurt.”


  “And I’m sure bunches of other people are too. Imagine what the hospitals are going to be like. Everybody who’s injured is gonna head to a hospital. How long do you figure before the hospitals are all overrun with those zombie things?”


  “I hadn’t thought of that.”


  “We need to get to a fire station. They have medics there. Besides, whenever the radio system goes down, we’re supposed to head to the nearest fire station. The rest of the shift is probably headed there now.”


  While he was talking, I watched the street to the west of us. Through the flickering strobe lights I could see zombies moving down the hill. Coming our way.


  “Carlos,” I said. “We need to leave.”


  “We need a car.”


  “Well, we’re not going that way.” I pointed up the hill where there were plenty of cars but absolutely no way of getting one.


  He turned to see where I was pointing, and then hung his head. “Crap, Eddie. I don’t have many bullets left.”


  “Save them. We’re not gonna shoot if we don’t have to.”


  Chapter 5


  The crowd coming down from the top of the hill grew steadily larger. To me, they looked like streams of dark water overflowing an embankment, coming downhill without direction, following the path of least resistance. They seemed driven only by a vague impulse to keep moving.


  “Got any ideas?” Carlos asked.


  “You’re the senior man. You tell me.”


  “I’m not gonna be able to make it very far. It’s my head. I feel really dizzy. It hurts.”


  I knew he was hurting. There was pain in his voice, even though he tried to force it down.


  “There’s the elementary school. Can you make that?”


  “Yeah,” he said, but he sounded doubtful. “We ought to avoid any kind of place where a crowd might gather.”


  “School let out at three.”


  He nodded, and together we started toward the school, his arm over my shoulder.


  Feeling his dead weight on my shoulders, I was stunned by how bad he looked. His bite was serious, there was no doubting that, but even so, I thought, there was no way it should be tearing him up like it was doing. The piss yellow in his eyes was starting to deepen to a dark crimson, and he was coughing, hacking up huge wads of black phlegm that stank horribly. His whole body shook each time he coughed. He was slick to the touch too. From sweat. Every step was a labor, a painful, gut-wrenching labor, and it said something about the inner strength of the man that he was able to walk as fast as he did.


  Together we made it past the bodies and the trash in the street and all the way to the end of the block, where the slope of the street flattened out and a wall of trees marked the back ring of the cul-de-sac.


  The edge of the school’s property was protected by a seven-foot-high hurricane fence.


  I climbed up first and then reached down for Carlos.


  He pulled most of his own weight over, which was lucky. I doubt I could have carried him.


  He did so well coming over that I let him come down the other side by himself. Bad idea. He lost his grip near the top of the fence and fell, landing on his side so hard it knocked the wind out of him.


  “Are you okay?” I asked, kneeling down next to him. I offered him a hand up.


  He pushed it away, but didn’t move to get up. He stayed there on his hands and knees, head bent down, trying to catch his breath.


  “Why do people always say that?”


  “What?”


  “Why do people always say, ‘Are you okay?’ after someone falls and busts their ass? I mean, look at me. Do I fucking look okay?”


  I didn’t answer him.


  “Forget it,” he said. “Just help me up.”


  I helped him to his feet and balanced him there. He was swaying badly. Off toward the school the flood-lights on the corners of the building lit up the playground and the parking lot beyond it.


  I looked over the field separating us from the buildings and then at Carlos.


  “We’ve still got some walking to do. Can you make it?”


  “I don’t have much choice, do I?”


  The closest building to us was the gym, and we headed that way. Halfway across a field where years of kickball had worn dirt lanes into the grass, Carlos stopped walking and bent over. He vomited all over his boots, and kept on vomiting. Long after I was sure he couldn’t have anything left inside him, he was still vomiting.


  It stank.


  But finally, it stopped, and he stood up again.


  Before I could say anything he looked up at me and said, “Don’t you dare ask if I’m okay.”


  I shrugged.


  “It feels like I’ve got the flu,” he said. “My back is fucking killing me.”


  “When we get inside maybe we ought to head to the nurse’s office first. Maybe there’s something there we can—”


  I stopped myself midsentence. Carlos looked up at me.


  “What is it?” he asked.


  “I thought I heard something.”


  “What?”


  “Shhh.”


  It sounded like keys rattling. I turned my flashlight on the playground and swept it with the beam. It didn’t look like there was anything there, but it was hard to be sure because the beam didn’t penetrate very far into the dark.


  I heard the noise again.


  “What is that?”


  And then I saw one of our SWAT officers named Anthony Moraga walking between the monkey bars and the seesaws. He wore a black tactical uniform, different from the French-blue patrol uniforms Carlos and I were wearing. He had his Glock in his hand and an AR-15 slung over his shoulder. It looked like he was walking with a bad limp.


  “Tony,” I said to him, and then just as quickly wished I hadn’t.


  He slowly turned to face us, and even before I could see the vacancy in his eyes I knew he was one of those things. A zombie.


  “Why did you do that?” Carlos said.


  “I don’t know. Come on.” I tried to pull Carlos along with me, but he wouldn’t move.


  “Just shoot him,” he said.


  I raised my gun to fire at Moraga. Every part of me rebelled against the act of shooting a fellow cop—even one who had been so horribly changed. It was almost impossible to pull the trigger.


  I hesitated.


  Waited too long.


  Moraga raised his hands as he started to walk toward us, and with the hands came the gun. I watched in stunned silence as he swept the air with the muzzle, firing several rapid-order shots as his arm described a sloppy arc through the air.


  He wasn’t aiming. I don’t think he was even capable of that. I don’t even think he was trying to fire.


  It looked more like sympathetic trigger-pull to me. The fingers of his hand clutched for us, and because they were wrapped around the trigger, the gun went off.


  But none of that went through my mind at the time—at least, not in any organized way.


  When I threw my arms over my head and ducked down next to Carlos, I was operating out of pure fear. I pushed and carried him in the opposite direction, yelling for him to move as we ran.


  Behind us, Moraga fired again, and this time the shots were closer, kicking up little umbrellas of dirt at our feet.


  He kept firing until the magazine was empty and the slide locked back in the empty position.


  And then he quickened his pace.


  I stared back at him in disbelief. His right leg was bent slightly outwards at an awful angle, obviously broken, giving his gait an up-and-down rolling motion.


  It slowed him down, but not by much. Between carrying Carlos and my own exhaustion it was hard to keep ahead of him.


  He chased us past the playground equipment and out into the parking lot and never fell more than twenty steps behind us.


  “Fucking SWAT,” I panted. “The bastard’s a zombie and he’s still in better shape than me.”


  “Get to those doors,” Carlos said.


  He meant a pair of green metal gym doors at the other side of the parking lot. I didn’t see any other way to get away so I did what he said.


  As we reached the doors I could hear Moraga coming up behind us. The dragging slide of his footsteps mingled with the rattling of his keys and when I reached for the handle I could have sworn he was right on top of us.


  I grabbed the door and pulled. It wouldn’t give. I tried the other door. It wouldn’t give, either.


  “Locked.”


  “Hurry up.”


  “It’s locked.”


  “Here he comes.”


  I turned just in time to see Moraga drag himself up the curb and step into the grass.


  “Shoot him.”


  I pointed my gun at him and I wanted to pull the trigger. I wanted to, but couldn’t.


  Moraga never flinched. He just kept hobbling toward us and I stood there, frozen by a mental block that wouldn’t let me shoot a cop.


  Then I heard the sudden explosion of a pistol shot next to my ear.


  I flinched out of the way and fell to one knee. The ringing in my ear was fierce.


  Moraga stopped just in front of me and teetered backwards on his heels. He fell, landing in a pile on the grass, his legs tucked under his body like a child sleeping in the grass.


  I looked back at Carlos and saw him panting heavily, his Glock still pointed at the space where Moraga had been standing.


  “What the hell is wrong with you?” he said.


  “I couldn’t.”


  “Why the hell not?”


  “He’s a cop.”


  “Not any more. Jesus. You need to stop being so fucking sentimental and start worrying about saving your own ass.”


  After that, he broke down into a violent coughing fit, worn out by the effort it took to yell at me.


  In between his coughs he vomited hard, and when he looked up at me his crimson eyes were a watery snapshot of hell. His face was pale and wet with sweat and tears. In that moment I knew he was dying. He was fighting it bravely, but he had already admitted as much to himself. Death was coming for him, and he was looking it in the eye.


  “We need to keep going,” I said.


  “Get bent.”


  “Let’s get inside, Carlos. Please.”


  “I said leave me the fuck alone. I don’t want your—”


  The pained look melted from his face and changed to that of a professional policeman once again. I saw it happen almost instantly.


  His eyes narrowed to a point just over my shoulder, and he said, “Behind you.”


  I turned and looked across the parking lot.


  At first I only saw five zombies shambling toward us. Then eight. Then more than I could count. There had to be a hundred of them or more in a narrowing half circle around us.


  Carlos fell back against the doors of the gym and slid down to the ground. He sat there looking around us and coughed.


  “You’ve got to help me,” I said, trying to pick him up. “Come on. We’ve got to go.”


  “There’s nowhere to go. You go if you want to.”


  I tried to lift him again, but he wouldn’t let me. “Please get up. Come on.”


  He wouldn’t even look at me.


  “You son of a bitch. I’m not gonna die here. Get up.”


  I pulled him up from his shoulder, but couldn’t hold him. He slipped back down and fell over to one side.


  “Get up.”


  The zombies behind me were getting closer. I could hear their feet scraping along the pavement. They all moved at different speeds, some of them closing in faster than others depending on their injuries. The ones with their legs intact were the fastest.


  One of them stepped over the curb to my left and I shot her.


  After that I just started firing at any of them that got too close. By the time I fired through all three of my magazines there were piles of dead bodies all around us, but there were still a lot more of them closing in on us.


  “I’m out,” I said over my shoulder. I holstered my gun and pulled out my baton.


  I took a deep breath and waited, watching the crowd for the best place to strike. I knew the first move would be the most important. If I read the crowd wrong and let them get between Carlos and me, there’d be no way to double back and keep them off him.


  It had to be right the first time.


  But before I got a chance to move, I heard the crack of a rifle shot and the whistle of the bullet as it went by my head.


  I moved left and spun around in a panic, and saw Carlos still seated against the door. But now he had Moraga’s AR-15. Somehow he found the energy to lift Moraga’s corpse and remove the rifle. He had his knees up in front of his chest, and the barrel of the AR-15 supported between them. His left arm hung uselessly by his side, but he still managed to fire with the right.


  He cleared out the ten or so zombies closest to us, and then started shooting at the next wave. Even in his condition, he still managed to place kill shots at thirty yards.


  When he fired his last round, he let the rifle slip from his hand.


  I ran over to Moraga and searched him for more AR magazines, but all he had were two Glock magazines. I grabbed them both and went back to Carlos.


  “You have to get up. Come on.”


  He muttered something, but I couldn’t make it out.


  “Come on,” I said, begging him. “Get up.”


  He blinked at me, but after a moment he let me help him up.


  We moved around the front side of the building, past long rows of neatly cut hedges, and up to the front door. It was an older school, built in the fifties, and the front steps were steep. I looked for a wheelchair ramp, but didn’t see one.


  “We’re gonna have to climb up.”


  He grunted.


  I pulled him up the stairs to the front doors and propped him against the doorjamb. The doors were locked.


  “Goddamn it. It’s locked.”


  I thought I heard Carlos laugh. “School lets out at three,” he said.


  “Come on. Maybe there’s a window or something.”


  We went down to the lawn. I looked left and then right. More zombies were coming at us from the parking lot. Hedges blocked the windows to the left, so we went right.


  The lawn sloped downward, away from the school. The first-floor windows were over our heads all the way to the end of the building, so we went around the corner of the building and followed the wall until we came to another staircase.


  It was a narrow half-flight of stairs leading up to another green metal door.


  I tried the door, and wasn’t at all surprised when it didn’t open.


  “Where are we going, Eddie?”


  “Through here,” I said, and leaned Carlos against the railing.


  There was a little window halfway up the stairs that looked big enough for us to crawl through. I peered inside, couldn’t really see anything in the darkness, and decided we had to risk it.


  I pulled my baton and punched out the window-pane. I swept the rest of the glass out of the frame and pulled Carlos over to me.


  “We’re going through here,” I said. “Can you help me?”


  He laughed, or muttered. I couldn’t tell which. It was beginning to get difficult to read his gestures.


  I crawled through the window and then reached back to get Carlos. He tried to help, but he wasn’t thinking clearly, and his help slowed me down more than anything else. It was a clumsy, painful process, but I got him through eventually.


  As he came through he landed heavily on his face, and stayed that way.


  “Are you okay?” I asked.


  He growled at me as he rolled over onto his back.


  “Sorry,” I said.


  I reached down to him and he took my hand. Once he was on his feet he slumped back against the window frame and started coughing again.


  “We ought to find the nurse’s office,” I said. “If nothing else, maybe they have a phone. We could call somebody.”


  “Who?” His voice sounded like it was coming through liquid.


  “9-1-1, I guess. Maybe they can get an ambulance to us. Or tell us what to do for you.”


  “Maybe,” he said, but it looked like he didn’t really care.


  I guided him through the utility room and into the hallway.


  It was dark, and it was obvious that whatever was happening to the outside world had also happened here. Trash was everywhere. A few classroom doors hung open haphazardly. Disorder reigned.


  I looked down the banks of lockers to the end of the hallway, where it split into three directions.


  “Here, come on. I think it’s this way.”


  We took the hallway to the right even though I didn’t really remember how to get to the office. The front doors led directly into the cafeteria, I remembered that much, but I wasn’t sure where the office was from there.


  In most elementary schools the office is right there in the front, but I remembered this one was different. I thought it was on the other side of the gym, so I worked that way.


  The hallway in front of the office was littered with loose-leaf paper and large pieces of office furniture toppled over at odd angles.


  One of the overhead light panels was dangling from the ceiling by a tattered rope of electrical wires. I watched it spin in a lazy circle like it was the center of the world, and I wondered how in the hell it had fallen down like that.


  Carlos groaned something.


  Off to the right, coming around into the hallway from another direction, was a man in brown corduroy pants and a collared shirt. He was dragging a bleeding stump that used to be his leg across the floor, smearing the tile behind him with gore. His neck was broken, his head bent over at a disgusting angle. A huge red knot had swelled up from the other side of his neck.


  Behind him were five more zombies.


  I let Carlos rest against the wall while I loaded a magazine and chambered a round.


  With my flashlight up, I walked toward the lead zombie in the brown corduroys and shot him. Once he was down, I stood over his body and shot the other five, single-tapping each one to the forehead.


  When the last one fell, I went over to the glass doors of the office and tried to pull them open. They were locked.


  “Damn it. This place is killing me.”


  I pointed my flashlight into the office and poked the light around. I was right about to turn around and get Carlos when I saw a flash of green pant leg and a brown boot below it.


  Whoever it was had seated themselves behind a desk, but I couldn’t see anything besides the leg and the boot.


  I kept the beam on the leg, waiting.


  Suddenly, a Hispanic man with straight black hair and very brown skin peeked around the corner of the desk. He smiled at me, and in the bright white light of the flashlight beam I saw his teeth sparkling like veiled diamonds.


  Chapter 6


  “Hey Carlos, there are people inside here.”


  He made a weak, strangled noise, and I turned the flashlight on him. He had pulled himself up against the wall and he was holding his side, muffling his coughs with his shoulder. It seemed like he was trying to hide from the light.


  He was slipping, and it worried me.


  I tapped on the glass doors of the office with the butt of my flashlight. The man in the green pants didn’t want to stand up. I guess he thought he was safe as long as he stayed in his little hiding spot.


  He probably figured if he waited there long enough, I would just go away.


  “Come on,” I said as patiently as I could. “Come over here and unlock the door.”


  He shook his head.


  “Open the door,” I said, like I meant it.


  I brought the flashlight back and made like I was going to break the glass with it.


  That made him sit up and take notice.


  He raised his hands as if to say okay, okay and came over to the door. Looking back at his hiding spot, he turned the key.


  When I heard the bolt click, I pushed the door open.


  “Thank you,” I said, and moved around him into the main reception area.


  The place was a mess. Office equipment was everywhere. There were books and papers and notebooks strewn across the floor.


  The school’s mascot must have been the cougar, because there was a large fake bronze statue of one laying on its side beneath a plaque that said, THIS IS A BLUE RIBBON SCHOOL.


  I nudged a picture frame out of the way with the toe of my boot. “Where’s the nurse’s office?”


  He didn’t answer.


  “Where’s the nurse’s office?”


  The look on his face wasn’t exactly a helpless one. It was more neutral than that, like he just wanted me to leave.


  “No English.”


  “That figures,” I said.


  There was a hallway on either side of the wall behind the cougar. Both hallways disappeared into blackness and I knew I didn’t have the time to go exploring.


  “Médico,” I said. “¿Dónde médico?”


  He gave me an uncertain shrug. I knew I wasn’t saying it right, and it frustrated me that he wouldn’t at least try to meet me halfway. He was going to make me fumble through it.


  I pushed past him and went to the corner where I first saw his pant leg. Four more people sat there, tucked into a narrow aisle between the desks and the wall.


  One of them was an older man, dressed in the same green landscaper’s uniform as the first man, and the other three were women dressed in gray housekeeping outfits.


  I looked down at them and they looked back at me with completely neutral expressions on their faces.


  I showed them the palms of my hands in a gesture I hoped they would take as friendly. I wanted to say something to put them at ease, but I didn’t know the words to say in Spanish. About the only thing I knew how to say was to ask for their license and insurance.


  “Do any of you speak English?”


  All I got was the same blank look.


  There was no used dragging it out. I made my way down the hallway, glancing in all the offices until I found the one labeled NURSE.


  Only a few of the cabinets had anything useful in them. There were some more latex gloves, some bandages, and some antibacterial soap, but very little else.


  There was a phone on the wall and I tried that, but all I got was a strange electronic squelch that sounded like I had called a fax machine by mistake.


  I tried the operator.


  I dialed 9-1-1.


  Hoping against hope, I even tried calling home, but I got the same weird noise each time and finally gave up on it.


  I stuffed some of the latex gloves in my pocket and headed back up to the front.


  The four silent ones were still hiding behind the desk. The first man was standing near the door, looking up and down the hallway.


  “Do not lock this door,” I said to him. I pointed to the door. “Don’t lock it.”


  He didn’t look like he understood.


  I walked into the hallway and found Carlos was still leaning against the wall. He was coughing, and there were wet lines of black fluid around his lips.


  “Hey,” I said, shaking his shoulder gently. “Carlos, can you hear me?”


  His eyes were speaking volumes about how much it hurt.


  “There wasn’t much back there. Just some children’s aspirin. I got some clean bandages, though. I’m gonna change this one because it’s soaked through.”


  He turned his face to the wall as I unwrapped the bandage on his arm.


  The wound was much worse.


  The first time I cleaned it the wound looked dirty and mean, but at least it looked like a wound.


  It didn’t look like that anymore. It had festered and changed from the white and pale red of a fresh, deep cut, to a sickening yellow and black crust. If I hadn’t known better I’d have said it had been festering for days, not just an hour or two. It actually looked like it was decaying while it bled. And it stank of rotting meat.


  If he had been more aware, he would have heard me force the bile back down my throat


  I changed the bandage as quickly as I could and gently put his arm back down at his side.


  The hallway had been quiet while I worked on him, the only sound coming from the swinging light panel as it rotated on its wires, but now I heard something new coming from farther off.


  Even before I could separate out the elements of it, I knew it was the sound of footsteps sliding across the tile somewhere off in the dark ends of the hallway. I let out a deep breath of frustration.


  “They’re coming again. Can you hear me, Carlos? We have to move. They’re coming again.”


  I slid a hand under his shoulder and tried to lift him, but there was no strength in his legs.


  The man in the landscaper’s uniform was standing by the office door, watching me, and I called over to him to come and help me.


  He didn’t move.


  “Help me, damn it.”


  He shook his head. “El está enfermo.” He seemed horrified I had even asked him to help.


  “Come here and help me.”


  He shook his head again and stepped back. “No.”


  From behind me I could hear the footsteps getting closer and I knew we only had a minute or two at the most to get going.


  As I watched him back up toward the office I got so angry I stood up, drew my gun, and pointed it at him, muttering something under my breath about him being a fucking little coward.


  “Get over here and help me,” I said, closing the distance between us.


  He stared at the gun, and for the briefest moment I’m pretty sure he was thinking about running the other way.


  But he didn’t run. He nodded and walked over to where Carlos sat against the wall. Together we lifted him up and carried him over to the office.


  “We have to get out of here. It’s not safe. Entiendes?”


  He didn’t understand.


  “Más muertos,” I said, pointing down the hallway. “We have to go.”


  That much he understood.


  “Do you have a car? Maybe a truck?”


  Again, I got that puzzled look.


  “A truck, damn it. You know—” and I made a hand gesture like I was steering a car, “—a truck.”


  He nodded. “Sí, una troca. La escuela tiene una troca.”


  Glory hallelujah, now we’re getting somewhere.


  “Great. ¿Dónde?”


  He pointed toward the corridor Carlos and I had taken to get to the office.


  That wasn’t good.


  I didn’t remember seeing anything down there except classrooms, and that was the same direction the footsteps were coming from.


  “Are you sure?” I asked.


  “¿Cómo?”


  I pointed down the same hallway. “No. No troca. Muertos. Mucho muertos that way.”


  “Sí.” He nodded at me like we were speaking the same language.


  I shook my head at him. I didn’t understand.


  He pointed at me, and then at my gun. He pointed down the hallway again and made like he was shooting a gun.


  “Oh,” I said. “I get it. You’re fucking insane.”


  There was no way in hell I was going to go down that hallway with those things while he and his friends made for the truck.


  “No,” I said, showing him an empty magazine from my belt. “No más bullets. No más.”


  It takes a trained poker face to cover up the realization that you’re completely screwed, and he didn’t have it.


  Seeing that empty magazine melted all the smugness from his face and I didn’t need to speak Spanish to know exactly what was in his mind.


  He swallowed a lump down his throat.


  “What about that truck?”


  “¿La troca?”


  “Yes,” I said. “Sí.”


  His eyes went down to his feet. He looked back at the office. The others were standing up at the windows now, watching the two of us argue.


  Finally, after he couldn’t stall any more, he pointed down a hallway that led past the office and toward the back of the school.


  It was the opposite direction he had pointed out to me the first time.


  “You were going to leave me here, weren’t you?” I said.


  He looked at me blankly.


  I was pissed, but I didn’t let it show. I pointed to the hallway. “Go on,” I said. “Lead on.”


  Just then his gaze shifted to the hallway behind me and his eyes got big.


  I knew that look.


  I turned just enough to see two zombies entering the main hallway in front of the office.


  He almost dropped Carlos in his hurry to back away.


  “Hey.” I reached across Carlos’s back and grabbed the man’s shirt.


  He tried to pull away, but I held him tight.


  He looked at me pleadingly.


  “No,” I said. “You help me with him.”


  “No, señor, por favor.”


  The zombies behind us shuffled closer. The one in front was close enough that I could see the blood-stained floral print running up the side of her skirt. The heel of her left shoe had come off, making her clop and scrape the ground with each advancing step.


  I didn’t move and I didn’t let up on my grip. I wanted him to know I meant business.


  “Señor.”


  Clop and scrape, clop and scrape.


  “Okay,” he said at last, and put his shoulder under Carlos. To his friends he said, “Octavio, vamos a la troca.”


  The others were gone in a flash. They poured out of the office like runners at the gate and went down the hallway so fast we could barely keep up.


  We followed them through the hallway to the gym, where we made a right and then a quick left again.


  When we came around the corner we nearly ran into their backs. They had stopped, and were staring at a sight almost as gory as the one I had seen under the tree.


  Maybe as many as twenty zombies were on their knees, eating arms and legs and other unidentifiable bits of human detritus.


  The floor was awash with blood.


  Beyond them was a doorway, green metal just like the gym doors, and I guessed that was the way out. It might as well have been on the other side of the ocean, though. There was no way we could reach it.


  One of the women gagged.


  “¿Señor?” the second gardener said to me. He pointed his finger like a gun, hopefully.


  I shook my head. “No más bullets,” I said.


  He said something to the others, quietly, in Spanish, and I guessed he was telling them we had to leave. The others backed up, but not before several of the feeding zombies looked up.


  A few of them got to their feet.


  “Let’s go,” I said, and we all turned around and headed back the way we came.


  But that was a bust, too. There were six or seven zombies coming our way, and I could see more behind them.


  “Señor,” the gardener said, and I caught the obvious implication that this wouldn’t be happening to him if I had left him well enough alone.


  We were caught at the bend in the hallway, only a short few feet from our escape.


  Carlos groaned and tried to make me drop him.


  “Not a chance,” I said, and tightened my grip on him.


  He winced and stopped fighting.


  Just then we heard somebody whistling. All of us stopped and looked at each other. It was a carefree, lilting sound—one high, one low, over and over.


  We heard it again, and that time I placed where it was coming from. I looked beyond the feeding zombies and I saw a man in a white, short-sleeve collared shirt and brown slacks.


  Our eyes met. He pushed his glasses up on his nose and nodded to me.


  Then he whistled again.


  A few of the zombies turned around to face him. Calm as could be, he walked over to the wall and banged on it with his fist.


  That got the rest of the zombies looking at him, and while the others and I watched, dumbfounded, he yelled at them, baiting them with his own body away from the door that led to the truck.


  He walked slowly backwards, making sure they followed him around another corner at his end of the hallway.


  As the last zombie disappeared around the corner after him, my little party ran for the door. It had a little slit window in it, looking out on a small courtyard.


  I tried to get a good look, but it was too dark to see much beyond some vague hulking shapes that looked more or less like a truck and some machinery.


  “La troca,” Octavio said to me.


  I nodded to him and then helped Carlos take a seat along the wall.


  I propped the door open and poked around a little with the flashlight.


  The truck was right where they said it would be. It was an old white dualie one-ton, a big Ford F350.


  The trailer wasn’t hooked up, which was good, and most of the equipment was out of the way, so it would be fairly easy to get the truck out of the courtyard.


  There was a dark pile of mulch near the front of the truck, and beyond that was a hurricane fence like the one Carlos and I had climbed.


  A few zombies were on the other side, alerted to our presence, I guess, by the movement of the flashlight beam. They were slapping the fence with slow, incessant slaps.


  I closed the door. Then, while I was trying to figure out what to do, I heard a door open from around the corner where the man with the glasses had gone.


  He was yelling again, but not for help. It sounded like he was herding the zombies. I could hear desks and chairs being thrown around.


  I heard a door slam.


  A moment later, he came trotting around the corner and made his way through the gore strewn across the hallway like he didn’t even see it.


  “I locked them in the classroom,” he said, and pushed his glasses back up the bridge of his nose. “Are you guys leaving in that truck?”


  “Yeah,” I said.


  “Mind if I come?”


  “Suit yourself,” I said.


  He was smiling, but when he saw how bad Carlos looked, his smile slid off his face.


  “You still want to come?” I asked.


  He studied my face, and I think he understood Carlos was something we weren’t going to argue about.


  He nodded.


  I looked back at my little group and asked, “Do any of you speak English?”


  They all shook their heads.


  “Just my luck,” I said.


  “You’re a cop on the west side of San Antonio and you don’t speak Spanish?” the man with the glasses asked, incredulously.


  “No,” I said. “Do you?”


  “Well, no.”


  “Well then, you’re part of the problem, not the solution.”


  I turned back to the others and said, “Look, I have to get that truck. We’re going to have to bust through that gate. ¿Entiendes?”


  Blank stares all around.


  “Of course you don’t.”


  I tried again to make them understand. “I’m going to come back and get you. Don’t worry. I won’t leave you.” I looked around for some kind of understanding, but it wasn’t happening.


  “Do you have the keys?” I asked, making a sign like I was turning a key.


  “Sí,” the first landscaper said, nodding his head vigorously. “En la troca.”


  “In the truck?”


  “Sí.”


  I took a deep breath and tried to get a grip on my situation. This was going to have to be quick, but that was no reason it had to be sloppy. Sloppy gets people hurt, and I wasn’t going to let that happen if I could help it.


  Finally, I said, “Wait here. I’m going to come back for you. Wait.”


  “What are you going to do?” the man with the glasses asked. He looked as worried as the others.


  “I’m going to get the truck. Some of these people are going to have to ride in the back. I can’t bust through that gate with them in the back. They might get knocked out. Or worse.”


  “Oh,” he said. “That’s right.”


  As I opened the door and got ready to run to the truck, the first man grabbed me by the sleeve.


  “No,” he said. “We come too.”


  “Yes,” I said, nodding. “Wait here. You come too.”


  He still wouldn’t let me leave.


  But I couldn’t make him understand what I had to do. We were having a first-rate breakdown in communication.


  Then I heard something from Carlos. It was a wet, barely intelligible string of words in Spanish. I couldn’t understand it. I barely recognized it as his voice.


  But the others understood it. The first man let go of my sleeve and said, “Okay.” He nodded toward the truck.


  “Okay,” I said.


  I sprinted out the door and over to the truck. As I opened the driver’s side door I could hear the zombies beyond the gate, still slapping against the fence. I didn’t even look at them. The keys were still in the ignition, just like the landscaper promised they would be, and the big diesel motor fired up with a roar.


  When it settled down to a steady knocking chug I put the stick shift in reverse, stepped on the gas, and left two sets of parallel ruts through the grass all the way to the gate.


  The whole truck jolted when I hit the fence. The back end on the passenger’s side bounced up and lost traction for a second before it slammed back down to the ground.


  I think I hit two or three of the zombies after I broke through the fence, because I felt two smaller jolts—like I was going over a big speed bump.


  I didn’t waste any time worrying about how many of them I’d taken out. I put it back in gear and peeled out toward the doors where the rest of the group was watching, dragging a huge section of hurricane fence behind me.


  I slid the truck sideways right up to the door.


  “Jump in,” I said.


  The first landscaper was a stronger man than I gave him credit for. He picked Carlos up from the floor and dragged him all the way up to the front seat without any help at all. I hadn’t even been able to lift him.


  He jumped into the back of the truck and he and Octavio got the section of fence loose and tossed it to the ground.


  The man with the glasses helped one of the women into the truck bed, while the first gardener got everybody loaded up.


  He slapped his fist against the back window of the cab. “Vete,” he said. “Vete pronto.”


  I stepped on the gas and tore through the courtyard.


  At the gate two of the zombies were already coming through and two more were trying to get their mangled bodies to stand up.


  I ran over the first two and tore off towards the parking lot.


  I let off the gas a little and relaxed my grip on the wheel. It was a boat compared to the Crown Victoria I was used to, but I got the hang of it pretty quick.


  Soon we were flying across the playground, over the curb, and into the street.


  I looked in the rearview mirror and saw everyone was still secure in the truck.


  The first landscaper gave me the thumbs up sign, a huge smile on his face.


  “You said it, brother.”


  Chapter 7


  The closest fire station to the school was Independence Station at the corner of Resolution and Independence.


  Getting there should have been as simple as turning left on to Elgin, another left on Fern Hill, then a right on Independence and go ten blocks up to the station. On any given day it was a five minute drive. Ten, if I caught all the red lights.


  But I should have known better than to go to that fire station. I should have known better than to go right into the thick of things.


  Elgin and Fern Hill weren’t too much trouble because they both went through small neighborhoods that hadn’t seen a lot of activity yet.


  I saw a car on its side after we turned on to Fern Hill. Once I looked between some houses and saw a dark figure moving through the bushes.


  But what I saw on the smaller side streets was nothing like the absolute carnage erupting on Independence.


  Independence was one of the biggest and busiest streets on the west side—five-lanes-wide both ways and every inch of curb space filled with restaurants and car lots and grocery stores and strip shopping centers. There was almost always a lot of traffic, but what I saw put even five o’clock rush hour to shame.


  Traffic was completely gridlocked, and there were people all over the street. That’s what it would have looked like from a distance, anyway.


  The truth was that the cars were all abandoned, and the people moving through the gaps in traffic were zombies, looking for a meal amongst the ruins.


  They moved in knots, and the street looked like the host of a thousand separate slow-moving riots. The knots broke apart and reformed with amazing speed, especially considering how slow most of the zombies were.


  At one point, I saw a woman fighting to get away from a group of the zombies. They knocked her down on her stomach as we were driving by. She turned her face toward us, and her expression was confusing. It seemed, even as they tore into her with their fingers and their teeth, not to be a look of pain, but rather of someone who just doesn’t care anymore.


  Zombies were everywhere. We were the only vehicle still moving, inching through traffic that was set in place like a river under a hard freeze. The outbreak had caught so many people while they were on their way home.


  It disturbed me to see the images of everyday life frozen in place and then corrupted like that.


  From the way cars were abandoned at the intersections, I could imagine how it must have happened.


  I pictured rows upon rows of cars sitting at the red lights, waiting, waiting. And then from one side or the other, the zombies would have descended on the people in their cars and attacked them, breaking their windows with the palms of their bloody hands and pulling innocent people from their cars like chunks of meat from a can.


  The people in their cars were probably so mentally blunted by years upon years of routine that they sat there shocked and let the attack happen rather than step on the gas and blow through the light.


  Perhaps some of them got out of their vehicles and tried to help the ones being attacked. There were quite a few car doors left standing open. If so, those helpful few were probably among the first to die.


  The man with the glasses poked his head over the driver’s side of the truck and asked me what my plan was.


  “I don’t have one,” I said.


  “There’s no place you guys are supposed to go in an emergency?”


  “Are you kidding?” I said, and steered the truck past a group of zombies eating something next to the driver’s side of a brand new Ford Mustang. “You really think the San Antonio Police Department has a procedure for something like this?”


  He frowned. “No. I guess not.”


  “We’re headed for a fire station,” I said, just to mollify him. “Sit back, okay?”


  He did, reluctantly.


  Our little group moved up the street through the center turn lane. I kept the truck at a reasonable speed—fast enough to avoid the zombies, but not so fast that I didn’t have time to react when obstacles came up in front of us.


  Doing that got us most of the way to the station.


  The sounds of the riot got louder the farther down Independence we went. We could hear the piercing tone of a police car’s siren ahead of us. Hearing it gave me a moment of hope.


  That moment faded pretty fast, though. The car making that tone was stationary, and no cop ever leaves his car’s siren running unless he has to abandon it in a hurry.


  We were less than a block from the station when I realized we weren’t going to make it all the way there. Just before we got to the intersection, I turned off Independence and drove up the curb to a grocery store parking lot across the street from the station.


  From where I parked, we could see the front and most of the west side of the station, and it was obvious that it had been the center of fighting as bad as any I had seen.


  Almost all of the windows on the bottom floor were broken inwards and all three truck-bay doors were ripped open. The police car making the piercing tone was parked in front of the station near a couple of others, the driver’s door open and the flickering strobes painting blue and red streaks across the red-brick façade of the station.


  Dozens of dead bodies were sprawled out in a half circle around the police cars. Some of my brother officers had fought their last stand there.


  A zombie in a water board uniform stumbled across the front lawn and disappeared around the corner. As he blended into the night, I knew the world was crumbling down around our ears. Our first line of defense had folded right before my eyes.


  “Officer,” the man in the glasses said. “What are we doing? We need to get somewhere safe.”


  “I know,” I said.


  Yet even as I watched the crowds stumbling into the street, I had to linger over my memories of that place.


  Independence Station used to be a sort of community center for the people of the near west side. Most of the families living close by were extremely poor, and the place loomed over their modest homes like a medieval cathedral.


  Mothers brought their children there to have EMS look them over when they were sick or hurt because the firefighters at the station would always help them, and even though they were supposed to report how they used their supplies so the city could send out a bill, the firefighters there rarely reported the stuff that didn’t really need to be reported.


  The César Chávez Parade kicked off from Independence Station every year.


  Community-action groups held rallies in the break room.


  For the past decade, the city used the station as a free clinic where they passed out flu shots.


  A good number of the people who died in front of the station were probably brought there by friends and family in much the same shape as Carlos. The thought of how horribly they must have died and how hopeless they must have felt brought me back to my own problems.


  I turned to Carlos and looked him over. It was uncomfortable for him to bend over at the stomach, and he had to stretch out across the seat so he didn’t put pressure on it. Cold night air blew in through the open windows, but he was still sweating profusely. His eyes had started to swell and, though he tried to close them, the eyelids weren’t quite able to make it over the swelling.


  “Carlos,” I whispered. “Carlos, we can’t stay here. Can you hear me? We have to go someplace else.”


  He turned his head away from me and coughed some black phlegm onto the door panel.


  “Hang on.”


  I wanted to tell him something else. I wanted to tell him we were going to get him some help. But I didn’t believe that and it seemed cruel and pointless to lie when he already knew the truth.


  The first gardener leaned in the driver’s side window and tapped me on the shoulder. He pointed to a few zombies that were coming our way and said, “Señor, los muertos.”


  “I know,” I said, and motioned for him to sit down.


  I put the truck in gear and we were off again.


  Chapter 8


  I had no idea where we were going when I pulled out of the parking lot and headed up Resolution.


  The streets I drove everyday and the businesses where I made calls and bought sodas and went to the bathroom were being gutted by the crowds. The destruction was spectacular.


  Off in the distance I could see patches of orange haze and wind-whipped smoke in the treetops. I knew that San Antonio, my home for nearly thirty years, was burning.


  Most of the shop windows facing the street were broken out and every few moments we’d see somebody running, trying to find someplace to hide.


  We stayed on Resolution for about fifteen blocks, but turned off at Herrick because the road was jammed up with traffic.


  I could actually feel the fog leaving my brain as we turned off the commercial streets and put the frenzy behind us.


  Down in the neighborhoods, I saw a family cramming clothes and a few other things into their car. The wife watched us drive by, her eyes alert and skittish like the eyes of a wild deer.


  I felt an overpowering need to talk to April, as I watched the woman load her two small children into the backseat. With any luck, she was already strapping Andrew into his car seat and heading someplace safe.


  It struck me at that moment that I had no idea how far and to what degree the outbreak had spread. Was there such a thing as a safe place? I didn’t know, and even if I had been able to talk to her I had absolutely no idea what to tell her.


  I stepped on the gas and got through the neighborhood as fast as I could. I remembered there was a fire station on Thorn Street, less than a mile away, and I steered us in that direction.


  Thorn Station was an old-style, single-truck barn on the edge of the municipal golf course that had been converted into an EMS supply station.


  My plan was to keep Carlos and the others there until somebody from the Fire Department came by to restock their EMS wagon and we could get a real medic to look him over.


  The station was quiet and dark when we pulled up. It hadn’t taken any damage like Independence Station had, and there were no signs of activity in the area. The one truck door was closed up, but I expected that.


  I got out of the truck and looked over the station. The others got out too and, out of the corner of my eye, I saw them looking around apprehensively.


  The man with the glasses came up to me. “Why here, officer?”


  I studied him for a second before I answered. He had a medium build, sturdy, but not muscular, with a narrow, delicate jaw and intelligent, questioning eyes. He seemed to be taking the situation pretty well.


  “This is the safest place I can think of,” I said. “It’s not close to any businesses or main streets, and with that golf course there, we can see those zombies coming from a long ways off.”


  His eyebrows went up when I used the word “zombies.”


  “Plus,” I said, “all fire stations have emergency generators, bathrooms, food in the kitchens, and this one is an EMS supply barn. Maybe I can find something inside to help Officer Williams.”


  He had been smiling as I rattled off the advantages, nodding in agreement with each one, but when I mentioned Carlos, his smile melted away.


  “What?” I asked.


  “Your friend,” he said, pushing his glasses back up his nose. “There’s nothing you can do for him. You know that, right?”


  I knew it. I knew it all too well.


  “Maybe,” I said, and glanced back at the truck. Carlos was still in the passenger seat, and I lowered my voice because I didn’t want him to hear. “Maybe. But I can at least make him comfortable. And I can keep those zombies from getting him.”


  He nodded.


  “By the way,” I said. “I never did thank you for helping us back there at the school. I’m Eddie Hudson.”


  I offered him my hand and he shook it. “Ken Stoler,” he said. “I used to teach science at the school.”


  “Used to,” I said back at him, noticing the past tense.


  “Used to.”


  “Come on, let’s get inside.”


  I asked the two gardeners to help me carry Carlos to the door. He was trying to stay alert, but he was just too far gone. His legs were useless.


  The front door was locked. There was a card-key reader next to the door, but I didn’t have a card. I looked around for a window and found one big enough for the first gardener, the smaller one, to climb through. It was locked, too, so I broke it out with my baton.


  “Go through and open the door,” I told him.


  He gave me a blank stare.


  I made a series of gestures explaining what I wanted him to do, and eventually he understood.


  He crawled through the window, and a moment later we were standing inside.


  I looked around for the lights and turned them on. The others chattered to themselves, smiling with obvious relief to be out of the darkness.


  “Every fire station’s got an emergency generator in case of blackouts,” I said. “I don’t think they had this in mind, though.”


  Again I got that blank look.


  “Never mind.”


  The first floor of the station was mostly business. There was a kitchen and a little dining room with a couch and a few cheap lawn chairs in a back corner. The rest of the first floor was dedicated to supplies and equipment.


  Octavio and I guided Carlos to a cot near the truck bay and tried to make him comfortable. He refused a cup of water that I brought him, and he wouldn’t let me look at the wound. He muttered something about me leaving him alone and turned his face to the wall.


  I let him go. There was a serious problem, and I knew I’d have to do something about it soon. He was going to turn into one of those things, but I didn’t want to confront that truth just then.


  I went back to the kitchen instead.


  The others had found a TV and were hunting for a picture. They flipped through all the channels, and eventually found a snowy news station. The broadcaster was talking hurriedly in Spanish.


  We all gathered around it, glued to the images they were showing, even though Ken and I didn’t understand most of what was being said.


  Right away, I recognized pictures of downtown Houston, and I wondered why in the hell they were showing Houston when it was San Antonio that had been turned into zombie land.


  Everything they were showing looked like old news to me. More flooding, more blackened corpses floating in the rivers that had once been the streets of Houston.


  One of the women began to sob, and Octavio put an arm around her.


  “Why are they showing Houston?” I asked Ken, not really expecting an answer. “Why aren’t they talking about what’s going on here?”


  “I think they are,” he said. “The cause of it, anyway.”


  “What do you mean?”


  He pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose with his thumb and said, “You’ve heard the same reports I have out of Houston, I’m sure. Rescuers being attacked and mutilated by the survivors.”


  “Sure,” I said.


  He turned back to the screen. “I think what we’re seeing here is the same thing that’s been happening down in Houston for the last few days. I think it’s spreading.”


  “But how?” I asked. “You think the evacuees are doing this?”


  “Maybe a few came here that way, but that wouldn’t be enough to spread violence like we’ve seen so quickly. It has to be something else.”


  “Like what?”


  “I don’t know,” he said, still watching the TV. “A virus would be the most logical guess. Something that spreads quickly and causes massive necrosis.”


  “You mean decay?”


  “That’s right. I heard you and that other man talking. You used the word ‘zombie,’ and I heard him say ‘los muertos.’ I don’t think that’s completely accurate. Those people we’ve seen aren’t dead. They are decaying on their feet, just like a dead body would do, but they’re still alive.”


  I shook my head at that.


  “What?” he asked.


  “I’m not sure about that,” I said. “I thought I was sure, but the more I think about it, the more confused I am. I’ve seen those things take a whole magazine of bullets in the chest and still keep walking. Hell, I’ve shot them myself. If they were living, they wouldn’t be able to take that kind of damage.”


  “I know they’re alive,” he said.


  “But how?”


  He pushed his glasses back into place. The things seemed like they wanted to jump off his face. “Because I caught one back at the school. Back when this first started.”


  “You’re kidding?”


  “Nope,” he said. “I tied her to a table. I studied her, and found a heartbeat. A pulse. They bleed, too.”


  “Yeah,” I said. “I’ve seen that.”


  A moment passed. We watched footage on the TV from other cities, and they looked a lot like what was happening in San Antonio. New Orleans. Dallas. Miami. Mobile. Matamoras, Mexico. The destruction was total.


  “I can’t believe they’re alive,” I said. “How can living people act that way?”


  “It’s hard to believe, I know. But I do think you were pretty close to right when you called them zombies. Whatever it is that’s causing them to decay is probably causing them to go mentally deaf and dumb, too. They probably don’t have any idea what they’re doing past satisfying an instinctive hunger.”


  “They would have to know what they’re doing,” I said. “At least on some level. Why else would they eat people? Why not just go to McDonald’s?”


  He closed his eyes for a moment. When he opened them again he said, “I don’t have all the answers. My guess is that they have some consciousness; but if so, it’s only a little. I never thought it would happen like this.”


  I turned and stared at him. “Like how? What do you mean?”


  “I mean, I never thought the zombies would be living people. I thought they’d be dead people.”


  “What in the hell are you talking about?” I asked him.


  “I run a website on zombies,” he said, like it was the most natural thing in the world. “Livingdead.com. It’s a big deal on the web, and in philosophical circles, too. There’s a group of us that usually do the discussion groups and we talk about all kinds of zombies. I got into it because of the philosophical issues they raise. Zombies raise all kinds of issues about consciousness. The biggest one of course is about the existence of consciousness itself. Why do we have it? Do I have any way of knowing if other people have consciousness? That kind of thing.”


  I stared at him for a long moment, trying not to lose my temper. Finally, I said, “People are dying out there, Mr. Stoler. This isn’t a bunch of geeks on the web talking about consciousness or whatever you people do. This is people dying. My wife and child are out there, somewhere.”


  “Hey, wait,” he said, showing me the palms of his hands. “I’m not making light of this. I know it’s not a game out there. I’m just saying, that’s all. Just thinking out loud.”


  “Sure,” I said. “If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to check out the rest of this place.”


  I left him and made my rounds through the station. All the doors were secure, and none of the windows were large enough for the zombies to break through.


  From what I saw, they didn’t seem able to climb very well, and the window we had broken out was above eye level.


  The station had several phones, and I tried them all. None of them worked.


  One of the phones was in the station commander’s office. Evidently, even he had been forced out into the field in a hurry because his sport coat was still hanging on a peg on the wall. I brushed up against it on my way out of his office, and when I did I heard what sounded like his keys jangling in one of the pockets.


  Out of curiosity I went through it and found his personal keys. One of them said Chevy on it. I had seen a maroon Chevy stepside in the parking lot behind the station and I thought there was a pretty good chance the keys went to that truck.


  I put the keys in my pocket. When I searched the rest of his coat I found a cell phone in the breast pocket. It didn’t seem very likely, but I flipped it open and dialed April’s cell phone. I pressed SEND and put it up to my ear, not expecting anything.


  When it actually started ringing I got so excited I nearly dropped the phone. The ringing took forever. One ring, two, three…“Come on, come on,” I prayed out loud. “Come on, April. Answer.”


  I heard a click on the other end. “Hello? Hello. April, it’s Eddie.”


  “Eddie?” She was talking through waves of static. “Eddie, is that you?”


  “Sweetie, it’s me. Are you okay?”


  “Eddie, what’s going on? The TV said—”


  “It’s real, sweetie. It’s all real.”


  The ocean of white noise between us roared. “April. April. Are you there?”


  “Where are you, Eddie? Are you okay?”


  “I’m fine, April. I’m okay. I’m gonna come home as soon as I—”


  “The TV said—” The rest was static.


  “April? Are you there?


  “—there were sick people all over the city.”


  “April, stop. I need you to listen to me. I need you to stay away from everybody. Don’t go outside. Don’t go near the windows or anything like that, okay? Don’t let anybody inside, even if you know them. My other pistol is in the closet in that blue bag. Remember? Remember how I taught you to use it? I need you to get that gun and keep out of sight. Okay? Can you hear me, April?”


  There was nothing on the other end. I wasn’t even getting static anymore. I tried calling again and again and again—more times than I could count—but the phone wouldn’t send.


  In a rage, I threw it against the wall and broke it all to pieces.


  Ken appeared in the doorway just in time to have the debris whistle past his ear.


  “Whoa,” he said, backing up. “What did you do that for?”


  “Get bent.”


  He looked at the pieces all over the floor. “Did that work?”


  “Yeah.”


  “And you broke it?”


  I didn’t answer him. Instead I sat down in the station commander’s chair and simmered in my rage.


  I was hoping desperately that April had heard enough to remember the Springfield Armory .45 automatic I kept in the closet. She hated guns. Always had. But I was hoping she would remember it, and use it if she needed it.


  “We could have used that phone,” Ken said.


  “That was my wife,” I said.


  “Yeah, but—”


  “Mr. Stoler, in all those little powwows you and your buddies have on your website, did any of you ever stop to consider the human side of it? Did it ever dawn on you that every zombie wandering around out there equals a wasted life? I’m not dealing in philosophy, Mr. Stoler. I have a wife and a six-month-old son out there. That’s not philosophy. That’s humanity.”


  He looked like he wanted to respond, but thought better of it.


  “What are you going to do now?” he asked.


  “I’m leaving,” I said. “I have to find my family.”


  “You’re leaving? What about the rest of us? What are we supposed to do?”


  “I don’t really care,” I said. “Maybe you could discuss the philosophical existence of consciousness.”


  “Officer Hudson, please.”


  “What are you complaining for?” I said. I was being nasty, and I knew it. I didn’t care. “This place is secure. You’ve got food. You’ve got a TV. When the phones come up, you’ll have those too.”


  “Yeah, but we’ll be stuck here.”


  “No you won’t. I’ll leave you the truck. I’m taking that Chevy parked out back.”


  As far as I was concerned, the conversation was over. I didn’t want to hear anything else from Ken Stoler.


  I walked out of the office, down the hallway, and was five steps from the door when Octavio came bounding down the stairs in a rush of knees and elbows, yelling at me in Spanish and pointing back up the stairs.


  I thought I heard the word ‘baño’ and I knew that meant bathroom, but there was no calming him. I tried to hold him there and get him to slow down, but he broke away from me and ran back to the kitchen, yelling the whole way.


  There was a light on at the top of the stairs, but the stairs themselves were dark. I looked back at Ken and he shrugged, but I saw fear in his eyes.


  I pulled my gun and started up.


  As I mounted the steps I felt something sticky beneath my boots. I shined my light on the stairs and saw a long smear of blood leading up to the landing.


  I took a deep breath and kept going.


  Chapter 9


  There was a puddle of blood at the top of the stairs and a long black smear leading down a corridor to the right. I kept my gun up, working the corners to maximize cover, and followed the blood trail into the locker room.


  The locker room was at the far back corner of the second floor, and I knew there was no other way out. Whatever it was, I was about to meet it face-to-face.


  The blood trail led into the bathroom. The floor was white tile, and the black blood glistened against it like a poorly made brush stroke. The smell made me want to vomit.


  I passed the banks of urinals and turned the corner into the showers, my finger on the trigger, ready to fire. There, propped against the back wall in a puddle of his own blood, was Carlos. He had pulled his bandage off and tossed it aside. His eyes were cloudy white, but streaked with crimson. They were vacant and sunken into his face like pits. The barrel of his gun was resting across his chest.


  I lowered my gun. “What are you doing up here?”


  He didn’t seem to hear me.


  “Carlos?”


  His hand and his gun fell from his chest and hit the tile beside him. He still held it loosely.


  “What are you doing, Carlos?”


  “Did you come up here to stop me?”


  His voice shook me. It was coming out of lungs that even as we spoke were filling with blood.


  “What can you say to stop me?”


  He was right, of course. There was nothing I could say. I had no idea what kind of pain he was in, and it wasn’t fair for me to judge him for wanting to put it behind him. It still horrified me, though.


  “Are you…you gonna say…”


  “No,” I said quickly. “No. I won’t stop you or say anything.”


  I watched him roll his eyes to the ceiling. His chest rose and fell with the pain of breathing.


  “Carlos,” I said softly. “I’m so sorry.”


  He coughed hard. “There’s nothing to be sorry for,” he said. “You didn’t bite me.”


  “That’s not what I meant. I’m sorry that you’re hurting and I can’t do anything for you. I don’t know anything about how to use the stuff around here.”


  He coughed again, and black bits of his lungs landed in his lap. He looked down at the pieces of himself and moaned horribly.


  I didn’t know how to comfort him and I felt like all I was doing was making his last moments painfully public.


  But at the same time, I don’t think he wanted me to leave. He wanted to talk, to say anything, just to keep his hold on his humanity for a little while longer.


  I lowered my eyes to the tile, feeling like an idiot. He needed to hear something from me, something that acknowledged his humanity, but I couldn’t think of anything that made sense.


  “Eddie?”


  “What is it, Carlos?”


  “I’m really scared. I don’t want this to happen. I want to hold my son again.”


  “I know, Carlos. I’m sorry.”


  “I’m going to miss hearing people speak,” he said. “I’m going to miss the sound of words.”


  “Carlos, I don’t know what to say. I wish I could say something to make this all better, but I can’t.”


  “It’s fine,” he said, and let his chin fall to his chest.


  He was quiet for a long time after that. Finally he said, “Did you call your wife?”


  “Yes.”


  “Is she okay?”


  “Yes, I think so. She’s scared.”


  “And Matthew?”


  “What?” Matthew was his son’s name.


  “You have a boy, right?”


  “Yes. I think he’s fine, too.”


  “I have a son.”


  “I know. I’ve seen his picture.”


  “Yeah. I’d like to see him. Can you get it for me? In my wallet.”


  I nodded quietly and got his wallet out of his back pocket. There was a picture of his wife and his son and I took it out and put it in his hands.


  He looked down at it and coughed. His chin sank into his chest and I saw his whole body deflate as the breath left his body.


  For a moment, I thought he was gone. But then his eyes flew open and he screamed—or tried to, anyway. It turned to liquid in his throat.


  He was panting heavily. I had my finger wrapped around my trigger, the gun tucked out of sight behind me, just in case he turned before he got what he wanted to say out.


  When at last he settled into a series of shallow breaths he said, “Do you know what’s so scary about dying like this?”


  I shook my head. My finger fell off the trigger.


  “I’m losing my mind. I mean, I’m really losing it. I can’t think.”


  “It’s the pain. I know it hurts.”


  “No, not the pain. It’s the forgetting, the not feeling anything.”


  “Carlos, I—”


  “I have a wife.”


  “I know.”


  “But I don’t know her. I don’t remember her. I can’t even think of her name. I try to think of her and I don’t see anything in my mind. There’s nothing there. It’s a blank space and nothing else. I know I’m supposed to love her, but I don’t remember love or pain or any of it. My son…don’t tell him I couldn’t remember his name.”


  “I won’t.”


  “I won’t have a soul, will I?”


  There was no use in me saying anything. Nothing I could say could reach him anymore. He was becoming a shell.


  “Leave me alone,” he said, suddenly sounding lucid again.


  “What are you going to—”


  “Leave me one bullet.”


  “Carlos—”


  “Hurry.” He coughed several times, hard. “Please.”


  I hurried. I took the magazine from his gun and checked to make sure there was one in the chamber.


  “Okay,” I said as I helped him put his fingers around the grip. I had to help him lift it to his mouth. It took two hands, it was so heavy.


  “Okay,” he said.


  “I’ll be outside.”


  I turned and walked away. Just around the corner I stopped, and waited, and listened.


  I flinched when the gun went off. The sound of it reverberated so loudly in the shower stall I thought it would split the floor under my feet.


  My head fell back against the wall and I let the tears fall freely. When I caught my breath I wiped my nose across the back of my arm and went back to his body.


  He was dead. The gun was down by his side and his head rested peacefully against the wall. His mouth was slightly open in a mock expression of surprise, but there was very little blood on the wall behind him. I was surprised by that. It almost looked clean.


  I kneeled down in front of him and wondered how something so awful could have happened. None of it made sense.


  I heard footsteps on the tile floor coming up behind me—fast, hurried footsteps. I didn’t bother to turn around.


  It was the gardener, Octavio. His voice was soft, apologetic. “¿Señor?”


  “Get out,” I said in a hoarse whisper, turning my head only slightly in his direction.


  “¿Señor?”


  “God damn it,” I said, spinning around and stabbing my gun at him. “Get out. Get out. Get the hell out of here!”


  On his face was tenderness. There was no sign of fear in it. Only grace. He looked beyond me to Carlos and crossed himself. Then he turned and walked away and left me with my gun pointing at nothing.


  Chapter 10


  I closed his eyes with the palm of my hand.


  There was nothing I could do for the body. It would have to stay there until the world was back on its rails, and that looked to be a long ways off from where I was standing.


  Besides, my own family was out there, somewhere, and they needed me.


  But I was also thinking about his wife and son not knowing whether he was alive or dead.


  At least I had been able to talk to my wife. The cruel change that killed Carlos had robbed him of even that kindness.


  I took the gun from Carlos’s hand. The slide was still locked back in the empty position. I collected all the remaining ammunition and divided the bullets evenly between our two guns. It worked out to fourteen rounds a piece.


  I took his driver’s license out of his wallet, and slipped it into my gun belt. His address wasn’t far from the station.


  Downstairs, the others were sitting in the break room around a cheap plywood card table. Ken was over by the sink, watching me warily.


  When I walked into the room they all stopped talking and stiffened nervously. I probably looked a little crazy. I’m sure Octavio told them what he had seen upstairs in the shower.


  I didn’t try to change their minds. I put the gun on the table so that one of them could grab it.


  “There’s a gun for you. Una pistola. And here are the keys to your truck. Sus llaves para la troca. You’ve got fourteen bullets for the gun. I don’t know how to say bullets in Spanish. I’m sorry. Lock the door behind me when I leave. Or go somewhere else. I don’t care.”


  With that I walked away. None of them said anything to me. They just watched me walk out the door and into the night.


  Ken followed me out to the parking lot. “Officer Hudson,” he said. His voice sounded winded. “Officer Hudson, wait. Please.”


  I slowed, but kept walking.


  He caught up with me. “Officer Hudson, where are you going?”


  “I told you,” I said. “I’m going to find my family. I’m not staying here.”


  “You can’t leave us.”


  “We’ve already had this conversation,” I said. “You’re as safe here as anywhere.”


  “But the other officer? Did you—”


  “No.”


  “But I heard a shot—”


  “He did it himself.”


  “Oh.”


  I got to the truck and unlocked it. The inside looked like crap. There were empty soda cans and fast food wrappers and packs of cigarettes everywhere. It smelled like stale smoke and sweat. The dashboard was blistered and cracked from years of exposure to the south Texas sun.


  I swept all the trash off the seat and climbed in.


  “Officer,” Ken said. “I don’t want to stay here. I want to keep moving. That’s the best way to stay alive.”


  “I’m not taking you anywhere,” I said. “I’m going to pick up Carlos’s family and then my family. Nowhere else.”


  “That’s fine,” he said. “Just as long as I don’t have to get boxed in somewhere.”


  “Suit yourself,” I said, and waited with the truck in gear for him to climb in.


  He wrinkled his nose at the smell, and had to push his glasses back up.


  “This is the station commander’s truck?”


  “Yep,” I said, and peeled out of the parking lot.


  He held on to the door as we turned onto the road. “You’d think a high-ranking firefighter like a station commander could afford something better than this.”


  He was bouncing all over the seat.


  “It runs,” I said. “That’s all that counts.”


  Carlos’s address was on the near west side. It was pretty close to downtown, but still on the west side of Jewett Street, which serves as the boundary line between the West and Downtown Divisions.


  Most of the neighborhoods west of Jewett were rough, but the families there tried to keep their homes in good shape. They mowed their grass and planted trees and had contracts with termite companies.


  But the people on the east side of Jewett had given up a long time ago.


  In the old days, those streets had been the heroin capital of San Antonio.


  My district was just a couple of miles north of Carlos’s neighborhood, and I used to make calls on both sides of Jewett when the downtown guys were getting hammered with calls. I knew the area well enough, so I was able to stay away from the high-traffic areas and still make pretty good time.


  I rolled the windows down and let the breeze cool my head. Carlos’s death upset me in a way I couldn’t really understand. He and I were never really anything more than passing acquaintances, yet I felt his absence like I was missing someone I had known and cared about for years.


  I couldn’t see any lights, and I found my thoughts mirrored by the uncertain darkness surrounding me. Almost directly overhead, the clouds were backlit with moonlight and shined like wet pewter. On the horizon, the clouds were tinged with a dull orange and streaked through with charcoal scars.


  Ken saw me watching the darkened houses slip past and said, “I’m sorry about your friend.”


  “Thanks,” I said, not really wanting to talk with him.


  “I mean it,” he said. “I know you don’t think I understand. After what I said earlier, I mean. But I do. I do understand.”


  We passed two men on their knees who were eating a body they had ripped apart. They looked up as we drove by, blood and gore oozing from their lips.


  “I lost somebody too,” he said.


  “Yeah?”


  He nodded. “That zombie I told you about? That one I tied up back at the school?”


  “I remember.”


  His glasses were hanging on the tip of his nose, but he didn’t touch them. He looked down at his lap and took a breath.


  “Her name was Margaret Sewell. She was a teacher at the school.”


  “Were you guys—”


  “No,” he said quickly. “Nothing like that. I would have liked us to be, but I never got the nerve to ask her out.”


  “I’m sorry,” I said.


  “Thanks.” And then it was his turn to look out the window.


  We drove on for a little while, dodging crowds when we saw them, staying away from traffic jams, and we talked about the zombies.


  “You basically have three kinds of zombies,” he said. “At least that’s how we divide them up on my website. You got the Hollywood zombies, like in the movies, though sometimes people call those Pittsburgh zombies because that’s where Night of the Living Dead was made. They’re dead people that have been re-animated somehow.


  “Next you’ve got the Haitian voodoo zombies. Those are living people who have had their free will stolen by a witch doctor. They’re used as slaves, primarily. Some argue that the Hollywood zombie is just an extension of the Haitian voodoo zombie, but I don’t think so.


  “The reason I got into talking about zombies, though, is because of the philosophical kind. They’re mainly a thought experiment that philosophers use to talk about consciousness. It’s really just a sexy version of the classic ‘other minds’ problem, but I think it’s a really cool way of stating the problem. How do I know I’m not the only being in the universe with consciousness? That sort of thing.”


  I turned off the street we had been driving down because of a large crowd and said, “But I thought you said we were dealing with a virus.”


  “I still think we are,” he said. “I’m just telling you about the website. These people walking around here don’t really fit into any of the categories I mentioned.”


  “So, what’s your take on them?”


  “Well, first off, these people are all still alive. A lot of the hard questions would go away if they were dead. Some of the hard questions, anyway. You’d still have to deal with the religious implications of re-animated corpses, but as it is right now, those zombies are going to raise a lot of legal issues for people such as yourself.”


  “Questions like what?”


  “Well, they all revolve around the issue of consciousness. How much of it do those people have left. If they have any degree of it, then we have to ask if they’re culpable for attacking the living. Can you arrest a zombie, or even a near-zombie, for eating somebody? And what about the living? The people who aren’t infected? Obviously it’s self-defense if they shoot a zombie who’s trying to eat them, but what about all the thousands of zombies that are just wandering around, unable to find somebody to eat? Do we shoot them because they might attack us? Do we have an obligation to contain them and try to find a cure for this virus? Do we take the utilitarian approach and kill them all before they have a chance to spread the virus to the rest of the world?”


  I almost laughed at him. “Is that the kind of thing you guys discuss on your website?”


  “Well, yeah. Those are all valid issues.”


  “Sounds like something for the courts to decide,” I said. “Maybe the military. I’m just a cop. I enforce the law, I don’t make it.”


  “But that’s not really true, is it?” He turned to me and pushed his glasses back in place. It made him look like a fat little cherub. “As a cop, you’re on the front lines of morality. The really important details, the freedoms we have, or had, as Americans, are decided in the blink of an eye by men and women like you on every street in the country. When you’re called to act, you do it based on your training, sure, but you also act on your own personal standard of what’s right and wrong. I hope you live through this, Eddie, I really do. I hope your family lives through this. And I hope you realize that what you do in the next few days and weeks will go beyond mundane legal issues like search and seizure. It’s going to be about life and death. About humanity, as you put it.”


  “You really like talking about this stuff, don’t you?”


  “Of course,” he said. “And what better vehicle for it than the zombie? Imagine it, a being caught between life and death, deciding issues of life and death for the rest of us. There’s a sort of poetic symmetry in that, don’t you think?”


  As he was talking I watched a man pull a woman’s leg off her body with his teeth and start to eat on the thigh. I looked for the poetic symmetry.


  He didn’t notice though. He was on a roll.


  “There’s more, of course, than just the philosophical side of it. I think a virus is causing this, like I told you, and that means we have to ask how it’s spread. Transmission of bodily fluids is the most likely culprit. Blood, for example. But, obviously, a bite will do it too. Maybe even a scratch, if the fingernail doing the scratching has the virus on it.”


  “But how do you suppose it got out of Houston? From what it looked like on the TV, this is happening in a lot of places.”


  “I don’t know yet,” he said. “That’s something to look into later, for sure. But there are precedents, you know. The Black Death was spread by fleas on rats, and Typhoid Mary showed how a single infected person could start an epidemic. Maybe it’s fleas, or ticks, or a combination of insects. Fleas and mosquitoes, maybe.”


  That didn’t sit well with me. I could shoot a zombie if I had to. Hell, I could shoot a whole army of them if I had to. But I couldn’t shoot a flea.


  “Any idea on why it formed? The virus, I mean.”


  “Well, that’s the question of the day, isn’t it? Could be any number of factors. Unsanitary conditions in the wake of the Houston hurricanes probably. Who knows, though? Maybe it’s not even a virus. Maybe it’s a bacteria. A super bacterium brought on by doctors over-prescribing antibiotics.”


  “So what you’re saying is, you have absolutely no clue.”


  “Basically, yeah. This is just me talking. One of the things that might help us though is the issue of cross-species contamination.”


  “Like zombie cats and dogs?”


  “Exactly!” He said it triumphantly, like he’d just won a convert to his cause, whatever that was. “Although I was going to come back to the issue of consciousness. Suppose it’s a virus that somehow thrives on the complex functions of the human mind. Another way of looking at it would be that it eats the mind away.”


  “Like Alzheimer’s disease.”


  “Unfortunately, yes. Only this virus would work much faster. In hours instead of years. And when it’s done with the mind, it eats the body.”


  “Can a virus do that?”


  “I don’t know. Maybe. We’ll be able to say more if there are incidents of cross-species contamination. That would tell us how much of a mind you have to have in order to lose it. Are there zombie dolphins out in the Gulf of Mexico? Are there zombie chimps in the zoo or zombie killer whales in SeaWorld?”


  “That would be something,” I said. “I wonder if a zombie whale would remember to come up for air.”


  “Interesting,” he said. “Definitely food for thought.”


  I saw a man moving quickly down the street. There was a good-sized group behind him, and they were obviously all zombies. I slowed down to check on the man, thinking he was running from the others.


  I leaned over to Ken’s side of the truck and called out to him through the open window.


  “You okay?” I asked.


  He stopped near the front tire on Ken’s side and wheeled around to face us. The side of his face was one continuous wound, from his ear all the way down to his shoulder.


  “Oh crap,” Ken said. “Go, Eddie, go.”


  I didn’t give him a chance to move any closer. I pointed the truck down the road and gunned it.


  “Why did you do that?” Ken asked.


  “I thought he was, you know, not a zombie.”


  “You couldn’t tell from the way he was walking?”


  “No. You mean you could?”


  He just shook his head and we drove on in silence. Ken watched the destruction with pity in his eyes, and it looked like he was adding up the human toll.


  “Eddie,” he said, his tone suddenly very serious. “What are we doing?”


  “We’re going to pick up Carlos’s wife and child. Then we’re going to pick up my family.”


  “Are you sure this is the right thing to do? I mean, how do you know his family is still safe? Look at all this. The outbreak has hit this place hard.”


  “I didn’t ask you to come along,” I said. But what I didn’t say was that I had been wondering the same thing. I wondered what in the hell I hoped to accomplish by going to Carlos’s family and telling them he was dead. What could I possibly say to her? Yes, your husband’s really dead. How do I know? Well, you see, I held the gun so he could shoot himself. No, no, it was painless. I promise. And yes, he did ask about you. Sort of, anyway.


  I turned it over in my head, thinking about how to say it, but everything I could think of sounded equally cruel and inadequate.


  And yet, for all that, I didn’t turn the truck around. I kept going, driving and thinking about—


  Gunfire.


  The muzzle flash caught the corner of my eye. I recognized the high, metallic pop of a small caliber pistol and I locked up the brakes.


  I slid the truck to a stop and I jumped out, looking around for the shooter and whatever he was shooting at.


  Ken jumped out behind me. “What are you doing?” he said. “Get back in the truck.”


  “Gunfire,” I said back to him. “That means somebody back there has a gun. Maybe they can help us.”


  “Don’t be stupid, Eddie. Let’s get out of here.”


  “This first,” I said.


  “Fine,” he said. “But I’m not staying.”


  “What?”


  I was already in the yard. He never left the street. Before I could stop him, he jumped in the truck, threw it in gear, and peeled out down the street, leaving me in a cloud of acrid smoke.


  I screamed for him to come back, but of course he didn’t.


  I couldn’t believe it. The bastard left me alone and exposed, just like that. No warning. No nothing.


  Just then I heard another gunshot, and that snapped my attention back to the houses behind me.


  There were no zombies that I could see. I pulled my gun and started slowly toward the spot where I saw the flash.


  “Police,” I said.


  Silence.


  “Police,” I said again. “Can you hear me?”


  I inched my way around the back corner of the house, ready to fire. There was an officer standing in the backyard with his back to me. In front of him was a patrol sergeant and two other men, and they had that zombie look in their eyes.


  There were two other bodies face down in the grass.


  The officer with his back to me spun around and nearly shot me.


  “Stop,” I said. “It’s me, Eddie Hudson.”


  He didn’t say anything, but I recognized him. His name was Arguello, from the Downtown Division. It looked like he had been through hell. His shirt was torn at the shoulder so that I could see his body armor and T-shirt, and he was covered in dust.


  When I looked at his face for some indication that he recognized me, I saw his cheeks were streaked with tears.


  “Step aside,” I said, and dodged around him to fire at the zombies behind him.


  The one in front changed direction when he saw me. I fired once at his forehead and put him down. Then I turned to the zombie in the sergeant’s uniform.


  But I never got the chance to fire. Before I could pull the trigger, Arguello tackled me from the side and slammed me to the ground so hard it knocked the wind out of me.


  I broke contact with him when we hit the ground and rolled away. He came after me, scrambling to keep me from getting to my feet.


  I slapped at him as I rolled away, but he had the jump on me, and he was stronger and faster than me, too. He was able to kick my legs out from under me and push me face down in the dust. He held me there.


  “What the hell are you doing?” I said. “Let me up.”


  He didn’t answer. I struggled to turn my head back in the direction of the house, and saw the two remaining zombies were getting closer.


  “Let me up.”


  “I won’t let you shoot him,” he said, his voice choked with tears. “I won’t.”


  “Let me up, damn it. Hurry.”


  My gun was a few feet from my face. He got off me, picked it up, and tucked it into his back pocket.


  I rolled away as fast as I could and got to my feet. The zombies were closer to him, and they both turned on him.


  Arguello moved quickly, stepping around the sergeant and firing one shot at the zombie in civilian clothes. That one folded to the ground instantly.


  But he didn’t shoot the zombie sergeant. He wouldn’t even point his gun at him. He let his gun fall to his thigh and as the zombie got closer, he just stood there and cried, his whole chest shaking with sobs.


  “What are you doing?” I said. “Shoot him.”


  He turned his gun on me. “You stay away from him. Stay away!”


  The sergeant’s face was torn to pieces. His neck was a gaping hole, and there was dried blood all down the front of his uniform.


  Arguello stood there, letting the zombie inch toward him. He didn’t make any attempt to move out of the way.


  When the sergeant got close enough I was able to read his name tag. It said ARGUELLO, and I didn’t need to ask any more questions after that. I knew there was a Sergeant Arguello, and I knew there was an Officer Arguello, but it never occurred to me that they were father and son.


  “You can’t do anything for him,” I said, my voice softer now that I understood.


  “Shut up, Hudson.”


  “You have to protect yourself. No one can help him now. You have to look out for yourself.”


  “You don’t know that. You don’t know shit, Hudson. I can take him somewhere. Somebody can do something. Maybe they have a cure.”


  “He’s too close to you,” I said. “Back up.”


  He didn’t answer. He just cried.


  As calmly as I could I reached up and grabbed him by the shoulder. He shook me off the first time, but then he let me pull him back.


  When I got him out of the way, the zombie turned on me.


  I backed up slowly, and stepped away from Arguello so the zombie would follow me instead.


  When I was far enough away from Arguello I let the zombie reach for me. As his hands came up I grabbed his right wrist and twisted it upwards, sidestepping around the body and pushing the back of his head with my other hand.


  It was easy to take him off balance, and I threw him face down on the ground with a standard arm-bar takedown. I’ve done the same move a thousand times on a thousand drunks.


  I came down on top of him with my knee on his back, wrenched his arm all the way up, and cuffed him as quickly as I could.


  It happened fast. As I slapped the other cuff on, I heard Arguello screaming at me, and I braced for the impact.


  He laid into me with his shoulder and sent me flying off the thing that used to be his father.


  The whole time he was screaming at me, but nothing I could understand. He was totally overcome with grief and rage and there was no reaching him.


  As I scrambled out from under him I saw his gun pointed at me. I slapped at him and with a lucky blow managed to knock the gun from his hands.


  He didn’t bother to go after it. He charged me, bear-hugged me, and threw me to the ground.


  We both went down, kicking and punching. He was all over me. Every time I got a grip on him, he was able to break it and turn my weight against me.


  He swung his elbow up and caught me in the bottom lip. I saw purple and tasted blood. Then he tossed me to one side and I landed hard on my back.


  As I hit the ground all I could see was a spot of ground lit up by my flashlight.


  He got to his feet first and charged me. I grabbed the flashlight and swung it at him, catching him hard under the jaw with a good solid stroke.


  He fell to his knees, bleeding, and I didn’t wait for him to get up again. I swung the flashlight again and hit him right behind the ear. He fell backwards, and stayed down.


  I staggered up to my feet, swaying all over the place. The yard was spinning so fast I had to double over and put my hands on my knees just to keep from falling over.


  “Holy crap,” I said, wheezing through the blood. A long rope of bloody spit fell onto the ground between my boots.


  I picked up both guns from the ground, holstered mine and unloaded his. Arguello had six rounds in the gun and a full magazine on his belt.


  I took the full magazine and put the magazine with the six bullets back in his belt. He rolled over and groaned, but was nowhere close to getting back on his feet.


  “Don’t you hurt him, Hudson,” he said. “I swear to God I’ll fucking kill you.”


  “I’m sorry,” I said. “I really am.”


  I threw his empty gun in the dust in front of him and walked back to the street.


  I could hear him yelling at me the whole time.


  There were zombies in the street. Not many at first, but enough to make a break for it into a suicide run. And there were more coming. Some of them stayed close to a nearby car, while others entered the yards on either side of me.


  I wondered briefly if Ken had seen this coming.


  I knew I wouldn’t be able to make it to the car. They had it surrounded. I could have dodged some, and shot some more, but there were so many of them they would have overwhelmed me long before I could get the car moving.


  I ran back between the houses. Some of the zombies were close enough to grab at me, but I was moving fast, and their reaction time was slow. I never let them get a solid grip.


  Arguello was on his hands and knees, trying to stand up. He had crawled part of the way across the yard, over to where his father was still trying to get back on his feet, but he hadn’t gone very far from where I left him.


  I ran by him and took the back fence at full speed, jumping onto it, and swinging myself over without bothering to look at what I was jumping into.


  As soon as I hit the ground, I froze. There were more zombies entering the yard from the next street, pouring into the backyard on both sides of the house. I looked to my right, prepared to move that way, but the next yard over was already overrun.


  I couldn’t go back, and I couldn’t go forward. Somehow I was surrounded and I hadn’t even seen it coming.


  My heart was hammering inside my chest. I backed up into the fence and looked around for I don’t know what.


  There was a small storage shed back in the corner of the yard. I ran to it and jumped up on the roof.


  From the roof, I could see the zombies pouring into the yard and surrounding Arguello. He was back on his feet, but he was still groggy and he staggered as badly as the zombies.


  A group of them closed in on him.


  He picked his gun up and tried to fire, but nothing happened when he pulled the trigger.


  He stared at it stupidly for a moment before his training kicked in. Arguello came up with a magazine, slapped it into place, and pulled back on the slide, ready to shoot.


  The first shot wasn’t even close. It hit high up on the corner of the house. The next shot hit one of the zombies in the shoulder.


  After that he started firing wildly into the crowd, wasting all his ammunition.


  The zombies took him down, and ripped him apart, but through it all he never made a sound.


  “I’m sorry,” I said.


  But I had problems of my own. I was completely surrounded. There were dozens of zombies slapping their hands against the sides of the shed, reaching for me.


  I pushed myself up to the highest part of the roof, looking everywhere for a way out.


  They couldn’t reach me—at least not yet. But there were enough of them that the weight of their bodies pressing up against the shed could topple it over. They had already torn down a section of the wooden fence and were moving back and forth between the two yards.


  The yard where Arguello had just died was crowded with zombies. There were just as many around me. I couldn’t go into either yard and expect to last very long. I turned around and around on the roof of that little shed, looking for a way out, but I kept seeing the same things and same shredded faces over and over again.


  As I turned I slipped, and my knee hit the shingles.


  Off balance, I started to slide.


  I panicked, shot a hand out, and caught a corner of the roof. The suddenness of it caused my head to jerk up, and I managed to get a quick glimpse of the yard to the left of the one I was in.


  It wasn’t more than six or seven feet away, but I was so panicked I hadn’t even seen it until just then.


  I counted eight zombies. They were banging against the fence to get to me, but there weren’t enough of them to break through.


  It was a way out. I thought if I could jump into that yard I could hit the ground running and keep going.


  The only problem would be fighting off the zombies when I landed.


  But then I remembered I didn’t have to fight them. All I had to do was shoot them. I had a pistol. There were almost thirty rounds in the gun. I could just pop them from where I was and jump into an empty yard.


  Piece of cake.


  But I hadn’t figured on aiming while the zombies below me were rocking the shed.


  The distance to the target was no problem. My shooting wasn’t the greatest, but three yards was pretty easy, even for me. At least I thought it would be easy.


  It was like trying to shoot from a surfboard on choppy seas. Getting a clean head shot was hard, and I knew from past experience that it took too many body shots with a pistol to put even one zombie down. I put a lot of rounds into their faces and glanced a few off the sides of their heads, but I only got a kill shot every six or seven shots I made.


  By the time I ran out of ammo, there were still two of them left on their feet.


  And the zombies below me were rocking the shed. It was getting harder and harder to keep my balance, and I knew that if I was going to make a break for it, it would have to be right then. It was the last, best chance.


  I crouched down like a sprinter at the gates and tried to focus on the jump. The yard below me was a seething carpet of faces and hands. I took a breath, forcing down the nausea and the fear, and jumped.


  One of the zombies grabbed me as I landed. We both tumbled to the ground and I rolled off him. Once I was on my feet I took off running and didn’t stop until I was out in the street, all the zombies behind me.


  I stood there huffing, looking around in utter disbelief. I had heard people talk about mental exhaustion, about getting to that point when the mind refuses to go any further, but I had always thought it was just hyper-bole. I didn’t realize it was actually possible to get to that point.


  But even as I stood there, listening to the hordes behind me as they crashed through the fences like an approaching tidal wave, a little voice inside me pleaded for a little more. You’ve got to move.


  Ken Stoler’s act of treachery had left me without a ride, and I felt like a doomed man, waiting for the gallows door to drop.


  The zombies were wandering back through the houses, and as I looked behind me, I saw more and more of them filtering into the street.


  You’ve got to move.


  Chapter 11


  I ran for it.


  I passed dark, beat-up clapboard houses that leaned in on themselves at unsafe-looking angles and sagged under the weight of years of neglect. Few were painted. Most were worn gray from the weather and their porches looked like there was no way they could hold a man’s weight. The yards were small, the grass thin and scraggly. They were strewn with old machine parts and junked cars.


  I ran down the center of the street because I didn’t want to get boxed in again. With no ammunition, I had to avoid a fight. There was no way I would be able to fend off a whole crowd of zombies with just my baton. Even a small group of twenty or so would be able to overpower me.


  The zombies I had just escaped were blocking the street to the west, so I headed east.


  When I got to Appleton Street, I got my first good look at the highways. Appleton ran north-south across the near west side, then curved east and went straight up to the highway. Whenever I made arrests, Appleton was the street I used to get on the freeway for the drive downtown. From there it was a quick five-minute car ride to the jail.


  I was used to running into traffic on Appleton because it was a major road, but I wasn’t prepared at all for the mess waiting for me. The street was a bumper-to-bumper junkyard of abandoned cars.


  I looked up and down Appleton and saw cars crashed out all over the road. Off to the south, I could see most of them still had their headlights on, and they looked like cats’ eyes.


  I used to enjoy watching the ebb and flow of traffic. It always fascinated me the way it pulsed, gathering up in knots at the stoplights and then spacing out again at the green, like the movement of blood through the body.


  San Antonio had once been a living entity, with vigor in its veins driven by the pulse of its streets, but now the streets that were the city’s arteries and blood vessels were frozen, the blood congealed in the veins.


  The city itself had become a zombie, dying on its feet.


  I kept my head low and started checking the cars that looked like they could be driven away.


  Most of them were hung up in traffic and couldn’t be moved, but I finally found an old beat-up Monte Carlo resting in the grass near the turnoff to a small side street. It looked like crap, but the keys were in it.


  The dashboard was covered in trash. I swept it off with my hand and a little clear plastic baggie of marijuana fell onto the passenger seat. It caught my eye immediately, and it made me laugh, not because it was especially funny but because of what it represented.


  Back when the world was normal, I’d search cars looking for stuff like that bag of weed. I used to find plenty of it, too. But as I looked around and saw how thoroughly the world had changed, that little bag of weed seemed a pathetic link to the way things used to be.


  I turned the key, but all I got was the lame whirling noise of a bad starter. I tried it again and got the same noise.


  “Come on, you piece of crap,” I said. “Come on.”


  I hit the steering wheel. Mashed down on the gas. Nothing. The engine wouldn’t turn.


  I saw a group of zombies moving through the back patio of a bar across the street, and they turned towards me when they heard the noise.


  There was one zombie out in front, moving faster than the others. I cranked the engine again and kept an eye on him.


  The Monte Carlo still wouldn’t start, and the fast-moving zombie entered the street. In the time it took me to crank the car again he was already across the street and banging at the passenger window.


  When he started around the front of the car I stepped out and snapped my baton open. He came around the fender with his hands already reaching for me.


  I waited for him to get within striking distance and then I dropped him with a full baseball bat–style swing to the side of his head.


  He landed face down in the grass and didn’t get up again.


  But while I was fooling around with him, the others were getting closer. I got back in the car and kept cranking. There was nothing, nothing, and then all of a sudden the engine roared up. It was knocking and chugging, but it was running.


  One of the zombies grabbed at the windshield just as I dropped it into gear and took off. I caught his arm in the side-view mirror and spun him around violently.


  He landed in the grass next to the fast-moving zombie, and I was off before he could stand up again.


  I headed west for two blocks, and then south again. Driving that Monte Carlo was a pain in the ass. The seat was busted. It was stuck as far back from the steering wheel as it would go, leaning into the backseat, so that I had to sit up with no back support just to keep control of the car.


  I didn’t want to get it going too fast either, because every time I stepped on the brake it felt like I was stepping on a wet sponge.


  But I was lucky to have a car at all, I told myself. And I was lucky to have gotten away from Appleton Street with my life.


  I kept telling myself how lucky I was as I drove through wreckage that seemed to be getting worse.


  When I got to the intersection of Beaumont and Fletcher, I had to slow down to go around a wreck, and I just happened to look off to my right.


  There was a police car down there! I could tell right away that it was one of ours because it had the parking lights on. They train us to leave them on when we’re out of the car so we can see each other from a long way off in the dark.


  I turned the Monte Carlo toward the cruiser. When I pulled up I saw that it was a traffic car. It had a video camera mounted on the inside of the windshield and there were radar antennas all over the place.


  I walked around the police car. It was beautiful, not a scratch on it. Compared to the crap they give us on patrol, it was immaculate. There was even a brand-new shotgun in the trunk. Those bastards in traffic always get the best toys.


  I got in, cranked it up, and it purred like a kitten. Everything worked. It was strange to sit in a police car that didn’t smell like sweat and oil and cheap air fresheners and a drunk’s puke. There was even a little trash bag tied to the inside of the passenger door.


  I flipped on the PA speakers and said, “Can anyone hear this? If you can hear me, come out in the street.”


  I was risking another zombie encounter by doing that, but if the traffic officer who was assigned to this car was anywhere around, I didn’t want to leave him stranded.


  But no one came out. He was either dead or injured, and, in either case, I couldn’t help him. I took Carlos’s driver’s license from my belt and placed it over the gauges on the dashboard.


  The car handled like a dream. On patrol, we have to drive through fields and jump curbs and do all kinds of crazy things to our cars, but obviously traffic didn’t do that kind of stuff.


  In no time at all I had the windows down and I was cruising down Fletcher Street towards Carlos’s house.


  Chapter 12


  Carlos’s neighborhood was nicer than the neighborhoods I had just come from.


  As I turned into the main entrance, the streets seemed to open up. There were no cars on the curb, and no front yard fences to chop up the views.


  I saw open spaces, and trees, and yards with green healthy grass reaching all the way up to the front steps. They were old houses, but they were sturdy and well-maintained.


  “Well done, Carlos,” I said to myself as I passed a rather impressive red-brick house with a little fountain in the front yard. This neighborhood was a good catch on a policeman’s salary. Maybe his wife worked, too.


  But the destruction had come to Carlos’s neighborhood, too.


  Just off the main entrance I saw a burnt Tudor-style house at one corner. I probably would have missed it completely if I hadn’t seen one of the curtains billowing into the air like the swish of a girl’s skirt. It floated on the breeze, sticking out of a charred hole where the kitchen window used to be. It seemed so sad and silent.


  And there were zombies here, too. They filtered into the street behind me as I drove by. None of them were a threat, though. The front yards were so big that I was halfway down the block before they could make it to the curb.


  Carlos’s street wasn’t all that different from any other in the neighborhood, except that there was a car crashed into the fence on the corner. The wooden slats of the fence were scattered around the yard like exploded matchsticks and the back right tire was sticking up into the air.


  I turned my spotlight into the passenger area and saw a body slumped over the wheel. It wasn’t moving.


  I stopped in front of Carlos’s house. It was done up in gray brick and brown siding, with well-trimmed hedges lining the front of the house and a black, wrought-iron light pole in the garden. The light wasn’t working.


  There were three large windows on the front of the house, and I turned the spotlight into each one of them, trying to see inside. There was no movement. The house was dark and the spotlight didn’t penetrate very far.


  I was hoping Carlos’s wife would see the spotlight and come out on her own, but it didn’t happen. I waited there in the car, looking around for more zombies, and wondering again if this was really such a good idea. Every minute I was away from April and Andrew was an invitation for something bad to happen to them. After all, I didn’t even know Carlos’s wife’s name.


  But I had come this far already, hadn’t I? Wasn’t it worth the chance that maybe I could do something good for Carlos’s family, even if I hadn’t been able to do anything for him?


  The question seemed to me to answer itself, and so I threw the shotgun over my shoulder and started up the front walk.


  My flashlight beam wasn’t much use either. I lit up the windows next to the front door, but couldn’t see anything. The whole house seemed strangely quiet.


  Cops always talk about that feeling. What they mean is that sensation when the hairs stand up on the back of your neck and you just know a situation is about to get really fucked up.


  Imagine wading through the ocean and suddenly feeling something big brush against your leg.


  That’s what that feeling feels like.


  And that’s pretty much the feeling I had as I walked around the house.


  The back door was blasted open. It had been one of those sliding glass doors that I thought every cop knew better than to put on his house. Pieces of glass were everywhere, inside and out. The house was wide open, and I thought I saw blood on the carpet. It was hard to tell for sure because the carpet was a deep pile brownish-maroon.


  All I knew for sure was that it was wet and sticky.


  The inside was split into two parts, with the kitchen, master bedroom, and dining room off to the left of the living room, and the smaller bedrooms off to the right. I started my sweep with the kitchen and worked back from there.


  As I entered the hallways leading off to the smaller bedrooms I tightened up. There was blood on the carpet, and more blood on the wall.


  I turned the corner into the first room I came to and saw baby clothes and toys all over the floor. A crib and a bookshelf were off near the back and there was a changing station near the inside left corner, away from the door.


  Matthew was there and there was blood on the changing pad and blood on the wall behind him. There was so much blood.


  And then it became abominable.


  He moved. His head lolled over and he looked at me, eyes vacant and milky white, like candle wax.


  I turned away.


  My head was swimming, and I staggered backwards from the changing station.


  The shotgun fell from my hands.


  My legs went weak and couldn’t hold me. I half fell, half slid down the wall into a pile in the corner.


  I couldn’t hang words on shock of that magnitude. As a parent, looking at that torn little body, I felt such a deep sense of violation that I was unable to pull myself back from it. Surely this was hell, because nothing else could ever debase the human condition as much as the sight of an infant made into such a horrible thing.


  A few moments passed.


  I finally looked up at the changing pad again and saw his arm hanging over the side, his hand grasping at the slick wooden paneling, unable to get a grip, and I wondered why it took something that horrible to convince me the world was dying. I would have preferred just about any death to this. Instead of a war or an asteroid or global warming, something that killed us from beyond ourselves, we were dying by implosion.


  I saw movement in the hallway. A woman’s body fell against the door to the nursery. She was wearing a T-shirt and panties. Her legs were sliced up in a hundred different randomly crossing angles. Blood was caked to her skin. Her hands and bottom jaw and the side of her head were torn open and black with infection.


  She stumbled into the room and stretched out her mangled hands to grab me.


  “What have you done?” I said, though I knew she couldn’t answer me. Besides, we were well beyond the point where answers mattered.


  When she was close enough to put her hands on me, I pushed her aside and stood up behind her. If there had been more range I could have used the beanbags, but we were very close together, and at less than five feet shooting someone with a beanbag is basically the same as shooting them with a really big bullet. The effect is the same, anyway.


  I didn’t want to risk splattering her blood all over me, not after what Ken had told me, so instead of shooting her I punched the back of her head with the butt of the shotgun. She went down, but not for good. I didn’t do enough damage. When she tried to get up I swung the butt of the shotgun down and put her away once and for all.


  Then I went over to Matthew’s body and tried to do the same thing to him. But I couldn’t do it. I stood over his small body with the shotgun raised over my head, and I kept telling myself that he was just a husk.


  But I couldn’t do it.


  I took the coward’s way out. I went to the garage and got the gas can Carlos used for the lawnmower. I poured it out on the carpet, and on Carlos’s wife, and threw a lit candle into the middle of the room.


  The fire caught hold, and I walked out of the house, leaving the flames to take their course.


  Chapter 13


  I thought maybe the house would blow up behind me as I drove away, something dramatic like that. The truth is I didn’t even know if that kind of thing worked in real life.


  I’ve handled plenty of house fires, but I’ve never seen a house blow up like they do in the movies. All I could do was hope the fire did take hold, and that mother and child were burned up in it.


  If there is such a thing as small mercies, then that is what happened. But I don’t know for sure. I took off down the street and never looked back.


  As I drove away, I tried to make myself believe there was a sense of closure in their deaths. They wouldn’t have to live without Carlos, and Carlos wouldn’t have to live without them.


  But even as I tried to convince myself that there was something good in what I’d seen, I knew I was being foolish. There was nothing good at all about it, and any attempt I could make to somehow put a good spin on it was just more moral cowardice.


  I focused on the street lamps. They weren’t working, but counting them was a mind-numbing diversion. I glided past them without having to think about problems that made my head hurt.


  I drove on until I got to Crane Street. Crane was another major cross street for the highway, and it was jammed up in the same horrible way Appleton had been.


  The only difference was that from Crane Street I could look down on the highway, and it gave me a good view of the intersection, and the highway beyond it.


  All the traffic was clogged up in the outgoing lanes, but the incoming lanes were empty. From the looks of it, all those people had tried to get out of town at the same time.


  The traffic jam was predictable. As soon as someone’s car broke down, or there was an accident, the flow shut down behind it like a clogged drain. Every single person stuck in the break down had been forced to foot it, and they were probably all dead, or worse. Not one person in that whole doomed parade had been able to think outside of their mental box and simply drive the wrong way up the highway.


  As I drove up the exit ramp, passing all the red signs that said WRONG WAY DO NOT ENTER, I remembered what my driving instructor at the Police Academy used to tell us. “The road is not a mandate,” he had said, standing on a picnic table in the middle of the Academy’s driving track. “It’s merely a suggestion.”


  It felt strange to drive the wrong way on the highway, even though mine seemed to be the only car moving. I kept expecting a huge truck to come barreling over the next hill and smear me across the pavement, but I went for miles without seeing any movement at all.


  I wasn’t far from my house when I saw the police car lights still flickering on the other side of the retaining wall.


  When I got close enough to see that it was one of ours, I pulled alongside it and put a light on it.


  I recognized the driver. His name was Martin Jackson, and he was unquestionably dead. No chance he was getting up again. His black skin and the brass captain’s bars on his collar were covered in blood from a long, jagged piece of metal that was stuck through his right eye and out the back of his skull.


  I didn’t know him very well, but rumor around the department was that he would make chief one day. Just forty years old and already a captain with a PhD in Criminal Justice, he had the world at his feet. The department had spent millions on his training in anticipation of the great things he would do one day, and now all that potential was bleeding out across the fender of his patrol car.


  I stepped over the wall and poked around his corpse with my flashlight. There were empty shell casings all around him, and it was obvious he had gone down fighting. I was glad for that. It was somehow fitting for someone with his reputation for being bigger than life.


  The magazine in his gun still had four rounds in it. I thumbed off the live rounds and put them into my own gun, but he didn’t have anything else I could use.


  I hesitated near the body, feeling like there was something else that needed to be done, but in the end I just got back into the traffic car and drove off.


  My own family was waiting.


  Chapter 14


  I drove up the freeway, passing miles of cars massed into gridlock, and it felt like driving through my worst nightmare. From a distance, things looked normal. But close up, with the veneer pulled down, reality seemed to blur and bend.


  The freeway was flanked on both sides by strip malls and apartment buildings and gas stations and all the areas people gravitate toward in their daily routines.


  I figured most of the people injured on the highway would have wandered down into those areas, looking for help, which meant everything down there was absolutely unsafe.


  When I turned onto Mariner Boulevard, I saw a huge crowd of zombies milling around between the cars. There had to be hundreds of them.


  The intersection was completely choked up with wrecked cars, and I ended up driving through some bushes and across a gas station’s landscaping just to get around it.


  Most of the zombies could only watch as I drove up the sidewalk on the other side of the street.


  I almost made it through the intersection without incident, but the sidewalk I was driving on ran out in front of the Fish Shack, where a group of about ten zombies had gathered. I was stuck between them and wall-to-wall traffic. There was no way to go around them, and backing up would have put me right back where I started from.


  I used the takedown lights to flood the entire area ahead of me with light. The zombie out in front never even flinched. He didn’t respond at all to the lights. I’ve never seen anyone look into the takedown lights and not have to turn their eyes away, but that zombie wasn’t fazed.


  He didn’t look away, but I did. His face was torn up, the whole lower half of his jaw gone. From his nose to his throat, his face was one gaping hole with clumps of dirt and shredded pieces of skin hanging on like pennants from the wound. His shirt was black with dried blood.


  Behind him the other zombies were a knot of arms and faces. They were coming into the narrow gap between a low concrete wall and the traffic.


  I punched it. I hit the zombie with the shredded face and heard the plastic bumper crunch under his weight. He slammed face down into the hood and tumbled across it, straight toward me. His forehead hit the base of the windshield and cracked it, and as he rolled off to my left he pulled one of the windshield wipers out of the cradle.


  I hit the others at a run, and I learned the hard way that it isn’t easy to run over a crowd of people.


  One went under the car and, as I drove over the others, the front tires lost traction.


  The car seemed to hover in the air for just a moment before it rolled to the right, like it was gradually going over on its side.


  I went off the curb and hit the side of a minivan.


  The car bounced back onto the sidewalk and I kept on the gas, pushing it through the bodies as fast as it would go.


  I could hear the car groaning with the impact.


  “Sorry, traffic,” I said. “I fucked up your pretty toy.”


  The back tires hit the ground with a thud as I rolled over their bodies, and the next thing I knew I was looking at an empty sidewalk.


  I didn’t let off the gas until I was past all the fast food places and into the residential part of Mariner.


  Once the road opened up, my mind cleared and the only thing I could think of was holding April and Andrew again. It never even crossed my mind that what had happened to Carlos’s wife and son could happen to my family.


  I was in denial, I guess.


  I entered my subdivision at the Alfoxden gate, and then went north on Swinburne to my street.


  But as I turned onto Lighthouse, all my confidence dissolved. The air in my street was heavy with smoke, and somebody’s trash had been scattered all over the pavement. Little pieces of paper were blowing down the street and across the yards like empty promises. There was a car smashed up on a brick mailbox about six doors down and a fat man in a white T-shirt and khaki pants was lying motionless, face down in the street.


  I drove around the body and stopped near my house. My front door was wide open, and I jumped out of the car in a panic. I didn’t even bother to grab the shotgun.


  I drew my gun and hit the front door running.


  My neighbor was standing in the doorway to my kitchen. Most of his right arm was missing and the side of his head had been torn away by somebody else’s teeth.


  He never even got a chance to turn around. I put my pistol up to the side of his head and fired.


  A man and a woman I didn’t recognize were on opposite ends of the couch in the living room and I shot them both.


  “April. April!”


  I shouted it over and over again as I ran from one room to the next, getting more and more desperate with every empty room I searched.


  They were gone. I stood in our bedroom, my chest heaving and my mind uncertain, unable to focus on anything. I must have retraced the same paths through the house five or six times before it began to sink in that they weren’t there.


  There were clothes on the floor and Andrew’s toys were all over the place. I looked at the mess, and for some reason thought, Garage! I hadn’t checked the garage.


  I ran through the kitchen, over the body of my dead neighbor, and into the garage.


  It was empty.


  April’s car was gone. I had bought her a brand-new black Nissan Xterra about three months after she got pregnant because I didn’t want her driving around in that crappy Ford Taurus she drove all through college. But it was gone.


  I stood in the doorway, and felt totally lost.


  I would have still been standing there, looking at my empty garage, if I hadn’t heard the crunch of broken glass behind me.


  When I turned around, I saw three zombies walking toward me through the kitchen. The girl in front was wearing jeans and a torn blue bra and no shoes. Smeared tracks of blood spread across the floor from her feet.


  Behind her were two older men, and behind them I saw dim shapes moving into the house through the front door.


  I fired at the girl and she went face down into the stove. The slide of my Glock locked back in the empty position and I was forced to toss it aside. The others kept coming.


  I backed up into the garage. The two older men were just entering the laundry room between the kitchen and the garage when suddenly a third zombie broke in between them, moving fast.


  I recognized him from around the neighborhood, though I didn’t know his name. He was just somebody I saw jogging all the time.


  When he entered into the garage he was practically at a run. He came up on me so fast that I didn’t even have time to throw a punch.


  He grabbed me, and his momentum knocked us both to the ground.


  I kicked at him. I slapped and punched him. I rolled one way and then the other, but he was incredibly strong and he pinned me down so that I couldn’t break his hold.


  He tried to bite me, but I forced the palm of my hand into his neck, pushing as hard as I could to keep his face away from me. His breath smelled like blood and the skin around his neck felt wet.


  I tried flipping him, but no matter how hard I tried to move him, he wouldn’t go over.


  We stayed locked up like that until some more zombies grabbed at my shoulder. The strong one on top of me shifted a little under the weight of the others and that gave me the leverage that I needed to knock him off balance.


  After that, he went over easily, and when I threw him off me he landed hard near the garage door.


  Before the others could grab me I jumped up to my feet and ran for the rack of shovels on the far wall.


  I grabbed one and swung it at the zombie closest to me.


  It knocked him back, but he didn’t go down. The shovel was too long and I couldn’t swing it with enough force to make it an effective weapon. Instead of swinging it again, I used it to jab at them, hooking them with the blade and pulling them away from the door.


  The fast-mover came at me again just as I pushed the last one away from the door, but he couldn’t force his way through the ambling crowd in time to reach me.


  I jumped through the doorway and pulled it closed behind me, then steadied myself on the washing machine while the zombies banged at the door behind me.


  From where I stood in the laundry room I could see through the kitchen to the dining room and through the front windows to the street where the car was parked. I had left the headlights on, and I could see at least three zombies walking through the glare. They were cutting through the grass toward the house.


  The front door, I thought. Oh crap, it’s open.


  I ran through the kitchen and into the entry way just in time to push one of the zombies back onto the front steps and shut the door in his face.


  Through the window I saw a small crowd gathering in the front yard. They formed around the headlights like moths.


  I could hear the ones in the garage banging on the door and I stood there, breathing hard, feeling trapped. The front door was solid, but the door leading out to the garage was paper thin. I doubted it would hold very long.


  I looked down on the floor and saw the night sights of my Glock glowing against the white tile of the kitchen floor and I prayed that April and Andrew had managed to get out of here before things got out of control.


  Wait a second, I told myself. Eddie, you’re an idiot. There’s a whole case of bullets in the closet. Shotgun shells, too. Not those stupid beanbag rounds either. Real ones.


  I picked up my gun and ran to the closet in the master bedroom. It was a mess. All my gun stuff that I usually keep on the top shelf was on the floor, and the blue box that I kept my .45 in was missing.


  I pushed some stuff out of the way, looking for it, but it wasn’t there. That was good, I told myself. That meant April had it. At least she had heard enough of our conversation to get the gun, and that meant she had some protection with her.


  I had three magazines with me, and I topped each one off with fifteen rounds apiece. I looked for my shotgun, but couldn’t find it. Maybe April had that too, I thought.


  I did find my extra flashlight, though.


  With my Glock reloaded, I went back to the kitchen so I could clear the zombies out of the garage. I wasn’t going to chance April and Andrew coming home to a house full of zombies if I could help it.


  I paused just outside the garage door to catch my breath. There wasn’t any room to screw up on this, and I had to make every shot count. They weren’t banging on the door anymore, but I knew all I had to do was open it and they would come pouring out.


  The fast-moving zombie was my biggest concern. He was stronger than the others, and I had already seen how he could force his way through the others. If he was anywhere near the door he would have to be the first to get it.


  I kicked the door open, stepped back, and leveled my gun.


  There was a man on the other side of the door in blue jeans and a dark blue mock turtleneck. I shot him in the forehead and then turned my light past him, looking for the fast-mover. He was towards the back. He had been facing the wrong way when I opened the door, but when he saw the light he turned around and headed towards me at full speed.


  I shot three more zombies before he got all the way to the door, and I had another one in my sights when he broke through. He forced the one I was going to shoot to one side just as I pulled the trigger and my shot ended up hitting a different zombie in the shoulder.


  He knocked the others out of the way in his rush to get me, and he was inside and had me backing up before I could fire off another shot.


  I had to back-pedal to keep my distance, and it was impossible to do that and fire with any accuracy.


  My first shot hit him just below the nose. That shot would have stopped anybody else, but not him. It snapped his head back, but the rest of him kept coming forward.


  I fired at him again and hit at the corner of his left eye. That put him down on the ground, but it didn’t put him out completely. He was still twitching, jerking his shoulders like he was in a seizure and trying to get back on his feet.


  I fired three more shots at point-blank range, turning his head into a puddle of soup.


  By that time the others had filtered into the kitchen. It was exactly the situation I had hoped to avoid, because now they were spread out, coming around both sides of the island, with plenty of room to move. I had to keep moving and shooting at the same time, keeping my eyes on targets coming from two directions.


  By the time I put the last one down I had a trail of bodies spread out across three rooms and brass casings all over the place.


  The magazine in my gun was empty. It had taken me sixteen rounds to put down ten zombies, which was a pretty bad ratio. Shaking my head, I swapped out magazines and went back to the closet to load up on more ammunition.


  I took one last look around the bedroom and then walked into the hall. As I was walking by Andrew’s room, I accidentally kicked one of his toys, a phone shaped like a puppy that bobbed its head up and down as you dragged it by its leash. It started singing “London Bridge Is Falling Down” and the song grabbed me by the heart.


  It’s funny how the smallest things can cause such massive storms in the mind. Andrew hardly ever played with that damn toy, but the sound of it was enough to awake half-a-year’s worth of memories in me.


  I found myself turning the corner into his room, looking at the diaper bin and the sock puppets and the little blue turkey baster-looking thing that we used to clean out his nose and I really started to hurt.


  It made me wonder how anyone could live through losing a child. My Adam’s apple pumped up and down in my throat like a piston, and I tried to push down the grief. I had no idea where April and Andrew were, and the stress of not knowing was breaking me.


  They were still alive, waiting for me somewhere out there in the night. I believed that sincerely. But the thought of them ending up like Carlos’s wife and son kept nagging at me until I was ready to take one bullet out of my gun and put in my pocket to keep for myself, because there wasn’t going to be anymore me if there wasn’t going to be anymore them.


  I closed my eyes and thought of my wife and son while the sound of “London Bridge Is Falling Down” faded to silence in the hallway behind me.


  Chapter 15


  I stood in Andrew’s room for a long time.


  There were still zombies in the front yard, and I still had to get the extra ammunition from my closet to the car out in the street, but moving took so much effort, and I was so tired.


  Finally, I don’t know how much later, I straightened my uniform and went to the living room window so I could look out into the front yard.


  The three zombies I had seen earlier were still there. They stayed close to the car, attracted to the light, I guess. Luckily, none of them were fast-movers.


  I went outside and put the three of them down in quick order. Then I moved all the ammunition from the closet to the car.


  It wasn’t until I was out on the road, looking for empty lanes to work through, that I realized I had no idea where I wanted to go or what I was supposed to do.


  When I worked dogwatch in the Northwest Division I used to go to the Exxon at the corner of Cereno and Budd. They gave cops free sodas there, and they had an office in the back where I sometimes went to catch up on my reports.


  Miles and miles of roadway disappeared beneath my wheels, and I drifted aimlessly, like a cloud of dust in a desert wind storm, until somehow I found myself in the parking lot of that Exxon. When I put the car in park, I realized that I had driven fifteen miles, at least, and yet had absolutely no memory of it. Where the memory should have been was a hole, swirling with grief and uncertainty.


  I stopped so that I was facing the building and stared at it for a second before I realized there was something wrong with it. The power was on. The lights inside the store were still on. And there were people inside. Three of them.


  I got out of the car and ran to the front door, but as I got closer I saw that they were zombies. They had that recognizable half-dead walk.


  The door was locked.


  When I tried to pull it open, one of the zombies came up to it, and slapped on the other side of the glass.


  Behind him on the floor was a puddle of blood, and beyond that, coming toward the door, was an older man with red, sunken cheeks and no hair, dressed in a clerk’s uniform. The third zombie was near the beer and ice cream freezers.


  I walked down to the far side of the window for a better look at the rest of the store. When I did finally make entry, I didn’t want to be surprised by an unseen zombie.


  The two at the door followed me. I watched them approach, and then moved down to the other side of the store once they blocked my view.


  I stared at the man near the beer. There was a transparent reflection of my face in the glass, and just beyond that were the grotesque, vacuous remains of a man so thoroughly numbed by what his life had been like that he couldn’t take his eyes off of the beer, even as a zombie.


  Wondering what Ken Stoler would have thought of that man’s consciousness, I tapped on the glass, but he didn’t respond. I banged my fist against the glass, and that did it.


  He turned, and in an instant I saw that almost all of his face was missing. The skin had been completely torn away, and though he was wearing a flannel shirt, there was so much blood that it was difficult to tell where his body ended and the cloth began.


  I looked away, suppressing a gag. Out of the corner of my eye I saw him approach the glass, but it was obvious that he couldn’t see me.


  He walked in my direction, but not quite at me. He didn’t stop walking until he ran into the glass about two feet to the right of me.


  By the time the other two zombies had made it to my end of the store I had a plan. I picked up the trash can near the front door and threw it into the window on the opposite side of the store. The glass window exploded all over the store’s floor and I was able to waltz right in.


  I was completely inside, gun drawn, and waiting for them by the time the zombies were halfway across the salesfloor.


  I shot the first two and then walked over to the zombie without a face. He was reaching for me, or at least where his addled senses told him I was, but he was really nowhere close.


  I put a bullet in his head and left him on the floor next to the candy aisle.


  Then I walked over to the soda section and grabbed a Diet Coke. I went to the windows and leaned against the glass, watching my reflection and thinking about everything that had happened. Off in the distance I could see an orange haze hugging the horizon and grayish-black smoke clouds piling up to the sky. The city was really burning.


  Beside me was the overstock bin where they kept the cartons of cigarettes. I glanced at it and then did a fast double take.


  Usually, they lock the cigarettes up so people can’t steal them, but the doors weren’t padlocked like normal. They were wide open. Anyone could just reach in and—


  It had been over a year since my last smoke. I had been cigarette-free ever since that morning when I came home from a late call and saw April sitting at the kitchen table with a glass of water in front of her and the most thoroughly puzzled expression I have ever seen on her face. That very minute I knew something special was happening to our lives and, when she told me she was pregnant, I went out to my car and crumpled up my pack of cigarettes. That was the last pack I thought I would ever smoke.


  But now, as I looked at carton upon carton of Marlboro Lights, I figured there was no better time than the end of the world to start smoking again. I opened the bin, took out a pack, and walked over to the registers for a lighter. My hands were shaking when I lit it up.


  But, oh, that old familiar taste. I breathed it in slowly, letting the flavors fill up my lungs slowly so I wouldn’t choke. It was like heaven to feel that nicotine rush again. I felt light-headed and giddy, and kind of dizzy all at the same time. I blew out the smoke above my head and watched it grow into wreaths.


  Then, from behind me, I heard an amused voice say, “I thought you gave that junk up.”


  Chapter 16


  “Marcus!”


  I knew that voice the moment I heard it. It was Marcus Acosta, my old district partner before I transferred to West.


  “Eddie,” he said. God, he was so calm about it.


  He wasn’t in uniform. He was wearing blue jeans and a heavy black jacket, his pistol tucked into an off-duty holster and his police radio in his back pocket. He stood there with his arms crossed, a twisted, devilish smile on his face.


  It had been three months at least since I’d seen him last. Police work is like that. The shifts are so screwed up that if you don’t work with someone every day, you never see them. And yet there he was, standing in the middle of all that broken glass and smiling like he had just done something naughty, and I couldn’t help but smile myself.


  One look at him was enough to wipe out an awful lot of pain.


  He kicked some of the glass around with his toe as he looked at the bodies on the floor and said, “So, zombies.”


  “Yep,” I said.


  “I have to confess, I didn’t see that one coming.” Then he smiled again. “It looks like you’ve had a rough night.”


  “Yep. You?”


  He shrugged. “Are you in that traffic car?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Looks like you wrecked it.”


  “Yeah.” I looked out to the parking lot and didn’t see any other cars besides mine. “You have a car around here?”


  “It’s about four blocks west of here.”


  “Your pickup?”


  “No, that’s back at the station. I was in a marked unit.”


  “What happened?”


  “I wrecked it.”


  He walked around the store, looking at the bodies, making sure they were all down for good.


  When he came to the old bald guy in the clerk’s uniform he said, “Hey, you shot Gummers.”


  “Who?”


  “Gummers.” He kicked the dead man’s foot.


  “Friend of yours?”


  “No. He was the new guy here. Started about two months ago. Man, that guy talked and talked and talked. Drove me nuts.”


  “Gummers?”


  “Ain’t got a tooth in his head.” And he curled his lips over his teeth and smacked his lips together. “You know, Gummers.”


  “Got it,” I said. “Say, how come you’re not in uniform?”


  “Uniform’s back in the truck. I heard about all this on the TV when I woke up, so I came in early. By the time I got to the station everything had already gone to hell. And by the way, I don’t recommend going to the Northwest Division station.”


  “That bad?”


  “Most of B-shift is dead.”


  I nodded.


  “How about out west?”


  “About the same. What did the news have to say?”


  “Nothing, really. At first it was riots and looting, that kind of thing. Nobody on TV said anything about zombies, though. First time I heard zombies was when I got to work.”


  “What else did they say?”


  “Sounds like it’s happening all along the Gulf Coast. They’re saying it’s because of that stuff down in Houston. The news didn’t really say anything else. Besides, all the local channels were off the air by the time I got to the station.”


  “How does that happen? How does everything crap out like that so fast?”


  He shook his head at Gummer’s corpse and said, “I’m surprised you’re not at home.”


  “Already been there.”


  “And?”


  “They weren’t there. The car’s gone. I don’t know where they went to. I don’t even know if they’re okay.”


  “You haven’t talked to her at all?”


  “Just for a second or two. Earlier. I don’t know how long ago. A lot’s happened.”


  “But you did talk to her?”


  “She sounded scared.”


  “Well, that makes two of us.” He watched me closely for a moment. “Eddie,” he said, “she’s a smart girl.”


  I nodded. “I hope she’ll know what to do. I’m scared for her. And for Andrew.”


  “They’ll be okay, Eddie.”


  “I hope so,” I said, and a long, uncomfortably empty silence followed. I changed the subject. “We ought to find a new car, Marcus. That one out there has about had it.”


  “Where did you get that one?”


  “Found it.”


  “You haven’t been downtown yet?”


  “No. I heard all the emergency tones going off on the Downtown channel though. Sounds like they got it bad.”


  “I think everybody has it bad,” he said. “Still, we probably ought to head that way.”


  “What on earth for?”


  “Headquarters. If there’s some sort of plan in the works, they’ll know about it.”


  “What makes you think headquarters is still operational? All the radios went down.”


  “Yeah, but they may have only lost the mainframe. The Emergency Operations Command Center is probably still secure. They’re supposed to have dedicated lines to Homeland Security and FEMA.”


  “Maybe,” I said doubtfully. “But I don’t plan on cruising halfway around the city just to find out. If there’s any chance at all that I can find April, that’s what I’m gonna do.”


  “But do you have any idea where to start looking? You said yourself that you don’t know where they went. They could be anywhere.”


  “Yeah, and wherever they are, that’s where I want to be too.”


  “Fair enough,” he said. “We’ll look for them together. What about your car?”


  “It’ll run, but the right front tire’s about to shred away to nothing. It’s rubbing bad.”


  “Then the first thing we do is find another car.”


  “What about yours?”


  “Eddie, I put it halfway up an oak tree.”


  “Oh.”


  “And there weren’t any left at Northwest, either.”


  “That figures,” I said. “You think we’ll have a better chance downtown?”


  “Yeah, I was thinking we could go to Fleet and get one of the cars out of the ready lot. They’ve got hundreds of Crown Vics out there just waiting to get the decals put on them.”


  That made sense, I admitted.


  “And while we’re down there, we ought to go over to headquarters. It’s only a couple of blocks away. It couldn’t hurt. From there we can go wherever you want us to go.”


  “You really want to check out headquarters?”


  “I think we need to. Look, if they do have a plan, it’s bound to include a safe area for civilians. Let’s say you find April and Andrew. What then? You need a place to put them where you know they’ll be safe. You can’t do that if you don’t have a plan.”


  “That’s true.” It did sound like a good idea. It was better than the plan I had, anyway, which was no plan at all. “Can we get to the freeway from here?”


  He smiled. “This is still my district, remember?”


  “Okay,” I said, and stepped aside. “After you.”


  “Thank you.”


  Chapter 17


  We stepped through the shattered store windows and into the parking lot. It was starting to get really cold. I shivered against it, wishing I had a thick jacket like the one Marcus was wearing.


  The front of my car looked like the face of a boxer who has just lost a fight. The passenger-side headlight was busted out, and the remaining one looked like a swollen, open eye. Part of the plastic bumper was rubbing against the ground on the passenger’s side, and the hood was smashed in. A little more driving time and the whole car would be history.


  “Oh, man,” Marcus said, laughing.


  “I know,” I said, still trying to figure out if we could pull the front bumper off so that it wouldn’t fall off while we drove. “I really smacked it up.”


  “Not that, stupid,” he said. He slapped my arm and pointed across the parking lot. “I’m talking about her.”


  He was pointing at a really fat, dark-haired girl at the other end of the lot. Zombie. I could tell by the way she walked.


  At first I thought she was completely naked, but when she moved I could see a flash of white underwear appearing and then disappearing into the folds of her thighs.


  She pivoted around on one foot and then the other in an uncertain, tottering kind of way, so that we saw her in profile with every step. There was a large, nasty gash across the top of her leg that went from the top of her knee all the way up to her hip that looked like rotten, blackened flesh.


  “Is she wearing a thong?” Marcus said, still laughing. “God, that is the most obscene thing I have seen all night.”


  “Shut up, Marcus.”


  The woman kept walking toward us at the same laborious pace, but she was still far enough away that we could have just climbed into the car and left.


  “God, she’s really fat.”


  “Forget about her, Marcus. Let’s get going.”


  “Hold on, would you? I mean, look at that. I didn’t know they made thongs that big. That thing must be holding on for dear life. ‘Help. Help me. I’m breaking!’”


  “For God’s sake, Marcus. Drop it, would you?”


  Marcus was a clown. That was just his way. He could turn a trip to Internal Affairs into a stand-up routine and still write a report good enough to get us out of just about any kind of trouble. But this time I wasn’t amused. I found it more annoying than anything else.


  “Let’s just go, Marcus.”


  “You’re seeing this, right? Look at that. It’s like trying to cover up a watermelon with a rubber band. You mean to tell me you don’t think that’s funny?”


  “She’s a zombie, Marcus. Zombies aren’t funny.”


  “You have to get your humor wherever you find it, Eddie.”


  “I’d like to go now, please.”


  “Hey, what do you suppose she’s at right now? About twenty yards?”


  I gauged the distance. “Yeah, about that.”


  “I’ll bet you a pack of smokes you can’t land a head shot in less than three shots. What do you say? Come on. I’ll make it a whole carton. I know you want some. I’d do it myself, but I’m out of ammo.”


  “There’s a whole case in the car,” I said, and walked over to the driver’s-side door. “You can have all you want if you shut up and get in.”


  “Just a second. Come on, give it just one shot.”


  “No.”


  “About fifteen yards now, I bet. Piece of cake. Even you could hit her from here. Come on, you’re not scared, are you?”


  “No.”


  I know he thought he was being funny, but he sounded cruel to me. Marcus could fight like a son of a bitch, and I’d seen him rip up plenty of bad guys, but I had never known him to be unnecessarily cruel, and that’s the way he sounded to me just then. It disturbed me.


  He snorted. “I bet you couldn’t have hit her any—”


  I glanced over at him. “What is it?”


  “Eddie,” he said, “there’s something I forgot to tell you.”


  “What?” I followed his gaze.


  Four zombies were coming around the corner of the store. He watched them as they came around the dumpster and then looked back at me.


  “You said you’ve got some bullets in the car, right?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Fat chick,” he said, pointing over my shoulder with his chin.


  I turned. The fat woman was way too close to ignore anymore. I fired one shot into her forehead and then turned back to Marcus.


  “You’re killing me, Marcus. What did you forget to tell me?”


  He looked at the fat woman on the pavement and then back at the zombies near the corner.


  “Remember how I told you I hit an oak tree about four blocks back?”


  “Just tell me, Marcus.”


  “We’re about to have company,” he said. “A lot of it, actually.”


  “Great,” I said. “Now will you get in the car?”


  “Yeah,” he said. “Okay.”


  I started the car and Marcus climbed in. The four zombies stepped onto the pavement. Beyond them, I could see more zombies coming our way.


  I backed the car up and took off in the opposite direction. At the exit from the parking lot we hit a dip and the front end crunched against the pavement. We ended up driving over the bumper.


  “Ouch,” Marcus said. “Next car we get, I’m driving.”


  Chapter 18


  As we drove away, Marcus reloaded his pistol and his two extra magazines. He was fast with it, too. Shooting came naturally for him.


  While we drove, he told me about his first encounters with the zombies. “I shot the couple that used to live downstairs from me,” he said. “Remember them? The woman had that nasty thing on her nose?”


  “I remember.”


  “Yeah, well, I heard her screaming. I was sitting there, watching all that crazy shit on the news, and I hear her screaming bloody murder. So I go down there, and there’s the husband, eating her. I shot him. I shot her too, just in case. After that I dragged them out to the dumpster. And you’re not going to believe this. I was headed back to my truck after dumping the bodies and I hear all this screaming coming from the pool. It was like everybody in the whole damn complex didn’t know what else to do besides scream. I went down there and saw this old woman standing next to the pool and a zombie floating facedown in the water with a cloud of blood all around him. She wanted me to jump him and pull him out, and I was like, ‘Lady, after what I’ve just seen, there’s no way in hell I’m gonna give that guy mouth-to-mouth. He’d probably try to bite my tongue off.’”


  “I don’t think you’re supposed to use your tongue when you do mouth-to-mouth,” I said.


  “Then you ain’t doing it right, brother. But, seriously, somebody ought to burn up all those bodies. Just you watch. In two days, this whole city’s gonna smell like I don’t know what. It’ll be bad, though.”


  I hadn’t thought of that—but then, I had other things on my mind last time I was home.


  “You know, you and April were probably one of the last people to have a cell phone conversation tonight. Right before I turned off the TV, I heard the news saying they’d lost all communication with their people in the field. No cell phone, no radios, no nothing.”


  “Really?”


  “That’s what I heard.” He suddenly got very excited and waved his hand at some zombies walking across a nearby yard. “Hey. Slow up. Over there. That’s the asshole who complained on me last month. Slow up and let me see if I can pop him.”


  “Have you lost your mind, Marcus?”


  “I don’t think so,” he said, aping my seriousness. “Come on, pull over. It’ll only take me a second. I’ll fucking teach that guy about complaining on me.”


  I kept on driving.


  “Hey, wait a minute.” Marcus watched the guy fall behind, his damaged legs unable to keep up with the car. “Damn it, Eddie. When will I ever get a chance like this again. Come on, he’s getting away.”


  “No.”


  “Goddamn it, Eddie. Doesn’t April let you take your sense of humor to work any more?”


  I didn’t answer him. That was the second time he had mentioned April so casually, like there was absolutely nothing wrong, and it was pissing me off.


  He noticed he’d upset me. “Hey, I’m sorry, Eddie. I know you’re worried sick about her. We’re gonna find her.”


  “I hope so.”


  I pretended like I was having trouble reading the street signs, but he knew it was just an act.


  “She’s a smart girl,” he said. “She’ll know what to do when she has to.”


  “How do you know that, Marcus? Do you know what to do? I sure as hell don’t. I haven’t got a fucking clue. This whole night’s been one messed up cluster fuck.”


  Marcus folded the lid back over the case of bullets and set it on the floorboard next to his feet. Then he turned and watched the houses go by. It was his way of telling me he understood, and I appreciated it.


  “These traffic cars are pretty nice,” he said after we had driven a few minutes in silence. He played with the trash bag that was draped from the passenger door and laughed to himself. “Where did you say you found it?”


  “On Fletcher.”


  “Fletcher? Isn’t that in the 23 side?”


  “Right on the boundary line between the Downtown and West Divisions.”


  “What do you suppose a traffic guy was doing there? I thought they usually stuck to the freeways.”


  “I don’t know,” I said.


  “Well, he’s got a video camera.”


  Marcus looked over the little index card–size monitor mounted between the sun visors and played with the controls. He was like that with electronic stuff. Any gadget at all, if it was in front of him he couldn’t leave it alone until he had it figured out.


  “Did you watch this already?”


  I saw the picture come up. “No,” I said. And then, after a pause, “I didn’t have time. As soon as I found the car I went straight to Carlos Williams’s house.”


  He gave me a look out of the corner of his eye and I told him how Carlos had died, and what he had said about his son right before he shot himself.


  “You didn’t?”


  I nodded.


  “You went to see his family?”


  “Yes.”


  “Eddie,” he said, shaking his head slowly, sadly, “why do you do that to yourself? I swear, sometimes you can be a real idiot, you know that?”


  He was right, of course. But it didn’t feel like he was right.


  “You’re too damn sentimental. That’s your problem.”


  “Probably,” I said.


  “There’s no probably about it. I know I’m right.”


  We drove on in silence for the next few blocks while he tried to figure out how to replay the tape. All the easy ways to get to the freeway were blocked up, and I was forced to use some of the smaller streets and alleyways.


  “What’s wrong with taking Maldon?” he asked, glancing at the street we had just passed. “That’s a straight shot.”


  “Too many businesses down Maldon,” I said. “I want to avoid any large crowds if we can help it.”


  “Oh.” He looked disappointed.


  He kept working on the video until he got it. “Oh yeah, here we go.”


  I couldn’t really watch it and drive at the same time, but with Marcus narrating the whole thing I didn’t really need to.


  “Okay,” he said, “there he is. Who is that? Do you recognize him? Looks like Wainscot to me.”


  I glanced over, but the monitor was so small I couldn’t see anything. The figures on the screen looked far away and dark.


  “There goes his gun. He sees something. Damn it. Can’t do much with the focus. What’s he looking at? There he goes. Wait. No. Now he’s off camera.”


  Marcus kept watching, pushing the fast-forward button and watching some more, but that appeared to be the end of it.


  “That didn’t tell us a damn thing,” he said.


  “He wasn’t anywhere around when I found the car.”


  “Yeah, he probably got eaten.”


  “Nice.”


  “What? Oh, I’m sorry, Miss Prissy. I’m sure it was all hugs and kisses when he met the zombies.”


  “Go to hell, Marcus.”


  “Find a parking spot, brother,” he said with a dismissive wave of his hand at the world outside our car. “We’re already there.”


  Chapter 19


  Marcus was admiring the brand-new shotgun. Traffic really did get the best toys.


  On patrol, officers use the barrel of the shotgun as a trash can. You find everything from gum wrappers to chicken bones stuffed down inside them.


  And when quail season opens, you’re lucky if there’s a gun in your car at all.


  He worked the action and ejected one of the green beanbag shells from the gun. “Useless,” he said, and tossed the bean bag out the window.


  “Oh!” I said. “I’ve got real shells for that thing. Check that green box over there.”


  “Where?”


  “It’s over there. I don’t know. Under the seat, maybe.”


  “Got it,” he said, and started loading up the magazine tube. “Where did you get these from anyway?”


  “From home.”


  “Your house?”


  “Yeah.”


  “I didn’t know you had a shotgun.”


  “It’s just an old skeet gun. Nothing special. A Ruger Red Label Over-and-Under. I haven’t shot it since before April and I got married.”


  “That’s too bad. Ruger makes a good gun.” He racked the shotgun’s action and a huge smile lit up his face. “God, I just love the way that sounds. Don’t you?”


  “You can use it if you want.”


  “You don’t mind?”


  “No. Of course not. You’re the one riding shotgun.”


  “Cool. Thanks.” He looked up from the shotgun and I could tell he was checking his mental map of the area. “You’re not going to go through the Medical Center, are you?”


  “No. I figured it’d be best if we went around.”


  “Probably so. The news was saying that the hospitals are all totally overrun. They got it early, from what it sounded like.”


  We kept to the edge of the Medical Center, but even from there, it was obvious the destruction was total.


  Most of the major roads were so overrun with traffic that there was no hope of getting into the hospitals anymore. The entire area was choked off.


  As we hopped a curb and drove through the grass to get around a clogged section of Fielding Street, I looked to my left and let my eyes follow the direction all those cars were facing.


  Fielding was flanked on both sides by massive earthen embankments that stretched up from the street level to the businesses at the top of the ridge. People had actually tried to drive up those embankments, and it looked like a lot of them had rolled their vehicles before they got anywhere. The street reminded me of a wild African river after a flood, the kind they show on nature documentaries, with the carcasses of thousands of animals floating on the surface and crowding the banks.


  I put us back on the road. Even though I was trying to avoid the more commercial areas, it was impossible to stay completely away and still get to where we were going.


  And we couldn’t avoid the zombies, either. They were all over the street, and as we drove past groups of them that turned and stumbled after us, I began to understand just how far and fast the outbreak had spread.


  We drove past so much destruction that I stopped trying to add it all up. Marcus didn’t seem to care, though. He hummed to himself happily, like he did this everyday.


  “I think you’re going to have a hard time getting through at Middleton,” Marcus said.


  “Why at Middleton?”


  “They put up a lot of stuff through there since you left. A lot of businesses. See?” He pointed ahead of us where the traffic suddenly became too thick to pass. “That’s what I was talking about.”


  I stopped the car and looked out over a sea of frozen traffic. Zombies staggered between the cars. There didn’t seem to be a gap large enough to drive through, and there were hundreds of zombies entering the street on both sides of us.


  In the time it took to figure out where they were coming from we were surrounded.


  “Looks like we’ll have to back up and try to go around,” I said.


  “Not yet,” Marcus said. Then all of a sudden he pushed the door open and jumped out, leaving me staring after him with my mouth gaping open.


  “What the—Hey, wait.”


  I watched him run straight into that crowd of zombies and I thought, “He has gone insane.”


  Even worse was that he expected me to follow him, just like it was another Friday night bar fight.


  “You idiot,” I said to him, and the next thing I knew, I was standing outside the car, gun in hand. I was looking at a sea of zombies in every direction. There had to be a thousand or more.


  But Marcus never hesitated. He fired all six rounds from the shotgun and then started swinging the shotgun around like a club, tearing a path right into the middle of the crowd and whooping it up like he was the whole damn rebel army rolled into one man.


  He actually taunted them as they closed up behind him.


  And then his rebel yell was drowned out by the bark of his pistol. I caught glimpses of muzzle fire as he moved through the crowd. He looked like a cowboy out of some old-time movie, strutting through the crowd with his gun blazing.


  But the zombies weren’t just closing in on him. They were all around me, too. Just before I jumped back inside the car I saw Marcus about fifty yards away. He jumped into the open bed of an abandoned pickup truck and started shooting.


  I put the car in gear and drove straight into the crowd, mowing down bodies as I went. I kept my eyes on him as I plowed through the sea of bodies, ignoring their faces as they rolled off the hood.


  I locked up the brakes and spun the car around so that the passenger door was as close to him as I could get it.


  The car slid sideways into the crowd, and a few of the zombies were thrown with such force that when they slammed into the side of the truck that Marcus was firing from, the impact nearly knocked him off his feet. He almost went over the side.


  I shot a zombie that was trying to climb through the passenger window and cleared the way for Marcus to jump back in the car.


  He was hollering the whole time, still firing out the passenger window as I put the car into reverse and mashed down on the accelerator.


  The back tires broke loose. Smoke was everywhere. It was like driving too fast through a bumpy field. Bodies were being thrown out of the way or pushed under and run over and there were so many of them that the car nearly high-centered on top of a still-moving pile of bodies before our momentum put us back on the asphalt.


  “Go! Go! Go!” he yelled, laughing like he had never seen anything so funny in his whole life. “That’s it. You’re tearing them up.”


  I kept on the gas until we cleared the last of the crowd and then a little farther after that. We ended up going over a curb and crashing into the drive-through order box at the Burger Barn before I got the car to stop.


  Marcus was laughing his head off. I wanted to punch his lights out, but before I got the chance he put his hands up and said, “No. No way, Eddie. You do not get to say a damn word. You know why? Because that was awesome. That was absolutely fucking awesome.”


  I looked at him and wondered who put this idiot in the car with me. The whole time, I was gripping the wheel so tight my fingers were turning white.


  “Well?”


  I didn’t say anything.


  “Come on, Eddie. Say something. You were amazing. And I know those zombies back there were impressed.”


  “Impressed?”


  “Yeah, well, they’re zombies, of course, so they can’t be that impressed. But damn, Eddie. You may not be able to shoot your way out of a wet paper bag, but brother, do you know how to drive. That was by far the coolest thing I have ever seen you do.”


  And then he started laughing again.


  I made a fist and got ready to use it.


  “No,” he said, still laughing.


  “What in the hell is—”


  “No,” he said.


  My frustration came out as one long, slow hiss. Instead of punching him, or choking him, I gripped the steering wheel.


  “Say it,” he said. “Come on, say it.”


  “Screw you, Marcus.” But the moment to hit him passed, and my anger settled to a simmer.


  We were still stuck in the parking lot and we had to figure a way out that put us on the other side of all those zombies. The lot was edged all the way around by a two-foot-high cement wall, and the only way out was starting to fill up with zombies.


  “Just plow through them again,” Marcus offered.


  I punched it, heading for the center of the crowd. We hit the exit going way too fast and swung a hard right onto Nightingale.


  The car was swaying all over the place from all the damage I had done to the suspension, and when we made the turn the back end came around on me and whipped through the crowd.


  They didn’t slow us down though, and as I straightened out the back end, Marcus leaned out the window and started firing at them like he actually stood a prayer of landing a kill shot.


  “Awesome.” he said, ducking back into the car. “Absolutely awesome.”


  “You’re a moron.”


  “You know,” he said, and his voice had that annoying edge to it that told me he was about to tease me. “I refuse to let a bunch of zombies ruin the end of the world for me. And you either, for that matter.”


  Three blocks over we turned south again and tried to finish our course around the Medical Center. We got as far as Cotton Street before another traffic jam caused us to turn into a strip center parking lot.


  “Any ideas?” I asked, looking over the wreckage.


  “There’s a service drive around back for the loading docks. I bet we can cut through there.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “Honest,” he said. “I’ve been through there before.”


  “Okay,” I said, and turned the car toward the back of the building. The drive went around the side of the building, then turned to the left, and went straight along the back wall.


  We were only able to make it about halfway down the alley. There was a high concrete wall on the right, and a large brown truck parked along the left wall. Between the two of them was a space about half as wide as the car.


  “Looks like we go—”


  But he didn’t get to finish his sentence. A fast-moving zombie broke his window and tried to pull him out of the car by his collar.


  The zombie clawed at him, but Marcus was faster, and his movements, once he got over the initial shock, were deliberate.


  He pushed the zombie’s arm back into his face and grabbed him by the neck.


  Once he had his grip, he didn’t let go. He yanked the zombie’s head down into the door again and again until the thing grew slack in his grip and collapsed to the ground.


  “They’re behind us,” I said, looking back at a small group of them coming our way.


  “Go!” he said. “Mow them down.”


  I put the car in reverse and punched it. We were twenty, maybe thirty miles an hour when we hit the closest zombie.


  The car lurched up and then it seemed like the back of the car just exploded. There was a rush of color and broken glass as the zombie came through the back windshield and crashed face-first into the Plexiglas prisoner cage separating the front and back seats. Everything inside the car rolled forward with the impact.


  In the rush, I lost control and scraped up against the concrete wall, killing our momentum.


  By the time I regained control and rolled the car to a stop, the zombie in the backseat was moving, fumbling at the Plexiglas.


  With exaggerated calm, Marcus turned to me and said, “Eddie, get us out of here, please.”


  The zombie in the backseat was a huge man, and he completely filled up the backseat. He slapped his broken hands against the Plexiglas and pressed his red face against it, biting at it and gouging it with his teeth. If he could have eaten his way through, I know he would have.


  He was so big that I couldn’t see around him. I was trying to back us out of the alley and then out to the parking lot, but there was so much going on that there was no way for me to do it without hitting just about everything.


  By the time we made it out to the parking lot, Marcus had had enough. He turned around in his seat, his back against the dashboard, and pointed his pistol at the zombie.


  “No,” I said, and shielded my face with my hand.


  “What?” he said.


  “Not in the car, you dumbass. What are you, fucking nuts?”


  “You keep asking me that,” he said. “Pretty soon I’m going to think you mean it.”


  I hit one of those concrete pillars they mount light poles on and it knocked Marcus off the dashboard.


  “That’s it,” he said, as he righted himself. He opened the car door and got out.


  “What are you doing?”


  He stepped to the passenger-side back window and pointed his gun at the zombie in our backseat.


  “No,” I said, trying to get my door open. But I was still in the car when he started firing. The window blew apart, and as I tumbled out onto the pavement, I saw the body in the backseat convulsing with the impacts.


  “Goddamn it, Marcus.”


  “What?”


  “What in the hell is wrong with you?”


  “What?”


  We were starting to draw a crowd, and two of them were fast-movers. I could see them pushing the other zombies out of the way.


  “Behind you,” I said.


  He turned, aimed, and shot two fast-movers like it was target practice. They hit the ground and were still twitching when he turned back to me.


  “What did I do?”


  The crowd around us was starting to get thicker and I didn’t feel like arguing with him. “Just get in the car, Marcus.”


  “No way. First you tell me why you’re being such an old woman about this. What the hell did I do?”


  “Are you nuts?”


  He pointed over my shoulder with his gun. “There’s a couple behind you,” he said. “Over there.”


  I turned around and saw two zombies in medical scrubs stepping off the grass about ten yards away. They were slow ones though, and one had been horribly mauled. He was missing an eye, and where it had once been there were only streaks of blackened blood. I took aim and shot each one in the forehead.


  “Time to go,” I said.


  “No. You wanted to talk, so let’s talk. I want you to tell me what it is that I’m doing that’s pissing you off so much.”


  “Marcus, please.”


  “Not yet. Tell me.”


  “We’re surrounded.”


  “I can see that. Come on, talk to me. I want to hear what’s on your mind.”


  “Marcus, please. Get back in the car and let’s go.”


  The zombies were moving in from every side now, but Marcus just stood there waiting for me to crack. He was actually smiling. The crazy bastard was actually smiling.


  “Behind you,” he said.


  I turned and fired at a woman in a blue dress. My first shot hit her in the cheek, but I was more careful with my second shot and put her down for good.


  “Nice,” Marcus said.


  “Shut up.”


  “I’m waiting on you,” he said. “You tell me why you’re acting so fucking pissed about everything and I’ll get in the car and we can go. I’ll even let you drive.”


  I pointed behind him and he turned and dropped a zombie with a one-handed shot. He made it look so easy.


  “Well?”


  “Don’t try to turn this around on me, Marcus. You’re the one who thinks he’s some kind of fucking cowboy out here. I just want to get home to my family.”


  “Cowboy? You think I’m some kind of cowboy? What does that mean, exactly?”


  “Behind you,” I said.


  “You, too.”


  “Left or right?”


  “Your left.”


  We both put our zombies down. Marcus was having the time of his life, which pissed me off more than anything else. To him, this was some kind of carnival shooting gallery and he was just plunking away like there were no consequences to any of it.


  And he had no idea why what he did bothered me so much.


  I looked around and realized there was no way we could keep up a safe position where we were. There were just too many of them, and more were gathering at the edges of the parking lot.


  “Marcus, I am scared shitless. Okay? Are you happy? You made me say it. Call me names if you want to, but I am scared out of my mind. I’m scared for what’s going to happen to me and I’m scared for what’s going to happen to my family. I have no idea what to do and I’m stuck in the middle of a bunch of zombies and it’s all just a fucking game to you. That’s why I’m acting this way.”


  “I do not think this is a game,” he said.


  “Whatever. Behind you.”


  He turned and fired a couple of times. Then he said, “You’re going to make it, Eddie. Don’t worry.”


  “Yeah, well, I am worried, Marcus. I don’t want to be out here any longer than I have to be. I want to know that my wife and my son are safe, and I want to be with them. Just because you don’t have anybody waiting at home doesn’t mean the rest of us aren’t scared to death for our families.”


  The amusement went out of his face when I said that last part, and I realized that I had hurt him. Marcus had been married twice before and both times it ended hard. He took to women like a house on fire. It was fun to watch, but the damage was usually spectacular.


  He pursed his lips together into a scowl. After a long pause he said, “Behind you.”


  I shot two zombies, reloaded, and shot a third before I faced Marcus again. He wouldn’t look at me.


  “I’m sorry, Marcus. That was stupid of me.”


  “No, it’s the truth. You said it. I ain’t got nothing to go home to. Hell, I’m actually kind of glad my ex-wives got turned into zombies. Serves the bitches right. And no more alimony for me.”


  “Marcus, I’m sorry.”


  “Stop saying that.”


  “Behind you,” I said.


  He shot the zombie and watched the body after it fell. I thought maybe he was going to take off on me again, but he stood his ground.


  A badly messed-up woman in a white shirt and no pants shambled up to him, and he waited so long to shoot her I almost did it for him.


  When she hit the ground, he turned around and faced me again.


  “Is there anything else you wanted to say to me?”


  “Marcus, please. Let’s just go.”


  “What’s the point?”


  “The point is my family is waiting out there somewhere. I know they are, and I have to get home to them. I want to be with them. Please, Marcus, can’t you see that? Help me get home. I need you to help me.”


  He nodded. The sadness faded from his face, and in its place the old shit-eating grin returned. “Hey, Eddie, you know I’m always there for you.”


  I nodded and waited for him to move, but he just stood there.


  “Car,” I said. “Now.”


  “Anything you say.”


  We climbed into the car and tore out of the parking lot, neither one of us saying anything until we cleared the zombie crowd.


  I was quiet because I was still pissed at him and embarrassed for the cruel things I’d said. We had been friends for so long, and relied on each other to know instinctively what the other was thinking and going to do in just about every situation, that it completely floored me when he did the opposite of what I expected.


  I got the feeling Marcus was quiet because he was waiting for me to come out of my stupor and see all this as some sort of cosmic joke.


  For him, there were no further implications to all these zombies than the end of alimony payments, and while I guess he understood my urgency on some level, he could never share it.


  His laughter caught me off guard. When he saw me shaking my head at him, he said, “What? You don’t honestly expect me to sit here and mope with you until all this just goes away, do you?”


  “You realize there’s a dead body in the backseat, don’t you?”


  “Who? Him? Well, it’s not like he wasn’t a zombie already. And besides, I’m not the one who put him there, remember?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Oh, for Christ’s sake, will you stop it? I can’t ride in the same car with you if you’re just gonna cry about how bad all this is.”


  He paused for me to say something, but when I didn’t, he said, “Look, if it’ll make you feel any better, we can pull over and get him out of here.”


  “Yeah,” I said. “Let’s do that.”


  “Okay.” He looked back at the body and whistled. “Damn! He’s a big boy. What do you think he weighs? About 260, 280?”


  “Probably.”


  “Yeah, well, you’re gonna have to help me with him. There’s no way I’m gonna be able to lift him out of here by myself.”


  I looked at what I could see of the body in the rearview mirror. It was covered in blood.


  “Okay. There should be some gloves in the trunk.”


  “Good. Pull over someplace where we can dump him.”


  But we had to go all the way up Dickinson Avenue before I could find a safe place to pull over. There were no businesses down Dickinson, and no zombies.


  “This looks okay,” Marcus said. “Stop here and we’ll toss him out.”


  I got the gloves from the trunk and Marcus opened the back door.


  “Oh man,” he said, turning his face away from the sight. “You really fucked this guy up.”


  “Me? What the hell are you talking about? Those are your bullet holes in him.”


  “Relax, relax. Just come here and help me with him.”


  I handed Marcus a pair of gloves. The man was on his back, one of his heavy slab-o-meat arms bent under his bulk and his head down in the foot well behind the driver’s seat. From where I stood, I could see his mouth was hanging open.


  “What foot do you want?” I asked him as I pulled on my gloves.


  “It’s always the same with you, isn’t it, Eddie? Can’t we ever get together without having to pull somebody’s stinking dead body out of the back of a police car?”


  He was only half kidding. “That junkie on Queene’s Court wasn’t my fault,” I said. “How was I supposed to know he swallowed all that dope?”


  “Whatever. Just grab a foot, would you?”


  He grabbed the right and I grabbed the left. It was a tight fit because the door wouldn’t open far enough to let us stand side by side. We pulled on the guy until something gave way and he started to slide along the seat. On the way out, the back of his head smacked the metal part of the frame next to the seat and made a loud crack.


  “Ouch,” I said. It sounded very loud along that quiet stretch of Dickinson Avenue.


  “He didn’t feel a thing,” Marcus said. “Come on and help me get him over here.”


  I went to move the door out of the way, but as soon as I moved, the guy suddenly sat up.


  “What the—”


  The zombie was on Marcus so fast that neither of us had time to react. They both went over backward. Marcus landed underneath him and the zombie’s bulk pinned him to the ground.


  I tried to push him off but I couldn’t get the leverage. I was stuck between the two of them wrestling on the ground and the open door of the police car, and all I could do to help Marcus was to pound on the back of the zombie’s head with my fist.


  He moved, but he wouldn’t break his hold on Marcus. I hit him some more and finally pushed him far enough from my legs for me to move. It took two hard kicks to his gut before he turned away from Marcus and focused on me.


  Marcus moved fast.


  As soon as the zombie got off him, Marcus was on his feet, his pistol in his hand.


  I pushed the zombie back toward the car with another hard kick. He straightened up just in time to take a bullet in the forehead from Marcus’s gun.


  His head exploded all over the car. The impact knocked him backward and then he fell forward, right on top of Marcus. I dragged the mostly headless corpse off of Marcus and reached out a hand to help him up.


  “Thanks,” Marcus said, wiping the gore from his face.


  I went to the trunk, got the blood-borne pathogen kit, and helped him get cleaned up a little.


  “I’m surprised you couldn’t lift that guy,” I said. “Guess you need to work on your dead lift, huh?”


  He looked at me with a stare almost as blank as that of the zombie he had just put down. “You have never told a good joke in your life, you know that? I mean it. You are tragically not funny. It’s pathetic.”


  “What? That was a good one.”


  He shook his head like he pitied me. “Just get in the car and drive.”


  Chapter 20


  Less than half a mile down the road from where we dumped the body, we saw a Channel 9 news van stopped at the corner of Dickinson and Stewart. Just around the corner, in front of the Lexington Baptist Church, was the news crew that belonged to it—two cameramen and a pretty, dark-haired reporter I didn’t recognize.


  It looked like they were interviewing somebody—an older white guy in a blue shirt, yellow tie, and expensive-looking charcoal-gray slacks.


  “Don’t slow down,” Marcus said. Then he groaned. They had already seen us, and they were flagging us down.


  The cameramen turned their cameras on us.


  “Too late now,” Marcus said. “Might as well go check it out.”


  “They might know something,” I said hopefully.


  “Yeah, right,” he said. “Those clowns from Channel 9. They know how to crucify us, that’s about it.”


  I pulled the car into the church’s gravel parking lot and coasted over to the news crew. The cameramen followed us with their cameras, one of them taking extra care to record the damage to our car. He got a close up of the blood on the fender.


  The reporter was stunningly beautiful. She looked about 25. Tight brown jacket. Shear white blouse. Super short brown skirt. Fantastic legs.


  “Maybe it won’t be so bad,” I said.


  Marcus snorted.


  But before we could get out of the car, the reporter and one of her cameramen crowded up to my window. Behind her I could see a small group of wide-eyed, nervous-looking people coming out of the church to see what was going on.


  “Sandy Navarro, Channel 9 News,” the reporter said. She turned slightly for the camera, making sure the cameraman got her legs in the shot. That’s what it looked like to me, anyway. “Have you come to get these people out of here?”


  She stuck the microphone in my face.


  The cameraman turned the camera on me, the glare from its spotlight blinding me.


  “Who, me?” I asked.


  She tossed the hair out of her face with an easy shake of her head, a move that made her look like a model in a shampoo commercial, and said, “There are sixty-three people inside this church, officer. They’ve been without power for hours. Without food or water. Some of them have medical needs. What are you going to do to get them out of here?”


  Marcus chuckled. I glanced over to him, but he just held up his hands. “Don’t look at me, man. There’s a reason I always let you talk to these people.”


  “Thanks,” I said.


  “No problem.”


  Sandy Navarro stuck the microphone in my face again. “Officer?”


  A light breeze carried the faint vanilla hint of her perfume into the car. “Do you mind backing up?” I said.


  “These people need an answer, officer.”


  “Well they’ll get one as soon as you back up.”


  She didn’t move.


  “Please,” I said. “I’d like to get out of the car.”


  She huffed indignantly, but finally backed up.


  I opened the car door and stepped out. So did Marcus. But I hardly had a chance to close the car door before Sandy Navarro moved in for the kill again.


  “What are you going to do for these people, officer?”


  She was grandstanding for the camera. Channel 9 News had a reputation for sticking it to the police any time the opportunity came around, and I knew to expect it, but I still felt like I’d been put on the spot.


  Maybe that’s why I let myself get angry.


  “What exactly is it that you expect me to do?” I asked.


  “You’re the police,” she said. “Isn’t it your job to serve and protect?”


  “I’m not the police,” I snapped. “I’m one cop. Just one. I don’t know what in the hell you expect me to do. My whole shift is dead. We haven’t seen another living policeman or a firefighter in hours. I don’t have radio contact with anybody. I don’t have backup. We don’t even have enough firepower to face down a small crowd of those things out there. So I ask you, what exactly do you expect me to do for these people?”


  We stared at each other for a brief moment, and I think maybe she saw how bad things were in my eyes.


  She blinked.


  The microphone lowered a little.


  When she spoke again, her hard edge had softened a little, and the words didn’t come as easily.


  “About an hour ago, Chief Roles held a press conference in which he said the police department was moving to Stage III of the emergency mobilization plan. Can you tell me what that means?”


  I glanced at Marcus in time to see the smile evaporate from his face.


  “What does that mean, officer?”


  “It means things are as bad as they can possibly get,” I said, which was basically understating the problem. In order for our brass to go to Stage III of the emergency mobilization plan, they would have had to admit the total defeat of the combined resources of the San Antonio Police Department, the Bexar County Sheriff’s Office, and all the little unincorporated police departments throughout south Texas.


  I thought of April and Andrew, and they never seemed as far away as at that moment.


  “You wanted to know if help was coming for these folks.” I said to Sandy. “You can tell them we’re waiting on the military. They’re about the only ones that can pull our irons out of the fire at this point.”


  Marcus came around the front of the car. “What else did the chief say, Sandy?”


  Sandy turned on him, and almost immediately I saw a spark in her eye. Marcus had that effect on women. They couldn’t spread their legs fast enough.


  “He said that all personnel were being recalled to duty, regardless of their actual duty status. Are you a police officer, too?”


  “Marcus Acosta,” he said, and held out his hand to shake hers. Marcus hated reporters, but he loved women, and he had an almost predatory look in his eyes as he took in her sumptuous curves.


  Sandy, for her part, suddenly seemed a lot less aggressive than she had just a moment before, when she was the no-nonsense investigative journalist ready to stick it to the police. At that moment she reminded me more of a little lamb that didn’t have enough experience to realize that if she didn’t cut and run right that minute, the wolf in Marcus was going to devour her.


  “Sandy Navarro,” she said, eyes turned down a little, blush spreading like a field of poppies in bloom across her cheeks.


  They shook hands, and lingered that way a little longer than they should have for just a polite nice-to-meet-you handshake.


  “I’ve seen your spots on the news,” he said. “You’re good.”


  “Thank you,” she said, and the blush widened.


  I groaned and turned away.


  “Give me a second,” she said to him. “I want to finish interviewing Dr. Stiles and then maybe we can talk some more. I’d love to hear about the adventures you two have had tonight.”


  “I’d like that, too,” he said. “I’ll be here.”


  Sandy walked back to the older guy she’d been interviewing when we pulled up, and waited for the cameramen to get back into position.


  Marcus smiled at her, then caught me sneering at him.


  “What?”


  “You know what,” I said. “What the hell was that?”


  “Give me a break,” he whispered. “This may be the end of the world, but it’s not everyday a man gets to have something that good. You saw those legs. Do you have any idea how good they’d look wrapped around me?”


  “You’re a man whore, Marcus.”


  He smiled.


  The two of us walked closer to the entrance and stood behind the cameramen so we could hear the interview.


  Sandy straightened her skirt and jacket, brushed her hair back out of her face, and then turned on the charm for the camera.


  “Good evening,” she said to the camera, her eyes twinkling. “I’m Sandy Navarro, Channel 9 News. I’m here at the Lexington Baptist Church in northwest San Antonio with Dr. William Stiles of the University Hospital District, who less than five hours ago managed to lead nearly seventy people to safety here at this church. Good evening, Doctor.”


  “Good evening, Sandy,” the man said. He was a lean-faced man with a military officer’s haircut and a self-assured posture. I also got the feeling from him that he was used to people fawning over him.


  “Dr. Stiles, tell me a little about your situation here.”


  Stiles steepled his hands together in front of his chest and frowned in concentration. “A little while ago, University Hospital was overrun by people infected with the necrosis filovirus. Most of the hospital’s security staff was either killed or infected themselves. Luckily, I was able to get these people out of the hospital. We managed to make it out to the front lawn of the hospital, where we requisitioned two city buses that had been abandoned there, and drove them to this church, where we’ve been ever since, waiting on the authorities to get us out.”


  “And how many people were you able to save, Dr. Stiles?”


  “Sixty-three.”


  “You worked on some of the first reported cases of infection here in the city, is that right?”


  “That’s right. We saw the first cases last night. They came in from Houston on one of the flights bound for the shelters. We had no idea at the time what we were dealing with. It was only in the early hours of this morning that we realized we were dealing with something completely new. Unofficially, we began calling it the necrosis filovirus.”


  “Can you tell us about that please? What exactly is the necrosis filovirus?”


  Stiles exhaled deeply, his frown spreading further across his golf-tanned face. “The necrosis filovirus is closely related to the family of viral hemorrhagic fevers that include Ebola, Marburg, and the Crimean-Congo viruses. It’s a biosafety level-4 agent, which makes it about as dangerous as any virus you’re ever likely to deal with. Laboratory protocols call for a pressurized, heavy-duty biosafety suit to handle a level-4 agent. AIDS is a level-2 agent, if that gives you some measure of comparison. The thing about the necrosis filovirus that makes it different from the other hemorrhagic fevers is the incubation time. A person who contracts Ebola or Marburg is likely to exhibit a headache, backache, and other flu-like symptoms within five to ten days. The necrosis filovirus, on the other hand, seems to amplify within the host in just a few hours. After that, well, you’ve seen the infected walking the streets. They experience depersonalization to such a degree that they essentially become a zombie. The illusion is all the more complete when you see the clouded pupils, the smell, the rotting skin, and the almost complete lack of sensitivity to pain.”


  “What about the unbelievable acts of aggression we’ve seen, Dr. Stiles?”


  “That, unfortunately, is a recorded symptom of the hemorrhagic fevers. Though truthfully, I’ve never heard of any disease that turns people into cannibals. The thing is, in Ebola and Marburg, the disease devastates the host’s ability to move around. Those diseases are so deadly, so incapacitating, that the host usually does not get a chance to spread the disease very far geographically before quarantine measures can be put in place. Up to this point, every recorded outbreak of a viral hemorrhagic fever has been restricted to a relatively small number of victims. The necrosis filovirus, though, incubates faster, allows its hosts to move around with comparative ease, and, as you just said, makes them very violent.


  “There’s one thing I want to point out though, Sandy. None of the hemorrhagic fevers have a one hundred percent mortality rate, and I have no reason to believe that the necrosis filovirus does either. We may not be able to save every person infected with the virus, or even most of them, but we can save some, and that puts us in a delicate situation ethically. These are not criminals we’re dealing with, after all. The infected are normal people, and they can’t be held responsible for their actions. That’s just not fair. The problem demands a more delicate solution than just sending in the military to shoot all the infected. After all, if this were an outbreak of another kind of disease, such as the bird flu, or something comparable, we wouldn’t go around shooting the victims. We can’t do that here, either.”


  Stiles went on talking, but Marcus and I both had had enough. Marcus turned to me and said, “This guy is nuts if he thinks he can cure those people.”


  “I know,” I said.


  “We need to get out of here.”


  “I know.”


  While the others were listening to Stiles, Marcus and I headed back for the car. We didn’t make it very far though. I had my hand on the door when Sandy and one of her cameramen came up behind me.


  “Are you leaving, officer?”


  I dropped my chin to my chest and sighed. Then I turned around and braced for another round with Sandy Navarro, Channel 9 News bulldog.


  “Yes,” I said.


  “Just like that? You don’t plan to do anything for these people?”


  “I thought we’d settled that,” I said. “I can’t do anything for them. And I have a family of my own out there. I intend to find them.”


  Before she could say anything else, Marcus stepped back around the car. “Sandy,” he said, taking her by the arm and leading her away from me a little. “Why don’t we go inside? Officer Hudson and I will talk to the people. Let them know help is on the way. It’d be a good shot for you guys, and maybe you could tell me a little more about what you know about what’s going on. After all, if I’m going to be out in the middle of all this, it sure would be helpful to know a little more than I do now.”


  She brushed the long black hair from her face and smiled warmly. It was amazing to watch, the way she changed. That same flip of her hair turned her into a serious professional journalist in front of the camera, but around Marcus, it made her look like a schoolgirl who’s just been introduced to her favorite rock star.


  Unbelievable, I thought. How does he do it?


  Marcus nodded to me. I knew the look. Go in and put on a good show for the public, it said. I’m right behind you.


  I sighed, turned, and went inside the church, Sandy, Marcus, Stiles, and the cameramen trailing behind me.


  The door led into the gymnasium, which was large and barnlike, decorated with banners from the church’s youth group, announcing them as the Baptist Youth Basketball League Champions of 2002 and 2004. The whole place danced with yellow candlelight, and people were everywhere. They had taken the tumbling mats down from their brackets on the wall and laid them out in one corner of the gym so a few of the older folks would have a place to sit down. That handful of older folks watched tiredly from their corner as the others bustled around them with a sort of aimless agitation. Nobody looked to have a plan.


  I caught bits and pieces of conversations as I walked through the crowd. People were complaining about the cold, about how hungry they were, about how scared and worried they were.


  I didn’t blame them. Most of them were echoing the same feelings I had, and again I thought of April and Andrew, wondering if maybe they had left our home for someplace like this. Thinking of them made it hard for me to say anything reassuring to the folks who asked me when they could expect to be rescued.


  I lied as best I could. I told them not to worry, that they were safe, that there was no way the military would take one minute longer than they had to before coming to our rescue.


  If they knew I had doubts of my own, they didn’t let on. Most just walked away, wide eyed and still very frightened, mumbling to themselves.


  From somewhere behind me I could hear Marcus laying it on thick with Sandy, and she couldn’t get enough of it. Once, I even heard her giggle, a bubbly, nasally sound that seemed totally out of place amid the stunned survivors around us.


  I separated myself from the crowd and walked down a hallway that led back into the church, looking for a bathroom. I had mud and blood and bits of other stuff all over me, and after listening to Stiles talk about level 4 killer viruses, I had a renewed desire to get cleaned up.


  The hallway went about fifty feet into darkness, past a number of offices and classrooms with locked doors, then opened into a high-ceilinged vestibule.


  It was even darker there, and I turned on my flashlight.


  Two other hallways went off to my right, and there was a flight of stairs on my left. A sign next to one of the hallways said RESTROOMS, and there was an arrow beneath it.


  I followed the arrow.


  The bathroom was a few doors down on the right, and I almost made it. I had my hand on the door when I heard somebody coughing, a mean, wet hacking sound that reminded me of the noises Carlos had made before his end had come.


  I clicked off my flashlight and stood perfectly still, listening in the dark.


  The coughing came again, and so did other noises. Worried voices. Calming voices. More coughing. A woman making a noise somewhere between a groan and a scream.


  I drew my gun and inched along the wall, following the sound. Around the next corner I saw flickering yellow candlelight. The voices were clearer now, and so were the sounds of people in pain.


  Slowly, I walked around the corner, into the candlelit main entrance to the church, and I gasped.


  The entranceway was rectangular in shape, long and narrow, with a high, three-story ceiling. A massive wooden chandelier hung in the middle of the room. A narrow balcony ran the length of the room on both sides, and looked to go off to the upstairs levels of the main sanctuary, which was off to my right.


  About thirty people were stretched out on makeshift cots, and all of them looked in really bad shape.


  A couple of people who looked to be nurses were busy tending to the sick, trying to make them as comfortable as possible.


  None of the injured seemed to have turned—yet.


  Three things went through my mind all at once.


  First was that Dr. Stiles must be using this place as some sort of hospital for the infected among his group. I remembered what he had told Sandy about a less than 100 percent mortality rate, and how he hoped at least some of the infected might recover, and a shudder ran through me. These people, I gathered, were relatives of those farther back, in the gymnasium.


  My second thought was that Dr. Stiles had conveniently not mentioned his little hospital to Sandy or to Marcus and me. I shuddered again. What possible reason could he have for not mentioning it, I wondered. And then I answered my own question. He probably figured it would hurt his chances of being rescued if the rescuers knew this little virus bomb of a menagerie existed. Why would they risk spreading the infection, or catching it themselves?


  My third thought had nothing to do with the sick people groaning on the floor, or even with the unscrupulous Dr. Stiles. It was all about the four men with rifles that had stepped out of the shadows on either side of me as soon as I entered the room. All four of them shifted their guns to their shoulders and, before I knew it, I was looking down the barrels of each of them.


  I hadn’t noticed them at first. I was too busy watching a pair of nurses who were tending to the sick, and trying not to look into the red, swollen eyes of the few people on the cots who had strength enough to look at me.


  The gunman closest to me looked about thirty years old. He had a golden complexion and deep black, unruly collar-length hair. He had a narrow build, and between that and the hair, he reminded me of some sort of Colombian soccer star.


  But he was an amateur with the gun. He held the stock too high up, so that he had to point the barrel down at me in an uncomfortable-looking angle.


  Untrained, no question. And twitchy, jumpy. A bad combination.


  Behind him was a short, gray-haired man with a considerable paunch. He looked like he had fired a rifle before, but he was nervous, like pointing a gun at a cop was something he never imagined himself doing as long as he lived.


  The other two guys, who were standing off to my left, were nondescript. Just regular-looking guys of average height and average build. They held their guns loosely, uncomfortably.


  I focused on Twitchy.


  “What’s going on?” I said.


  “We don’t want you here,” he shot back quickly, angrily.


  “Fair enough,” I said. I kept my voice calm, my moves slow and minimal. The last thing I wanted to do was get Twitchy twitchier.


  “Leave us alone.”


  “I’d like nothing better,” I said. “Let’s just put those guns down, okay? I don’t want to be here any more than you guys want me here. Just put your guns down and I’ll turn around and leave you to your business.”


  There was an awkward pause.


  Paunchy lowered his gun, almost dropped it. The two on my left did the same thing. It was like I thought with them. They didn’t want any part in this.


  Twitchy didn’t drop his, though. He saw the others lose a little of their conviction, and it scared him.


  Suddenly he was animated, his voice quivering with nerves. He stabbed the air with his rifle and spoke frantically, so frantically I could barely understand him.


  “No, you put your gun away. Not me, no. Yours. Yours. Put it down first. You go first. Kevin, Robbie, watch him. Don’t let him talk you down. He puts his gun down first. Burns, get up here.”


  He nodded at Paunchy behind him without ever taking his eyes off me.


  “Burns, get up and take that gun from him.”


  “Malin,” said Paunchy. “I don’t—”


  “Nobody’s taking anybody’s gun away,” I said. “Everybody just stay cool. I’m backing up now. Just relax and everybody’s gonna be just fine.”


  “No,” shouted Twitchy.


  He said something to Paunchy that I didn’t catch. I was too busy watching the room behind him. Out of the corner of my eye I had seen movement under a sheet covering a cot, and as I watched, I saw a woman with a blood-stained face, blackened gore in her hair, and milk-white pupils, sit up in bed.


  Her head turned slowly in our direction, the eyes dead.


  Twitchy and Paunchy were still arguing about taking my gun. Without looking at them, I said, “Behind you.”


  “Shut up,” Twitchy said.


  “Right there,” I said, nodding at the woman getting out of the cot. “Shoot her.”


  That was the wrong thing to say in front of Twitchy. I had meant to say something diplomatic, something calm, but even as I was thinking what to say, the words “Shoot her” just came out.


  Twitchy exploded in anger. He took a couple of steps forward and shook his fist at me.


  I saw a well-worn band of gold around the third finger of his left hand.


  “You leave her alone,” he yelled. “God help me, I’ll kill you if you touch her.


  Tears were streaming down his face, fat and round.


  “That’s fine,” I said. The zombie that had been his wife was now lumbering at him. Paunchy had seen her in time and was backing away. “That’s fine,” I said again. “Take my handcuffs. Secure her to the cot if you need to. She can stay there till someone can help her.”


  The zombie was five feet from him. Three feet. Too close.


  “Malin,” Paunchy said. He was pleading with the man.


  The zombie grabbed Twitchy by the shoulder and dug into the bare flesh of his arm with her teeth.


  He let out a girlish squeal and yanked his arm away. The next minute he was pushing the zombie away, trying to speak to it like it was still his wife, trying to coax it back to the cot.


  The zombie fought for another bite, and when Twitchy finally realized he couldn’t talk her back to the cot, he called for Paunchy to help him.


  Paunchy dropped his gun and ran to help. Together they dragged the zombie back to the cot and forced her onto her back.


  I took out my cuffs and walked toward them.


  “Here,” I said, holding them out to them. “Take these.”


  Twitchy wheeled on me, gun in the air. He fired a shot that whistled somewhere over my shoulder and hit the wall behind me.


  “Stay away from her, you son of a bitch. Get back!”


  I was frozen for a second, the shot still ringing in my ears. The cuffs fell to the floor.


  Everybody in the room was looking at us. The two men with rifles off to my left were fidgeting nervously, still uncertain what to do. Both nurses were standing in the middle of the room, their feet rooted to the floor. A few pairs of miserable, blood-red eyes peered up from nearby cots.


  Only Paunchy seemed to be focused on something other than the two of us. He was still struggling to keep Twitchy’s wife from getting off the cot.


  Two more zombies sat up in their cots. A moment later, another one.


  They lumbered to their feet, their bloody blankets falling down to the floor. One of them was closing in on the nurses. I yelled for them to move, but not in time. A zombie fell on one of the nurses, grabbed her by the hair, and pulled her to the floor.


  She went down screaming.


  Instinctively, I made a move to help her, and that set Twitchy into hysterics.


  He fired at me.


  The first shot missed me, went past me, and grazed one of the men on my left, striking him in the arm. The second shot thudded into the wall.


  Twitchy didn’t stop firing. Each time he pulled the trigger, he stabbed the rifle at me like there was a bayonet attached to it, which was lucky for me. It kept him from aiming. All he was doing was spraying and praying, which sounds like a good way to manage a gunfight, but isn’t.


  I ran to my left, clamoring over the injured in their cots, knocking them to the floor while I hit my belly and crawled behind a pillar for cover.


  Twitchy was yelling and shooting wildly. I peered around the edge of the pillar and Twitchy fired again, forcing me back behind cover.


  All I could see of the direction I’d come from were the three cots I’d knocked over, and the people who were now on the floor, holding their stomachs and vomiting a black, tarry goo onto the wooden floor.


  The man closest to me was staring me right in the face when he slipped under and became a zombie. It occurred to me then that he must have been using all his strength to stave off the change, and I had pushed him over the edge, or distracted him, which amounted to the same thing. Either way, by upsetting his cot, I had broken his concentration, and now a zombie was staring me in the face.


  The other two behind him changed in the same way. It was like watching a row of lightbulbs flicker out. One minute they were human, suffering. The who of what they were, or had been, was gone, leaving only an angry blank slate.


  The three zombies stood up, and then the whole room erupted in screams and the clanging of beds being overturned and bodies colliding.


  Over the din of it all, I could still hear Twitchy yelling at me. Despite everything going on around us, he seemed to have focused on me, treating me like the root of all his troubles.


  He fired two more shots. One of them hit the floor next to my left hand and kicked up little pieces of wood that peppered my arm, burning like wasp bites.


  I ran for the next pillar, not giving him the chance to close in on me. As I landed on the ground behind the next pillar, I turned, raised my gun, and almost fired.


  I didn’t pull the trigger, though, because just then Marcus broke into the room right behind Twitchy. Dozens of people ran into the room behind him, Sandy and Stiles and the two cameramen among them.


  Sandy gasped. Stiles’s face was lit with rage. There was a mad rush of people as Stiles and a few others tried to take the cameras away and pull Sandy from the room. At the same time, people continued to rush into the room, running to the cots in the room to check on their injured friends and family.


  Twitchy wheeled around and pointed his rifle at Marcus.


  Wrong thing to do.


  Marcus grabbed the barrel in his left hand and pushed it away. He dug the heel of his right hand under Twitchy’s chin and forced his face to the ceiling. Then he kicked him in the balls so hard that Twitchy’s feet actually left the floor.


  Twitchy collapsed, gurgling in pain.


  Marcus turned on Stiles and snarled something at him. I couldn’t hear what he said, but I gathered it was something similar to what I had said to myself when I first saw the room.


  People were screaming, fighting, dying. We were packed in so close together that it was hard to tell the healthy from the sick.


  I couldn’t shoot my way out. The room was too crowded for that. Instead, I kicked and punched my way to the front door. I thought if I could only make it out the doors, and put some distance between myself and this crowd, I’d stand a chance of making it back to the car.


  I fought my way to the doors and pushed on them, but they were locked. When I turned back to the room, I could see people getting knocked down and devoured. Arms were waving, faces bent into horrible masks of rage and pain, and in the middle of it all was Marcus, swinging the butt of the rifle around like a club, tearing a path through the crowd.


  From off to my left I saw Sandy Navarro. She had been pushed into a corner by two zombies.


  I fired a single shot and dropped one of them.


  Sandy turned toward the shot, saw me, screamed for me to help her. The other zombie put his hands on her, and she pushed it away. I couldn’t fire at that one, though. He was too close to her for me to risk it.


  I ran that way, fighting my way through the crowd, and came up behind the zombie she was wrestling with.


  The zombie was a skinny man in a white shirt and brown slacks. His shirt was stained with rust-colored gore under one arm. I kicked him in the back of the knees, knocked him off balance, and threw him to one side.


  He landed faceup, and I didn’t give him a chance to regain his feet. I fired once, catching him in the left eye.


  “Are you hurt?” I asked Sandy.


  She was staring at the zombie I’d just killed, very near to throwing up.


  “Are you hurt?” I said again.


  She shook her head no.


  “Good. Stay close. I’m gonna get you out of here.”


  I grabbed her hand and pulled her towards the hallway at the far end of the room, but she was scared, and she resisted.


  “Come on,” I said, snarling it at her. “Come on.”


  “Eddie!”


  It was Marcus, directly above me. I looked up and saw him leaning over the balcony, looking down at me.


  “Marcus—”


  Under different circumstances I would have asked him how the hell he’d gotten up there, but as it was I grabbed Sandy by the arm and pulled her out so he could see her.


  “Grab her,” I told him, and hoisted Sandy up. It took some doing, but I managed to get her into position so she could stand on my shoulders.


  Marcus reached down, caught her by the hand, and pulled her over the railing.


  When she disappeared behind him, he was staring down at me, an inexplicable grin on his face.


  A zombie put a hand on my arm. I pulled away and shot it twice, once in the chest, once in the ear.


  Marcus was still smiling. “Did you get a peek?” he said.


  “What?”


  “Up her skirt?”


  “Marcus!” The zombie I had just shot got pushed back on me by the frantic crowd, and I was forced to kick it away.


  “Marcus!”


  He rolled his eyes at me, but lowered the barrel of the rifle down for me to grab.


  I caught it, and he pulled me up. Once I was even with the balcony I was able to swing myself over.


  I landed next to him. Sandy was huddled up in a ball on the floor next to the wall, sobbing.


  We picked her up and carried her out to the car, the sounds of the battle dying away behind us.


  Chapter 21


  Sandy was a mess. We had to prop her against the trunk while we cleaned up the broken glass and spilled blood from the backseat, but by the time we had it clean enough for her to sit down, she was a little more in control.


  Not much, but a little.


  “What about my cameramen?” she asked, looking up at Marcus with large, uncertain eyes. She had wiped her face with a baby wipe from the vehicle’s blood-borne pathogen kit, but there were still little black rivulets of mascara on her cheeks that made her face look like a desert of dried-up creek beds.


  Marcus put an arm around her shoulder and guided her to the backseat.


  “Sandy, we have to worry about you, okay?” he said, and I was shocked at the delicacy in his voice, the naked humanity. “I’m sorry about your friends, but we have to go.”


  She looked into his eyes and brushed the hair away from her face. Another change. This time, the gesture made her look vulnerable, and yet very sensual at the same time.


  Nothing is as protean as a woman.


  “Okay, Marcus,” she said, and climbed in.


  I turned the car onto the upper level of the freeway. The bottom level was only two lanes wide, with no shoulder, and there was no way we were going to make it through there. The upper was a little more open.


  Once we got on the freeway, we were in darkness. All the overhead street lamps were out. None of the Trans-Guide traffic displays were working. The freeway was a black ribbon against the night skyline, and off in the distance we saw towering pillars of black smoke and the orange glow of structure fires.


  Looking around at all the destruction, I realized how lucky I had been the last time I was on the freeway. Had I run into this mess earlier, without Marcus, I would probably still be looking for a way home.


  Or worse, not looking for anything at all.


  I turned on the takedown lights and the car’s high beams, flooding the road ahead with as much light as the car could put out.


  Wrecked cars were everywhere. Clouds of dust floated sluggishly on the breeze, and the cold night air seemed to glow with a greenish sheen. The car’s lights caught the dust, and as I snaked us through the gaps in the snarled traffic, I had the feeling we were drifting through an underwater landscape of sunken ships and warplanes, the graveyard of some long-ago and distant naval battle.


  In places the freeway was so thick with wrecks that we had to use the push bumpers to ram our way through. Whenever possible, Marcus would get out and drive the wrecks out of the way, but we still ended up beating the crap out of the car. It started making a mechanical whining noise, a sickening groan, every time I hit the gas. I could feel it straining, slipping out of gear.


  We saw a car that had run up onto the bed of an older model Ford pickup. Inside the car I saw a woman slapping her bloody hands against the passenger window in a slow, pointless gesture, and when we got up close enough to see her face, there was no doubt that she had been changed. Death spoke through her eyes.


  Sandy gasped in the backseat.


  “You okay?” Marcus asked her. He had to raise his voice to be heard through the shattered Plexiglas divider. There was still blood on it, despite our best efforts to clean it up for her.


  She nodded, wiped a tear from her face. I actually pitied her then, despite the attitude she had given me back at the church. Seeing her like that, softened, made me realize that she was genuinely hurting. It also made her seem even more beautiful than she had been before the situation at the church got so out of hand.


  “What’s that smell?” Marcus asked.


  He was right. Something smelled bad. I wrinkled my nose at it as I looked around.


  It wasn’t death. I know what death smells like. This was something else, something just as earthy and foul, but not as ominous. Like manure.


  We saw the source of it just ahead. An eighteen wheeler had flipped over on its side and was blocking two of the three lanes. There were a few cars in the remaining third lane that looked like they had run into the retaining wall when the big rig flipped over.


  Marcus drove one out of the way, and I rammed two more with the car to get us clear.


  Once we cleared the gap and got around the truck, we saw that the rig was a cattle hauler, and the smell that we thought was manure really was manure.


  The scene was gut-wrenching, easily the worst display of blood and bone and brown, puddled viscera I had seen all night.


  The side panels of the truck had been ripped away when it rolled over, but there were parts of the paneling that looked like they had been pulled apart by human hands. Zombies had gone after some of the cattle and torn them to pieces. Dripping, shredded cattle carcasses, a shoulder here, a leg or rump section there, were festooned from broken wooden slats, and there were large, steaming piles of cow shit and wet hay melting together in pools of blood on the ground.


  Some of the cattle must have stampeded in fright during the attack because there were crushed human bodies on the ground next to the cattle carcasses.


  About fifty feet away I saw a cow with its stomach ripped open. The wound looked like some kind of grotesque jungle orchid in bloom. Its head was resting on the retaining wall, where it had crawled away to die.


  “What do you know,” I said, pointing the cow out to Marcus. “There’s no cross-species contamination.”


  “No what?”


  “No zombie cows.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “Cross-species contamination,” I said again. “There are no zombie cows. Haven’t you wondered if anything else besides people gets turned into zombies? Apparently, it’s a big question in zombie studies.”


  “Zombie studies?” He put his back to the passenger door and crossed his arms over his chest. His way of pronouncing something as bullshit when he heard it. “I took women’s studies back when I was working on my Associate’s degree. Is zombie studies anything like that?”


  “This is a little different, I think.”


  “So what are zombie studies?”


  “It’s nothing,” I said. “Just something this guy told me about earlier tonight. I think it amounts to a bunch of freaks in a chat room, talking about what they think zombies would be like if they actually existed.”


  “If they actually existed?”


  “Well,” I said, “I think they’re gonna have a lot to talk about after tonight.”


  He nodded. “I didn’t know you were into that kind of thing.”


  “I’m not. It was just a random thought going through my brain. No big deal.”


  “Oh.”


  We continued on in silence for a little while longer, and things were quiet enough that I could hear Sandy’s sniffles in the backseat. Poor girl, I thought. She’s trying hard to be tough.


  “You really took women’s studies in school?” I asked Marcus.


  He glanced out the window at the fires burning up the west side of San Antonio’s skyline. “It wasn’t quite what I thought it was going to be,” he said.


  The wreckage blocking the roadway never seemed to end, and I began to wonder if we would have been better off taking the surface streets. The car was really starting to groan.


  A short distance later we came to another wreck that was blocking the whole road. The main culprit on this one was an overturned maroon Isuzu Trooper. Evidently, it had hit two other cars, gotten airborne after hitting the retaining wall, and knocked down a light pole.


  The pole was lying across two lanes and the left shoulder, and there were at least ten cars turned the wrong way. Some were crumpled together in a metal embrace.


  I stopped the car and studied the wreckage.


  “This is going to take some doing,” I said.


  “Yeah,” Marcus said. “Think you can push that Isuzu out of the way? Looks clear past him on that side.”


  “I think so.”


  There wasn’t really much to push against. Because it was upside down, the bumper was too high for me to catch it with the push bumper, and I had to ease up to the aluminum case for the spare tire and part of the rear window.


  I made contact gently, then dipped into the throttle and started to push. The car strained, and then the aluminum spare-tire case buckled. The next moment I heard creaking metal and the pop and shatter of glass breaking. I knew we weren’t going to get it moved that way.


  I backed up, carrying part of the spare-tire case with me. “What do you want to do now?”


  Marcus squinted at the wrecked cars. “Let’s see if some of these other cars are drivable. Maybe we can use them to ram that light pole out of the way.”


  “Okay.”


  I glanced at Sandy in the rearview mirror. She wasn’t sobbing anymore, but she had a fixed, road-worn look in her eyes.


  “You going to be okay for a minute?” I asked her.


  She nodded.


  “Okay,” I said. “We’ll be right back.”


  Marcus went up to a blue Volvo, opened the door, and shot the zombie behind the wheel as casually as if he were ordering a beer at a bar. I jumped when I heard the shot. Marcus reached in, grabbed the body, and pulled it out onto the pavement. It made a dull thud as it hit the ground.


  He pointed at a green Kia, meaning for me to drive it.


  I nodded. There were no zombies in mine. I got in, and Marcus got in his Volvo. We backed the cars into position, then gave them some gas, and rammed the light pole out of the way.


  It made a fierce grinding noise, but eventually we got it moving, and after moving a few more cars, we had one lane open.


  “That ought to work,” Marcus said.


  “Yeah, I can get through here no problem.”


  We were congratulating each other on a job well done, heading back for the car, when we heard Sandy screaming.


  We ran for her at a dead sprint, but when we rounded a row of cars between us and her, we saw a thick knot of zombies beating on our police car, trying to get at the meat inside.


  A few of the zombies were on top of the trunk, pulling at Sandy through the busted-out rear window.


  Others had opened the driver’s side rear door and were already inside the car. I thought I saw Sandy, her back against the opposite rear door, kicking at the hands and teeth clutching for her, but it was dark and I couldn’t really see her that well to be sure.


  I jumped onto the hood of the car, ran over the roof, and kicked a zombie that had yet to get inside square in the jaw. He flew backwards and landed on his head behind the car.


  Next I grabbed a pair of legs belonging to a zombie who was headfirst in the backseat and pulled as hard as I could, extracting him from the backseat. I heard Sandy howling in pain, and I could barely see her, thrashing at the hands and faces pressing down on top of her.


  Her screams filled up the night. I fired into the backseat, hitting at least two of the zombies in the head, maybe three.


  Meanwhile, Marcus had gone around the passenger side of the car and got Sandy’s door open. He managed to grab her beneath the shoulders and pulled her from the car. As he moved her I heard a nasty sound, like a large piece of fabric being ripped in half, only it was the sound of her flesh ripping.


  Several zombies tumbled out of the car after her.


  Through a gap in the mass of bodies I caught a glimpse of Sandy, and nearly gagged. She was covered in blood, and her left leg was missing below the hip. Most of her stomach was shredded.


  She started to gasp, gulping for air like a fish out of water.


  “Get them!” Marcus shouted.


  I jumped down next to him and started firing at the faces inside and on top of the car. I did it quickly. In thirty seconds they were all dead.


  When I turned around, so was Sandy. She had bled out.


  Marcus pushed her body off him and then the two of us pulled the other bodies out of the backseat. It was grim work, and we did it without talking.


  When it was done, we got back in the car and drove away.


  After we got rolling again, Marcus happened to glance in the backseat and made a disgusted noise.


  “What?” I asked.


  “We left her leg back there.”


  “I’ll pull over so we can get rid of it,” I said.


  “No,” he said, and sat back down. “Don’t worry about it. We’re not going to have this car very much longer. Downtown’s only two exits away.”


  “Okay,” I said. “If you’re sure.”


  “I’m sure,” he said. “A pity, though. She really did have great legs.”


  Chapter 22


  By the time we drove into the police vehicle ready lot to get a new car, the one we were in had almost died. Three of the tires were in good shape, but the rest of it looked like warmed-over crap. It was making a grinding noise on Marcus’s side that sounded like part of the undercarriage was dragging on the ground and a thin wisp of steam or smoke was coming from underneath the hood.


  We had to bust the fence at the entrance to the yard and, when we did, the car slipped out of gear and wouldn’t go back in.


  We left it by the guard shack, shot a zombie there that used to be a city mechanic, and stepped into the ready lot.


  There were rows upon rows of white Crown Victorias, all of them exactly the same, and all of them ready to go.


  I could tell Marcus was in heaven.


  He clapped his hands together and said, “You ready, Eddie? Let’s go shopping.”


  “After you.”


  “Thank you, sir. I hear they’re not much on selection here, but the prices can’t be beat.”


  What we wanted was on the west end of the lot. The cars there were already outfitted with push bumpers, which we figured we would probably need again. The only thing they were missing compared to a regular patrol vehicle was the decal package.


  Marcus pointed to a dealer’s sticker still stuck to one of the windows. I watched him run his finger down the columns with a sparkle in his eye that made it seem like he was fingering fine jewels.


  “Look at this,” he said. “Can you believe it? Look at how much these things cost. The city’s getting their eyes poked out on this deal.”


  “That’s a lot,” I said, without even looking at the sticker. I was looking around for more zombies. We were out in the open, and it was making me nervous.


  I saw one stumbling past the yard on the other side of the fence. A little farther beyond him was a homeless shelter, and dark, slow-moving figures moved through the maze of filthy mattresses and trash piles that surrounded the building.


  So far, they hadn’t noticed us, but I’d always hated dealing with the homeless, and I sure as hell didn’t want to mess with them now that they were zombies.


  “What do you think?” I asked. “You ready to go?”


  “Yeah, yeah. Which one do you want?”


  “The white one.”


  “That’s cute,” he said. “Get in. I’m driving.”


  Getting through downtown wasn’t as difficult as I thought it would be. There were zombies everywhere, and most of the roads were choked up with abandoned cars, but it wasn’t anything close to as bad as it had been in the Medical Center.


  We got almost all the way to headquarters before we ran into our first real gridlock.


  “I’m gonna turn right here,” Marcus said. “We can park up front. The back gates will probably be locked anyway.”


  “Okay.”


  Marcus turned down Watson Street and we rode up the sidewalk all the way to the front steps of headquarters.


  It looked like there had been a fierce battle near the front of the building. On the other side of the street was an old Spanish-style limestone wall, and in front of that, a little strip of grass ran parallel to the sidewalk.


  Three enormous live oaks draped their dew-soaked branches over the street, sheltering the bodies of a dozen or so people.


  They were collapsed on the pavement and in the grass in poses that made them look like they were sleeping in the sun on a lazy, sunny afternoon. But there was something uneasy and unwilling about the way they laid there.


  Most were on their backs, with an arm stretched out above their head or a knee cocked up into the air.


  One man was facedown in the grass, and a dried puddle of his own blood had stained the grass below his cheek. Most of his right leg had been eaten and his pants were in tatters, clinging to the gore. It reminded me of a half-eaten cob of corn.


  I even saw a few uniforms among the bodies.


  “Come on,” Marcus said from the front doors. “Don’t look at it.”


  “Yeah, okay.” I turned away and followed him up the steps, but even as I did I got the feeling that we weren’t going to find our answers inside.


  We walked through the open front doors and into the lobby. Debris was everywhere, and in the bluish-white glow of the building’s emergency lights it looked like the seat of desolation.


  The whole building was running off the generators, and they were making a monotonous, mechanical droning noise that seemed to be coming from everywhere at once.


  In the middle of the floor was a dead woman in an expensive-looking dark gray skirt and a white blouse. I could see the receiver of her Glock poking out from underneath her leg. Marcus said he recognized her, but I had never seen her before.


  “She’s a robbery detective,” he said. “Was a robbery detective, I mean.”


  “She’s got a cell phone on her belt,” I said.


  “You want it?” Marcus asked, his eyebrows arched, asking why in the hell I would.


  “Maybe it still works.”


  He shrugged. “Get it if you want it.”


  I walked over to her corpse and turned her over with the toe of my boot.


  I reached for the phone and then backed up in a hurry, just to be on the safe side.


  “Well,” he said. “Does it work?”


  I flipped it open, dialed April’s cell number, and got two rings before it cut to static.


  “It rang,” I said.


  “Anything?”


  “No. It cut out.”


  “Might as well keep it,” he said. “We’ll try again later.”


  I put the phone on my belt.


  Beyond the detective’s body was a vestibule where the security people sat. The rest of the building was behind that and closed off behind bulletproof glass doors.


  I couldn’t believe the damage I saw. To the left were the cashiers’ windows and the door that led to Records and Accounting. Two middle-aged, heavy-set women and a tiny little man in a brown suit were crumpled up in a pile next to one of the doors.


  Through the cashiers’ windows I saw a woman in her early twenties staggering between the rows of filing cabinets, unable to figure out how to get through the maze to where we were standing.


  To our right was a hallway that led off to Personnel, and beside that was what used to be a glass trophy case. Now all that was left of it was crunching beneath our boots.


  The stain of death was all around us. It seemed to hang from the walls and permeate the air like a fog. I almost didn’t want to breathe, afraid that somehow I might become corrupted by it.


  “You done looking?” Marcus asked me.


  “What?”


  “I don’t feel like wasting time standing here, okay? First place I want to check out is Communications. I want to see if there’s some sort of regrouping site.”


  “Okay,” I said, but I was watching the zombie in the Records office. She had managed to get out of the maze of filing cabinets and was trying to climb through the glass windows.


  “Right,” he said, but didn’t sound convinced. “Eddie?”


  He shook my shoulder. “Eddie? Hey.”


  “What?”


  “You with me? Come on. I need you sharp.”


  “I’m with you,” I said. “I’m just tired.”


  “Me too,” he said. “Come on. Through here.”


  We jumped over the security desk and started back. Most of the doors were controlled by electronic key cards, and neither of us had one. Only people with regular business at headquarters get those.


  The first floor was mainly support services and meeting rooms.


  What Marcus really wanted was on the third floor. That was where we’d find the 9-1-1 emergency dispatch system, and it was there, according to Marcus, that we would learn whatever there was to learn about what was happening and what those in charge were doing about it.


  Marcus shot a zombie at the entrance to the south stairwell who used to be a Sex Crimes detective. Then we started up the stairs.


  The generators were humming, which meant the elevators were probably working too, but neither of us wanted to risk getting stuck inside of one.


  Our plan was to get in, learn what we could from anybody we could find, and get out.


  But as we stepped out of the stairwell and onto the third floor, I realized we were in trouble.


  The whole floor was quiet.


  Usually, the third floor of headquarters was a zoo. Even in the middle of the night you could usually count on there being fifty or more people running around, stomping out fires of one sort or another, and generally filling the place with noise. It was never this quiet.


  “Come on,” Marcus said. “Let’s be quick about this.”


  We headed for the Communications entrance on the northeast wing of the building and stopped around the corner from the glass doors that led into the dispatcher’s pit.


  Marcus motioned for me to loop around him and move to the other side of the doors. I got into position and then peered around the corner.


  “Holy crap,” I said, whispering to him. Inside there were more than fifty zombies who had once been our dispatchers. “We’re not going to go in there.”


  He nodded and then lowered his head like he was thinking what to do next.


  There was a sudden crash, and then the doors flew open.


  A slender female in blue jeans and a bloody green shirt erupted into the hallway. I had my shoulders turned away from her when she broke out, but I spun around just in time to catch her by the neck as her face came down next to mine, mouth open and teeth wet with blood.


  She was one of the fast-movers. She fought like mad, clawing and kicking and sticking her dirty mouth in for the bite that would kill me. The force of her attack knocked me backwards and my gun slipped from my hand.


  I yelled out for Marcus to help, but he was already on top of her. He grabbed her by the hair and pulled her head backward, twisting and guiding her face away from me.


  She went sprawling into the wall, and before she could get up, he peppered her with bullets.


  I rolled toward my gun.


  Marcus stepped into the doorway and start firing. He said something to me that I couldn’t understand, and the rest of it was drowned out by the sound of his gun.


  He fired again and again, trying to pick off the zombies before they made it through the doors, but there were just too many of them, and they swelled into the hallway like an ocean wave.


  It only took a few seconds before Marcus and I were separated by a widening gulf of bodies. They were so thick all I could see was a mass of moving arms, and in flashes of pistol fire, moving farther and farther away, was Marcus as he fought to hold his ground.


  I could still hear him shouting, but I couldn’t see him anymore. The zombies were piling into the hallway and I had nowhere left to go. They were painting me into a corner. I fired I don’t know how many rounds, but it was like trying to dig a hole in the surface of the ocean. One would fall and three more would step into the gap he left behind.


  There were just too many of them. I glanced right and saw a middle-aged woman with a flattened and bloody face standing in front of a gray metal door. The others had pushed her to the wall as they poured into the hallway.


  I put a hole in her forehead. She fell back against the door, but I didn’t let her fall to the ground. I caught the back of her shoulders and used her as a shield against the crowd.


  The others reached around her body, clutching at me.


  The split second that I bought using her as a shield was enough to reach the door and pull it open. I let the woman’s body fall to the floor and ran through the door, only dimly aware that I was stepping into another stairwell.


  Behind me, the door was still wide open and the zombies started coming through.


  I turned and fired until I was out of bullets. By then there were so many bodies stacked up in the doorway that the rest of the infected were having to climb over them to get to me.


  I kicked at the bodies and somehow managed to get the door closed.


  As I shut it, the sound of the crowd died to a muffled roar, and I was left alone on the top landing of the stairwell, surrounded by blue cement walls and a gray cement floor that was covered with puddles of black blood.


  They were banging on the door, but they sounded miles away. Everything sounded hollow and distant except the blood pounding in my ears.


  “You gotta move,” I said, trying to make myself do it.


  I saw the door open just a crack, and that lit a fire under my ass. I went down the stairs as fast as I could go, but it was narrow, and the steps were steeper than a normal stairwell. I had to make each step deliberate just to keep from tumbling down.


  The door to the second floor was locked. I pulled it hard, but it wouldn’t budge. Only when I stepped back to kick it did I see the black electronic key card pad to the right of the door jamb.


  The first floor had the same set up, and it was locked too.


  I ran back to the second floor and pulled on the door again, frantic with claustrophobia and rage.


  I kicked the door, then backed away and kicked it again in desperation.


  “Motherfucker!”


  Above me, I heard zombies entering the stairwell. I switched out magazines and ran up to get them before they could get me.


  I made it to the third-floor landing just in time to see a dozen or so zombies come tumbling through the door and land right in front of me.


  I slowly backtracked down the first few steps, never taking my eyes off of them as they advanced.


  The lead zombie took the first step, stumbled, and came tumbling down to my feet. I raised my gun and was just about to fire when I heard a door down below me open up.


  “Marcus?” I said, hoping that it was really him and not more trouble.


  “Eddie.”


  I turned and flew down the stairs, yelling as I took the steps two at a time, “Don’t close that door. Keep it open.”


  But he was already running up the stairs toward me.


  “Catch the door. Don’t let it close.”


  We met on the second-floor landing, him coming up as fast as I was running down. “Can’t go that way,” he said, panting hard.


  I jumped down next to him. “Can’t go up either,” I said, just as winded.


  He reached for the door and pulled on it. Still locked.


  “How many?” I asked, looking over the railing at the zombies that were gathering below us on the first floor. Some of them were taking their first steps up the stairs.


  “A whole crap load,” he said. “I don’t know. I went down the south stairwell. They’re all over the place.”


  “Great.” The zombies from the third floor were turning the corner above us. “Any ideas?”


  He shook his head. “How many bullets do you have left?”


  “I don’t know. Maybe ten.”


  “Me too.”


  The first few zombies were coming into sight above us. The ones from the first floor were having more trouble coming up than the others were coming down, but it was just a matter of time. They would make it up eventually.


  “I guess we make them count,” I said.


  “Yep. But save your last round for me, okay?”


  “With pleasure.”


  A couple of zombies rounded the corner above me and I shot them. Every shot sounded like an explosion in the tight confines of the stairwell.


  “There’s too many of them,” I said.


  “Keep shooting.”


  I turned my attention back to the zombies coming down the stairs. Marcus was pulling on the second-floor door with everything he had. He put one foot on the doorjamb and grabbed the handle with both hands. He yanked on it with his whole body weight, and the door flew open.


  Marcus fell backwards and landed on his butt. Two older male zombies in very expensive suits came through the door, and in the split second before Marcus put holes in their heads, I recognized one of them as Captain Ibsen from the Media Relations office.


  Marcus stepped in front of the door and kept it from closing with his foot. “Come on,” he said. “It’s now or never.”


  But he didn’t have to tell me twice. I was out the door and onto the second-floor reception area before he finished his sentence.


  The second floor was the home of the department’s Interagency and Media Relations offices, and the ten or so zombies I saw there were all dressed in the finest style.


  At least they had been.


  Now all those expensive clothes were soaked through with blood and bile.


  Marcus did the shooting for both of us, clearing a path through the zombies and across to the west side of the building.


  “Where are we going?” I asked.


  “Can’t take the south stairwell again. There’s too many of them that way.”


  “But where are we—”


  “Over here,” he said, and pushed open a gray metal door on the back wall. “This way.”


  I followed him through the door and into the night air. The sign on the door said OBSERVATION DECK, but that was a little optimistic for the scrap of cement and metal railing that we were standing on. It was maybe four feet wide and fifteen feet long, with a canopy overhead that didn’t even cover the whole deck. There were a few ratty chairs next to the door and about a million cigarette butts on the cement, and the only view the observation deck provided was of the fenced-in portion of the employee parking lot and the back side of a long-since-vacated bakery.


  “Where to now?” I asked.


  “I don’t know,” he said. “I’m making this up as I go.”


  “That’s cute. Seriously, Marcus, where to?”


  “I am serious. I don’t know. You got any ideas?”


  He tilted back one of the chairs so that it kept the door from opening, and then looked over the railing to the parking lot below. “I guess we jump for it.”


  I looked over the railing and then back at him. “Are you insane? We’re like thirty feet up.”


  “Gosh, princess, I’m sorry. Did you want to go back inside and fight zombies?”


  “Fuck you.”


  “Where else do you suggest we go?”


  He was right, of course. There wasn’t any other way out of the building. I looked over the edge again and whistled. “After you,” I said.


  “Gee, thanks.”


  “Don’t mention it.”


  Marcus climbed over the side and lowered himself down until he was hanging from the ledge by his fingertips.


  Then he let go.


  I heard him land, and a second later he called up to me to jump down. “It’s all right,” he said. “It only looks like a long ways.”


  “Asshole,” I said, and then climbed over the railing just like I had seen him do. I held on for a second, then let go.


  I knew even before I landed that I was going to mess myself up, and sure enough, when I hit, I felt a stabbing pain go through my right ankle, up my leg, and into my back.


  I folded, and stayed that way.


  “You okay?” he asked me.


  I looked up at him and thought of Carlos Williams. “It’s my ankle,” I said.


  “Shit.” He looked around, searching the parking lot for movement. “Do you think it’s broken?”


  “No,” I said hopefully. “I don’t think so.”


  “Try to move it. Turn it in little circles.”


  I tried moving it, and it hurt like hell. Marcus helped me stand up and I put some weight on it a little at a time.


  “How does it feel?”


  “It hurts.”


  “Do you think you can walk it off?”


  “Yeah,” I said, taking a few tentative steps. “I think so.”


  “Good.”


  We turned toward the building just in time to see the back door bust open and a crowd of zombies come pouring out. We both stood there slack jawed at the sudden commotion. Another moment later and they were through the back door and flooding out into the parking lot, coming right for us.


  Chapter 23


  We stood there in the parking lot and watched as the crowd of zombies got bigger.


  “There are so many of them,” I said. “Why are there so many of them? The first floor was empty when we came in.”


  Marcus checked his magazine and then slapped it back into his gun. “I’ve only got four rounds left.”


  “We need to get out of here.”


  “I know. How’s your ankle?”


  “I can make it.”


  He nodded and looked out over the parking lot. I could see his wheels turning. The lot was maybe a third full and surrounded on three sides by a fifteen-foot-high green wrought-iron fence. There was a guard shack and a gate on the south end of the lot, but it wouldn’t open without a key card.


  “Looks like we’re gonna have to climb over,” he said.


  Of course that was easier said than done. Every April, during the Fiesta celebrations, some drunken idiot gets stuck at the top of the fence while trying to climb over so he can piss on a cop car, and some cop has to risk his fat ass going up there to get him down. The fence did really well keeping people out, but now it was doing just as well keeping us in.


  I looked around for something we could climb up on to help us get over, but there was nothing close to the fence.


  “Looks like that’s going to be kind of hard to do, Marcus.”


  “Again,” he said, “would you rather we go back inside and fight zombies? I don’t think the zombies would mind much.”


  “One of these days I just might take you up on that.”


  “Just follow me,” he said.


  We started toward the west side of the parking lot. If we could get over the fence there, it was only about twenty yards to our car.


  But we hadn’t made it more than half way to the fence when we heard a woman screaming to the south of us. She sounded really close.


  We both stopped, and listened.


  She screamed again. She was close. Marcus took off running across the lot and I hobbled after him as fast as I could go.


  The zombies coming out of headquarters were spreading out, and as I looked behind me I saw a line of them backlit by the building’s emergency lights. It was hypnotic in a way, watching them. They moved so slowly, so painfully, and yet with such a relentless need to put their hands on us that I found it hard to look away.


  The girl’s screaming brought my attention away from the zombies. I watched Marcus disappear at the edge of the lot, and I was still maybe thirty yards away from him when I heard him fire the first shot.


  I got to him as fast as I could. He was standing at the fence, facing a young girl of about sixteen who was on the other side. She was screaming for help and reaching between the bars to grab hold of Marcus’s clothes.


  Behind her was the body of the man Marcus had just shot.


  More zombies were lumbering toward us from the bakery behind the girl.


  “Open the gate,” she said. “Please. Let me in. Please!”


  Her face was wet with tears and sweat. When I looked into her eyes I immediately recognized that look—that look that said there was nothing anybody could do to reach her. She was only seeing fear.


  Marcus fired again, but even in the low light of the alley way I could tell there were more of them than we had bullets. They were thick in the darkness behind her, and there were more entering the alley farther off.


  She turned her hunted gaze on me. “Open the gate. Please. You’ve got to let me in.”


  I opened my mouth to speak, but all that came out was a pantomime of the words, “I can’t.”


  “Run,” Marcus said to her. “Run. We can’t open the gates.”


  But she was so scared she couldn’t take that in. The words weren’t breaking through her wall. She pounded the wrought-iron bars so hard they rocked inside their concrete mounts. She cried to be saved.


  Marcus fired again, and out of the corner of my eye I saw his slide lock back.


  “I’m empty,” he said.


  “I got it,” I said, and came up next to him, firing what I had left. I fired three times, and each time I put one of them on the ground, but all I did was make room for other hands to reach for her. We had nothing left to protect her with.


  “Help me. Jesus, why won’t you help me?”


  “Run,” Marcus said to her. “Come on. Run.”


  “Please.” She said it over and over again until she just gave up and slid down the bars to the ground. She wasn’t listening to anything anymore.


  “Run.”


  The girl turned her huge doe eyes up at Marcus. He knelt down next to her and showed her his gun.


  “Do you see that? Do you? When it does that it means I’m out of bullets. We can’t open the gate. We don’t have the key. If you want to live you have to stand up and run. Run. That way.”


  Marcus tried to grab the sides of her face through the bars.


  “You have to run,” he said, lowering his voice and speaking as calmly as he could. “Run.”


  He tried to pull her up, but she slipped out of his hands and collapsed to the ground.


  “Run, you stupid bitch. Get your ass up and run. Right now.”


  But the zombies closed in around her. We were less than a yard away from her, and we were powerless to do anything to help her. As I watched, the color bled out of her face and she stopped struggling. Her screams were muffled into silence.


  When the zombies had finished with her, some of them stood up and clutched at me through the fence with their bloody hands.


  “Fuck this,” I heard Marcus say from behind me. But I didn’t turn to look at him until I heard the roar of an engine.


  It was Marcus, behind the wheel of one of the Gang Unit cars. I saw the headlights come up, and then the back tires began to spin as Marcus backed it up.


  “What the hell are you doing, Marcus?”


  He skidded the car to a stop halfway across the lot, paused there for just a moment, and then the car lurched forward. He was barreling down on the spot where I was standing.


  “Marcus,” I said, “you are one insane son of a bitch.”


  I jumped to one side just before he reached me. He never hit the brakes or slowed down at all. The car blasted through the gate in a splash of sparks and broken metal.


  Some of the zombies at the gate were thrown clear by the impact; others were mowed down under the car.


  The Crown Victoria went all the way across the alley and smashed to a stop in a crumpled mess against the wall of the bakery.


  Chapter 24


  Marcus was stuck in the car, jammed up beneath the steering wheel and the air bag. I held the air bag off him like a drape. He turned towards me. There was a little bit of blood on his face and a musty-smelling white cloud inside the car that made me feel like I was inhaling ash.


  “Hey, Marcus, can you hear me?”


  He let out a shallow, tired sigh and opened his eyes very slowly. “Oh, man,” he said, and a thin grin crossed his face, “that sucked.”


  I smiled too. I couldn’t help it. “You’re a fucking idiot, you know that?”


  “You’d think I’d have that figured out by now, wouldn’t you?”


  “Can you move?”


  “No.”


  “You can’t? What’s wrong?”


  “You’re in the way.”


  “You’re killing me, Marcus. You know that?”


  “Not yet,” he said, chuckling as he pushed his way out of the car. “But I’m working on it.”


  The smile didn’t last long, though. After I helped him out of the car he looked at the scene, at the bodies, at the girl whose torso had been ripped open and mostly eaten.


  “What was she thinking? Why didn’t she run like I told her to?”


  The force of the impact had thrown her body several yards to the right of us. She had been wearing a pair of blue jeans and a soft baby-blue camisole, but the camisole was shredded now and the jeans soaked with her blood. From the neck up she looked human. From the waist down, too. The part in between looked like the floor of a butcher’s shop. Even Marcus had a hard time looking at it.


  “I don’t know,” I said. “Just scared, I guess.”


  He shook his head. “That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever seen anybody do. Why would anybody just lie down and die like that? She just gave up.”


  “It’s a waste, that’s for sure.”


  Marcus and I hobbled away.


  Neither of us were able to make a very good pace. My ankle was still hurting, though not nearly as badly as it had been just before Marcus nearly ran me over, and Marcus was banged up something fierce. He said his whole right side felt like it had been hit by a wrecking ball.


  A lot of the zombies from the alley were still moving, but they couldn’t catch up with us. The ones from headquarters were still inside the parking lot, stuck behind the fence and not much of a threat. We dodged a small group that was outside the fence at the northwest corner, and then had a clear shot all the way to the car.


  Both of us went for the driver’s seat. “I’m driving,” he said.


  “Yeah, right, not after what you just did.”


  “I called it back at the gas station, remember?”


  “What does this look like? Third grade? Plus, I let you drive from the ready lot to here. It’s my turn now.”


  “I’m driving.”


  “No way. You’re hurt.”


  “So are you.”


  “We’re going to my house,” I said.


  “I know the way.”


  “Fine,” I said, and threw up my hands. “But we’re going to my house. Straight there. Nowhere else.”


  “I know. Get in.”


  Marcus pulled the car off the sidewalk and we turned north on Vespers. We were going to take Vespers northbound all the way through downtown, because it joined up with the access road for the freeway and we should have been able to take that all the way out to my house.


  Provided we drove outbound on the inbound lanes to avoid all the traffic, it was less than twenty minutes from headquarters to my house.


  But we didn’t even make it three blocks before we were stopped by massive traffic congestion at the emergency entrance to Children’s Hospital. Everything was shut down to the north and to the west of that by debris and abandoned cars.


  Marcus turned the car onto the sidewalk again and drove us east.


  “Maybe we can cut through Washington Square and double back.”


  “Yeah,” I said, as I watched a group of zombies walking across the street from the hospital. “Let’s try that.”


  While he drove up the sidewalk I went to work on the remaining ammunition, splitting it up between his gun and mine.


  “Twenty for each of us,” I said, and handed him back his pistol and his extra magazine.


  “Is that it?”


  “That’s it.”


  “Really? I thought we had a whole—” He slammed on the brakes, hard. “Holy shit!”


  “Oh my God.”


  My jaw went slack and I sat there gaping at a crowd so big I couldn’t see the end of it. To the north of us, and again to the west, the streets were filled with zombies. Cars in the middle of the street looked like rocks in the middle of a fast-moving stream.


  The bus station on the northeast corner was on fire, and the windows of the glass buildings above us were painted with fire. Large pieces of rubble filled the streets, and through the charred frame of an exploded bus we could see where the gas pumps had once been. The fire was still at a healthy rage, and in the orange and yellow glow I watched the infected coming for us.


  “Where are they all coming from? Look at that, Marcus. They’re everywhere.”


  Marcus spun the car around under full acceleration and left a pair of black looping streaks down the sidewalk as we headed south.


  He took us down two blocks, and then turned east again where we hit more abandoned cars and more crowds.


  It was maddening, like trying to find our way out of a maze, only the game was rigged so that every direction was a dead end. We couldn’t stay on any one road longer than a block or two before having to change direction and start all over again.


  By the time we cleared downtown we were on the near east side and caught between traffic and another crowd of zombies. I looked from one obstacle to the other, my mind racing for an idea of what to do next.


  Marcus chose a third option. He turned the car onto a pedestrian walkway that led over the freeway and came down in the park-and-ride terminal for the Convention Center.


  “Hold on,” he told me as we started down two flights of steps.


  I saw the ground ahead of us drop away into empty space, and then all of a sudden we were pointed straight down and the ground was rushing up to meet us.


  We hit so hard I could actually hear the car’s frame bending. Marcus struggled with the wheel, caught the car before it could drift all the way sideways, and then landed it in the middle of Mount Olive Street.


  He let the car drift to a stop and waited for me to say something.


  “What?”


  “Well?” he asked.


  “Well what?”


  “Go on, say the words. That was some of the best driving you’ve ever seen, wasn’t it?”


  “Are you kidding me?” There were pieces of broken windshield glass in my hair and my door wouldn’t close anymore. “Marcus, that was the most fucked-up thing I have seen you do all night. I never did anything like that when I was driving.”


  “Oh, come on.”


  I was still brushing glass out of my hair. I held one up so he could see it. “What did I do that was worse than this?”


  “You’re kidding, right? Eddie, look in the backseat. Do you see a dead fat guy back there? No, you don’t. And you know why there’s not a dead fat guy back there? Because what I just did was some incredible fucking driving. Tell me it wasn’t. Go on, tell me and then call yourself a liar.”


  “No.”


  “Admit it.”


  I laughed at him. “No. No way.”


  “Fine.”


  He put the car in gear and started off down Mount Olive, pouting the whole way. He amazed me like that. It cracked me up that someone capable of kicking as much ass as he did could still be capable of pouting like a four year old when he didn’t get his way. But there it was.


  The car was so messed up the best he could get out of it was about thirty miles per hour, but he still threw in a parting shot before he gave up the argument.


  “I don’t care what you say. That was some incredible driving, and you know it.”


  Mount Olive curved around the east side of the Convention Center, then went north until it turned into the on-ramp for the highway.


  We weren’t able to make it that far, though. There was a massive amount of traffic congestion before the ramp, and it was completely impassable. We didn’t even have room to drive up the grass embankment because there were so many cars wedged into the gaps between the guardrails.


  We had to back up and cross over at Dove Street into the East Division service area.


  Neither one of us had ever worked the east side, so everything east of Mount Olive was uncharted territory for us.


  I had heard the neighborhoods east of the Convention Center were tough, but I was shocked to see how different they were from the perfectly manicured gardens and clean streets of the Convention Center’s grounds. We were just one block over, separated from the center by a long line of enormous live oaks, yet it seemed like we had stepped into another world. Even the pavement was different. Where the Convention Center’s streets were smooth and accented with russet-and ochre-colored bricks, we were on raw asphalt that had buckled from the railroad tracks that crisscrossed all the streets in the area. The lingering, filthy stench of backed-up sewage and rotting garbage hung in the air.


  After turning onto Dove, we were lost. Streets that seemed like they should have gone north-south seemed to fade away into vacant lots or curve back on themselves, and we suddenly found ourselves in the warehouse district with absolutely no idea how we got there or how we would get out.


  The buildings we passed were dying. Graffiti covered the faces of the buildings in unbelievable profusion. In places the long, unintelligible scrawls were covered up by weeds growing at the base of the foundation.


  It didn’t really make sense to call what we were looking at the warehouse district, because there was really nothing more to it than one decaying hulk after another stretching on into the darkness. What I was looking at was the dead city, the cancerous growth in the bowels of a dying culture.


  I was thinking that way, about the death of things, and staring out the window at the gaping black holes in the sides of the buildings we passed when Marcus slapped me on the arm.


  “What’s that?” he asked, pointing a good ways down the road at what looked to me to be smoke.


  But it wasn’t smoke. Even from a distance I knew it wasn’t smoke. It was moving faster than smoke, but thicker and blacker.


  “It looks like a flock of birds.”


  “You may be right,” he said. “Probably grackles.”


  They were grackles. It was the biggest flock of birds I’ve ever seen. As we pulled up on another dead end we saw hundreds of thousands of fat black birds sitting on every available perch. They lined the edge of the roof of the building straight ahead of us, and they were all over the power lines and the parking lot and the gutted carcass of a Country Fields Bread Company eighteen wheeler. Red-and-white plastic bread bags fluttered into the air all around us. The grackles were tearing the loaves of bread apart, feeding like sharks in an ocean of blood.


  The noise they made was tremendous.


  We saw movement again. From off to our left, a small section of the flock fluttered into the air, flew a short distance, and then settled down to the ground again.


  “Look at that,” Marcus said. His voice had a strange, exhausted breathiness to it that I hadn’t heard before.


  Then I saw why the birds were taking off. There were zombies moving through the parking lot. At first I saw just a few, but as I watched, more zombies streamed out from between the buildings. Soon we were facing a crowd of maybe sixty or more.


  A few of the grackles started screaming, and soon the whole flock was agitated and squawking like they were being murdered, though the birds didn’t have any trouble avoiding the infected. Small sections of the flock took to the wing in violent fits and then settled down again a short distance away.


  “We should go.”


  “Yeah,” said Marcus. “I think so, too.”


  He put the car in reverse and turned his head to look behind us. He frowned, and then dropped his head and cursed under his breath.


  “What is it?” I looked back in my rearview mirror and saw what he was looking at. There was a huge crowd of zombies behind us. “Crap! Where do they keep coming from?”


  “I don’t know,” he said. “They’re everywhere.”


  He put the car in drive again and peeled off to the left. He cut between two long white buildings and sped down a broken, puddle-filled alley. We broke out of the alley at Shiloh and he stopped the car.


  Shiloh was blocked off to the west of us by a gutted fire truck. All of its hoses were laid out next to the smoldering black corner of a vacant warehouse. Either something had exploded or a section of the building had come crashing down because there was debris all over the road and there was no way we could get around it. More crowds were gathering to the right of us. Big crowds stretched out deep into the darkness.


  Marcus turned the car into the crowd and punched it. I leaned back in my seat, bracing myself against the dashboard, but before I could yell at him not to do it, we were diving headfirst into the crowd.


  We hit the first bodies while we were still accelerating, and then everything started happening too fast. There was a hideous rush of wet thuds as bodies hit metal and glass and rolled off the hood. I saw faces, but no features. Everything was a blur, and roaring above it all was the straining engine of the Crown Victoria, fighting a losing battle as it pushed through the crowd.


  We started to drift to my side of the street. The car was rolling sideways by the combined weight of all the human bodies it was striking, like a boat caught in a strong crosscurrent. I could feel the car start to lose acceleration, almost as if it had been knocked out of gear. Marcus had it floored, but we were slowing down, and we were still caught up in the thick of the crowd.


  We were an island in a sea of bodies when the car gave out altogether.


  “Run for it,” Marcus said as he opened his door and took off toward a three-story gray and white building to his left.


  But I couldn’t get out.


  Already there were dozens of zombies pushing up against my side of the car, and it was all I could do to hold the door closed. If there hadn’t been so many of them pressing against the ones closest to me, they would have been able to rip the door out of my hands.


  Frantically, I climbed over the computer between the two bucket seats and squeezed out of the driver’s side door. Even as I was climbing out of the car, more bodies were pressing down on me. I felt a hand clutching at my shoulder and my neck, and then they were all over me.


  I started swinging my fists at everything. As they swarmed around me I felt their weight pushing me back into the car. I put one arm across the top of the door and the other on the broken windshield. Before they could come down on top of me I jumped straight up and got on top of the car.


  From the roof I could see Marcus fighting his own way toward the building. I also saw a way to get to him. I pulled my gun and shot at four zombies standing in front of the car, and then jumped to the ground and ran after Marcus, dodging zombies as I ate up the distance between us.


  He was fighting them back from the doorway, yelling at me to hurry it up. I saw him break a man’s neck and then throw himself into a thick wooden door, ramming it with his shoulder. I came up right behind him and never slowed down.


  We hit the door at the same time, and sent it flying off its hinges. We both crashed to the ground on the other side in a wave of dust and shattered wood.


  I popped up and turned my gun back on the doorway. Zombies were already coming through. Marcus was running toward a large staircase off to the right. I fired at the first zombie through the door and was about to fire again when I heard Marcus shout, “Come on. Up here.”


  I ran after him. He went up the staircase and around a corner at the top of the stairs with me on his heels the whole way. There we slipped in to a deserted office and I slammed the door behind us.


  “Help me move this,” he said, pushing a cabinet in front of the door.


  Together we pushed it flush to the door and then listened. We could hear heavy, plodding steps making their way up the stairs.


  Chapter 25


  I turned away from the door and the sound of the infected beyond it, breathing hard and shivering against the cold.


  The building we had taken shelter in had started to rot after years of neglect. There were holes in the wall and most of the windows were broken out. A harsh, cold breeze bit through its dark cavities. It was like being in a cave.


  I instinctively reached down to my gun belt for my flashlight, but it was long gone. We were stuck in the viewless dark.


  Gradually my eyes became accustomed to it, and bulking shapes around us turned into the less obscure outlines of very old and very musty office furniture. The ravages of neglect were everywhere, and the place stank of wet, rotten wood. A wet, gritty sort of sawdust covered everything.


  Marcus wiped some of it from his hands and asked, “Where’s the shotgun?”


  Oh crap.


  “I think it’s still in the car,” I said


  “Why is it in the car?” His sense of humor never failed him.


  “I don’t know. I guess we forgot it.”


  “We? You were supposed to get it.”


  “Me? Why me?”


  “You were riding shotgun. That’s what that phrase means. You ride shotgun, you’re the one who’s supposed to hold on to the shotgun.”


  “You don’t really want to argue about this, do you? Because you know, I’m not the one who just took off running and left his partner’s ass hanging out in the wind. I’m real sorry if I forgot it, but I was kind of busy—you know, with those zombies trying to eat me and all.”


  “You don’t do sarcasm very well at all.”


  “Was I being sarcastic? Because I didn’t mean to be. I’m being dead fucking serious. What the hell is wrong with you? You just left me out there.”


  “You’re a big boy,” he said. “You didn’t need my help. You may not be able to shoot worth a damn, but you can fight when you need to. I’ve seen you do it, and I wouldn’t let you watch my back if I didn’t know you were up for doing it again. It would have been nice if you’d have remembered the shotgun, though.”


  Something crashed against the door. Both of us jumped back, ready for those things to come busting into the room.


  The door shook, but it held. That first loud crash gave way to a slow, steady beating against the door, and even in the faint light I could see little streams of white dust sparkling down from the seams of the door.


  At first it sounded like there was just one or maybe two of them on the other side, but gradually the noise grew louder and less rhythmic.


  Soon there were dozens of hands beating against the door, and the door was moving, creaking back and forth in the hinges.


  “I guess we argue about it another time,” Marcus said.


  “Where do they keep coming from?”


  “I don’t know, but we should probably get going.”


  “I mean it, Marcus. Where do they keep coming from? First the street’s deserted, and then the next thing you know, the whole damn place is covered in them. They don’t move that fast. How does this keep happening? What are we doing to attract them?”


  “What do I look like?” he said. “Do I look like I have the first fucking idea about what is going on?”


  “It’s weird.”


  “No shit. Tell me it didn’t take you all night long to figure that out.”


  “No,” I said.


  “Okay then. We can’t stay here.”


  “Where to?”


  “Anywhere but here.” He walked to the back of the room and disappeared around a corner. “Come on,” he said. “There’s a hallway back here. Let’s see where it goes.”


  For Marcus, there was no stopping and questioning what he was doing or what he was about to step into. He was tough, and he knew it. It never occurred to him that he couldn’t stand toe to toe with anything or anyone he encountered.


  But I wasn’t that way. For me, rushing headlong in to a fight was just plain stupid. I only fought when I had to, and even then I tried to have a plan about it. They say opposites attract, though. Maybe that was why Marcus and I worked so well together. We counteracted the worst in each other.


  As I followed him into the hallway I was still troubled by the way so many zombies always seemed to descend on us so quickly everywhere we went. It seemed impossible that death could have overtaken so many, so quickly. I thought about the crowds we had encountered, and I wondered if it was just our stupid luck or if there was something more to it than that. I wondered what Ken would have said about it.


  For Marcus, it wasn’t even an issue. He seemed to think it just happened, that it was completely random, and that we just happened to fall into the thick of it because we were unlucky.


  “More of the fuckers to shoot,” was all he said about it.


  Behind us, I heard the sound of the door giving way, and the filing cabinet being thrown to the ground. It was a sudden, hollow sound that reverberated through the building.


  “Sounds like we’re going to have some company,” Marcus said.


  “Yeah. Better keep going.”


  The hallway we were in connected to a whole series of small offices. They were more or less interconnected, and the walls between them were little more than particle board partitions that didn’t completely separate one cubicle from another.


  Once we were past the offices we stepped into another hallway that was much narrower. There were doorways on each side that were more substantial and I guessed that they had belonged to the people who ran this place.


  But there must have been another way in besides the one we took because as soon as we stepped into the hallway, two zombies came out from around a corner to our left. I stepped over and pushed the one in front into the arms of the other one, and they both fell to the ground. I took out my pistol, but before I could fire Marcus stopped me.


  “Don’t waste your bullets,” he said. “Let’s keep moving.”


  We took off at a trot, winding around a couple of corners before we slowed to a walk again. The floorboards creaked under our feet, which wasn’t good. We were bringing unwanted attention to ourselves with every step.


  Suddenly Marcus stopped, held his hand up, and listened to the darkness ahead of us.


  I stopped too, and listened.


  Footsteps. They were coming closer, too. Marcus looked back at me and I nodded back.


  “Can you tell how many?” I asked.


  He shook his head. “More than one,” he said.


  “Okay, I’m ready when you are.”


  He rose from his crouch and moved out around the corner. Then he stopped and let out a frustrated sigh. I stepped around the corner to see what he was looking at, and when I saw it, I gasped.


  The hallway opened up to a landing, and beyond that was a wide staircase that led out to a row of truck bays. One of the overhead doors had collapsed, and a huge crowd of zombies was pouring in through the hole. A narrow stripe of blue moonlight ran crossways through the room below, and a small group was crossing it and mounting the stairs.


  They had already seen us. I could only see a short distance beyond the door where they were coming in, but the little bit of the alley that I could see was packed in tight with bodies. From the rate they were pouring into the building, I guessed that the first floor was already overrun.


  “There are so many of them,” I said.


  “This is getting old real quick,” Marcus answered. “We can’t stay here. Let’s double back and see if we can get around them.”


  “Right behind you.”


  We both backed away from the landing. I could hear more of them coming up the stairs, and while they didn’t seem to climb very well, it was only a matter of time before there’d be enough of them to cause us problems.


  We ran into a dark hallway off to our right because it looked like it went all the way back to the far side of the building.


  We made it maybe fifty or sixty feet when we heard the floorboards creaking in front of us. Marcus stopped and knelt down, listening, trying to figure their direction from the sound.


  “We’re surrounded,” I said.


  “Start trying doors,” Marcus suggested, his voice a barely audible whisper in the darkness.


  When I found a door I told Marcus to stop so I could check it. I found the knob, cold and gritty with dust, and tried it.


  It was frail, but the lock held.


  “See if you can force it,” Marcus whispered.


  I tried putting pressure on it, and the door felt loose on its hinges, but it wouldn’t open.


  “It’ll make too much noise,” I whispered back.


  “Okay,” he said. “Keep moving. Maybe one of these doors will—”


  I couldn’t see what made him stop talking, but I felt him move violently away from the wall, and I heard him struggling with one of those things.


  “Get that door open,” he said, and even as he said it he ran at me and pushed me forward against the door.


  I lost my balance. Marcus didn’t wait for me, though. He hit the door with his shoulder, knocking it down.


  Both of us went sprawling through the doorway and landed on a pile of broken wooden slats.


  There was just enough light to see the shape of the room. The whole left side wall had been knocked out, and gave us a view of the first floor. The smallest hint of moonlight made it through the windows along the west wall of the warehouse, but it was enough for us to see that the first floor was a seething mass of zombies.


  Straight ahead of us, the wall only went part of the way up to the ceiling. The top half was broken away, exposing a wide, flat crawlspace that stretched all the way across to the other side of the building.


  “Through there,” Marcus said, pointing at the crawlspace.


  The crawlspace had just enough room for us to go through on our hands and knees, and it looked pretty unstable. But even as I stood there thinking about it, Marcus was shooting at zombies in the hallway.


  “Go,” he said. “Hurry it up.”


  He fired again and that got me moving. I climbed into the crawlspace and started moving across the boards.


  The floor was uneven, and it felt weak. I could feel it give a little as I put all my weight on it. Raised wooden slats crisscrossed the floor and made going forward difficult. Each time I came to one, I had to steady myself on it and swing my legs over one at a time so that I could put my weight down slowly on the other side.


  “Here they come,” Marcus said, and when I turned to look back at him I saw zombies climbing into the crawlspace.


  “Be careful,” I said. “The floor feels weak here.”


  I was just over halfway across when I heard Marcus fire a shot. The hollow space made it sound like an explosion. I turned back and saw him on his back, firing his gun through his knees.


  “Marcus.”


  He rolled his head over so he could face me. “What?”


  “Cut it out. Just get across.”


  “There are only three of them. We get them and we don’t have to rush.”


  “Don’t be an idiot. Just come on.”


  I couldn’t see his face clearly, but I know what kind of look he was giving me. He rolled over onto his stomach and propped himself up—and then we both heard the floor crack.


  “Marcus,” I said, but before I could say anything else there was a loud popping noise, like an ice skin cracking. I felt the floor move.


  I saw him look down at the floor beneath him, and then the whole thing gave way. He disappeared through the floor in a rush of snapping wood and flailing arms.


  “Marcus,” I said, and rushed towards the spot where he had just been.


  There was a gaping hole in the floor, and I crawled right up to the edge and looked down. Marcus had landed on his back on top of a huge mound of rotten wood, and all around him was a narrowing ring of zombies, moving in to claim him.


  “Marcus.” Even as I yelled it I was firing down onto the heads of the zombies nearest him.


  “Get up,” I said. “Move, damn it. Move!”


  And I fired and fired and fired until the slide locked back, but Marcus never moved. I saw him roll his head to one side and try to sit up, but in a moment they were on him. He kicked at them and tried to push them away, but they weighed down on top of him and tore into his body with their hands and teeth.


  “Get out of here,” he said to me, his voice breaking with the pain. “Go. Get out of here. Don’t waste your bullets.”


  I screamed for him to move, but it was wasted breath. All I could do was watch as he died in that gurgling, violent mass of bodies. A little stream of white dust sifted down from my fingertips onto the scene like the barest hint of snow.


  I closed my eyes.


  The floor creaked again, and my eyes shot open. The zombies Marcus had shot at were still crawling towards me. I pointed my gun at them and pulled the trigger.


  Nothing happened. The slide was still locked back and the chamber was empty. The trigger wouldn’t fall.


  I screamed at them to stop, but of course they wouldn’t.


  And then I heard the floor pop again. There was another pop, and another, and the floor shifted under me. It took my breath away.


  “Oh shit. Oh shit. Oh shit.”


  I looked up at the zombies in pure, unadulterated panic, like I expected to see some sort of echo of my own fear in theirs. But they were oblivious. They kept coming.


  “No,” I said, pleading with them. “Stop. Stop.”


  But there was no use saying anything at all. It was like talking to a wall. They crawled on and nothing would have turned them back. They didn’t notice the floor beneath them. I was the only thing they saw.


  I inched my way backward on my elbows, crawling away on my belly at first, and then on my hands and knees as I got farther away from the hole. Every time the floor popped and cracked I felt another wave of panic wash over me.


  There was a wooden slat on either side of me, and I held on to them, using them to pull myself along. Putting one hand over the next kept me focused on movement, and helped me think about not falling through the floor.


  And then I did fall through.


  The wood beneath me didn’t even pop. It was there and then it wasn’t. The next thing I knew my feet were dangling in the air, swinging back and forth, kicking for a foothold that wasn’t there. I grabbed the beams on either side of me and squeezed my fingernails deep into the rotten wood. My grip was so tight that a sharp pain shot through my knuckles and into my wrists and arms. But I would not let go. I held on with all I had, willing myself to pull up. I heaved myself up, but couldn’t get over the beams.


  I couldn’t move. All I could do was turn my head part of the way around, just enough to see two of the zombies crawling towards me. I yelled at them to stop, but of course they didn’t. They kept coming, and all I could do was shout.


  The floor lurched backwards. I felt it move, and caught myself with a start. I heard the floor pop behind me, and when I turned my head, I saw one of the zombies fall through the floor. I couldn’t see the others. I turned my head the other way, and didn’t see them there, either.


  “Come on,” I said, “pull up. Pull up.”


  Very slowly, and very painfully, I managed to haul myself over the edge of the hole. When at last I landed on the moldy floorboards of the crawlspace, I collapsed, shaking. My friend was dead, and I had almost died.


  The realization hit me hard.


  Thinking of Marcus, I started the process of pulling myself along the boards again. I was so caught up in my grief I didn’t even realize I’d reached the other side. I rolled over the edge and landed on the floor of another office, never so relieved to feel solid ground beneath me.


  I took in the darkness. There was a door on the opposite wall, and I figured there was another hallway beyond that. There would be more of those things waiting for me, too.


  I checked the door. It was locked, but from my side. I turned the thumb catch and was about to turn the knob when I heard noises on the other side.


  I put my head against the door and listened.


  I could hear the muffled shuffle of feet on plank wood beyond the door.


  Chapter 26


  The first thing most cops do after they graduate from the Police Academy is go out and buy a fancy cop wallet so they can show off their badge.


  My department makes us carry our badge and police ID on us at all times, and the local cop stores sell special wallets to hold it all. The one I bought has a cutout on the front part for the badge, and two see-through panels on the inside for both halves of the ID.


  When Andrew was born, the hospital staff took a picture of him. In the picture, April has him across her chest and he’s holding the smallest pair of red hands up against the light. His eyes are shut tight.


  April hates the way she looks in it, but she had a special copy of it made for my birthday because she saw how much it meant to me.


  As I sat there in that decayed hole of an office, my back against the wall, I took the picture out of my wallet and stared at Andrew’s red, exhausted face. His mother was so flushed with relief and love for the baby in her arms that I could see the emotion shining through her skin. Seeing the two of them together like that made me smile in spite of everything else I was feeling.


  Outside in the hallway I could hear more of those things shuffling around, and I wondered how many of them there were, and if they could sense me somehow. It still bothered me how they always seemed to find me. I told myself that if I ever saw Ken Stoler again I would ask him that very question. That is, right after I kicked his ass for stealing that truck.


  One look around the room was enough to tell me that if they could sense me—and managed to get through the door—I’d be screwed. I only had six rounds left, and nowhere to hide.


  I know it sounds strange, but even with the very real threat of ending up a shredded, bleeding piece of meat on the floor of some abandoned warehouse hanging over my head, the only thing I could wrap my mind around at that moment was Andrew’s picture. And of all the memories I had accumulated from the six short months that he had been a part of my life, the one that came to mind was me feeding him a bottle at two in the morning, rocking him back and forth in an old glider chair until he cried himself back to sleep.


  I thought about all the times he’d fallen asleep on my shoulder, and I wanted more than anything else in the world to be back there, holding him, patting his back to make him burp, and feeling the warm, soft wind of his breath against my neck.


  In the darkness of that office, I was able to imagine myself back in that glider chair. I turned my head just slightly. I could almost see the bedroom where April and I slept. The image was part memory, part self-induced hallucination, and the moment I recognized it for what it was, it was gone. The spell was broken.


  I knew right then that to stay in that room would get me killed, and there was no way in hell I was going to let that happen. More than anything, I wanted to live.


  I stood up and leaned my head against the door, putting my mind in order for what I was about to do.


  I turned the doorknob slowly until it clicked over. I took a deep breath and got ready to move.


  And that’s when the cell phone on my belt started ringing.


  Chapter 27


  I nearly jumped out of my boots. Fumbling at my belt, I grabbed the phone and flipped it open. So many things had happened in the last two hours, so many horrible things, that I had completely forgotten about it.


  The caller ID screen showed April’s cell phone number, and I realized that those two rings I heard at headquarters must have gotten through to her after all.


  “Hello,” I said. “April?”


  “Eddie. Oh, my God. Eddie?”


  “I’m here, April. Where are you?”


  Static filled my ears. Through the white noise I could hear her voice, scared, yet still rational and in control. She said something about an apartment building and then I heard her say Andrew’s name.


  “April,” I said. “April, I’m losing you.”


  More static. It roared in my ears.


  I heard her voice again, and then all hell broke loose. A zombie slammed into the door from the other side, and the whole wall shook.


  There was a pause, long enough for me to mouth the words, “Oh shit,” and then the door burst open.


  A burly, thick-armed zombie lumbered through the door, his mouth greasy with blood and caked with little pieces of cloth.


  I backed up towards the crawlspace as I wrestled my gun out of the holster. He was almost on top of me before I got a shot off.


  There were four more in the hallway moving towards me. A soft orange light was coming into the building through three windows along the left-hand wall, and in the muted light they looked like gray ghosts. They shambled toward me and I ran at them, twisting one way and then the other, dodging around each one in turn, and kept running all the way to the corner.


  There were more hidden in the shadows, blocking me from a very narrow staircase. The one closest to me was looking the other way, and I grabbed his already-shredded shirt and used him as a shield as I pushed my way through the others.


  I hit the top of the stairs and had to stop. There was a zombie about two thirds of the way up the stairs and it was too narrow to go around him.


  I fired once and sent him sliding down the steps on his back.


  It wasn’t a clean head shot, but it was enough to buy me some time to jump over him and make it to the foot of the stairs. I landed hard and turned the corner, right into the open arms of a huge zombie.


  He was a wall of meat.


  He grabbed me with one arm and pushed me against the wall. I tried to squeeze by him but he bit down hard on my shoulder.


  Luckily, all he got was a mouthful of the shoulder strap of my bulletproof vest.


  We wrestled in a clumsy dance. I managed to get a hand under his chin and forced his head back. I brought my gun up with my other hand and shot him just above the ear. Gore went all over the wall behind him.


  The zombie I had knocked down the stairs was getting up and there were others about to come down the stairs behind him.


  I took off running through an open doorway, through another small and very narrow room with a time clock on the wall, and then through a door that led outside.


  Breathing in the night air, I took stock of where I was. From what I could tell, I was on the opposite side of the building from the loading docks where Marcus and I had seen that huge crowd.


  But the side I was on didn’t look much better. There was a large crowd at both corners of the building.


  I turned to my right and tried to flank most of them with the best sprint I could muster.


  They grabbed at me, and tried to latch on. I could feel their hands on me, but I pushed and dodged and just plowed through until I broke out of the alleyway and onto a dark and broken street.


  There was no street sign, no way to tell where I was. Downtown was burning off to my left, and I knew that was west of my position, but that wasn’t much of a help. Even if the streets had been marked I wouldn’t have known one from the other. They all looked the same to me.


  I was completely lost.


  I knew I had to find a car. Without that, I didn’t stand a snowball’s chance of making it home.


  Halfway down the street I could see two zombies coming out of the shattered front doors of a convenience store. As I watched them cross the parking lot my breath formed thick clouds in front of me. I had been so wrapped up in the stress of escaping the warehouse and trying not to think about Marcus that I had forgotten how cold it was outside.


  The two zombies were walking toward me, but they were still too far away for me to tell if they had seen me or not.


  Another group of about seven or so was milling around in front of a small, two-story white-brick building about fifty yards away.


  South of me there were several large Section 8 apartment buildings, and while I couldn’t see any movement around them, I knew there would be more zombies there. North, south, and west were all closed to me.


  Once again I was forced to go east, so I gathered myself up and started off at a trot.


  There were zombies moving through the darkness on the other side of the empty lot not far from where I was. I saw a man against the white doors of a half-burned refrigerator, and then I saw more zombies coming out of the rubble near him.


  With each passing moment their numbers grew, like ants coming up from a hive, until there were knots of them so thick in places they spanned the whole street.


  I didn’t even bother to pull my gun. There were so many of them it would have been futile to waste the ammunition.


  I looked for a way out, and found it around the corner of a wrecked apartment building on the other side of the empty lot.


  There were gaping holes in the walls, and when a small group of zombies moved towards me, they made a gap so that I could see all the way through the building. Beyond them it looked clear. I ran for the opening and came out on a wet, unlined street.


  There was a drainage ditch at the end of the block and I ran there.


  I ended up in the bushes at the base of the slope, knee deep in filthy brown water, with ropy vines laced with thorns biting into my face and arms.


  But I didn’t stop moving. I made the other side and scrambled up it on my hands and knees. I was covered in mud when I came over the other side, and as soon as I stopped moving, the cold returned with a bite.


  A huge field of wet grass stretched out in front of me.


  Off to my left I could see the firelight from downtown, and as it caught the water on the ground it made the grass sparkle like a sea of jewels.


  The grass sloped gradually upward, and the crest of the hill was dominated by a line of dark elms. I walked up to the elms, hoping to stay under the cover of the trees while I went north, paralleling the drainage ditch; but what I saw instead was a road packed with a slowly shambling crowd of the infected.


  I ran back into the elms and headed north.


  A fast-mover came at me through the trees, moving just as fast as I was. I tried to change direction on him, but he was on me before I could get out of the way. He tried to tackle me, but I kept my feet and managed to push him down to his knees.


  I lit him up with my pistol, but he was moving too fast for me to get a clean shot. My first shot hit him in the chin. My second and third shots grazed his cheek and ear. I used my last two bullets to put him down for good.


  Then I ran through the trees until I hit pavement again. It was a small, unlined road, and on the other side of that was a small white church, dark at the windows and square as a country barn.


  The zombies came out of the woods on both sides of it, and there were even more behind me. There weren’t any more fast-movers, but there were a lot of the slow ones.


  I was completely surrounded.


  I was freezing too, wet all the way up to my waist. I looked for a hole to run through, but there wasn’t one. I was trapped.


  I holstered my weapon and pulled out my baton.


  Slowly, deliberately, I searched the crowd for my first target.


  “I love you, April,” I whispered, and said a little prayer that it wasn’t going to be my good-bye to her. “I love you, Andrew.”


  A zombie in a black shirt and ball cap closed on me. His teeth were slick with blood, poking through flaps of shredded skin where his lips had once been.


  I drew the baton back and I was timing the stroke when the shot rang out.


  The zombie slumped to the ground without a sound. There was a bullet hole in the side of his head that looked like a black flower.


  I turned, stunned, toward the shot. Four black men with rifles were standing on the front steps of the church. One of them waved at me to hurry up, while the others sent a volley of bullets buzzing in the air around me.


  Chapter 28


  I ran for the porch, bullets whistling past my head.


  The men on the porch were knocking down zombies all around me, giving me a clear shot right up to the door. I hit the steps at a full sprint and the man who was waving at me caught me and pulled me over to the door.


  “I got him, Simon,” he yelled to one of the other men. “Let’s go.”


  A big guy in his early twenties was down on one knee at the leading edge of the porch, firing through the rails. He glanced back over his shoulder and gave me a hard look.


  “There’s too many of them out here to leave around,” he said to the one who had grabbed me.


  “I ain’t staying out here,” my guy said. “We got him, now let’s go.”


  “Get going if you’re going,” the one named Simon said, and then he pointed at me with his chin. “Give the cop your gun if you’re going.”


  The first man hesitated.


  “Get going,” Simon barked at him. “Hey cop, you know how to shoot one of those things?”


  “Yeah,” I said, and took the rifle from the first man. “I got it. How much ammo you got?”


  “A whole damn church full,” Simon said.


  The first man hesitated, but I pushed him back gently towards the door and told him it was okay. “Are there more of you inside?” I asked.


  He nodded.


  “Go inside.”


  He slipped inside the church without a word. There was a green metal ammunition box on the porch behind where he had been standing, filled to the top with loaded magazines for the rifles.


  I looked at the rifle in my hands and read Remington on the barrel. There was no shoulder harness and no scope, and the action still had clumps of packing grease at the corners.


  I ejected the magazine, checked it, then stuffed it back in.


  The others started firing. “Come on, damn it,” Simon said to me. “Fucking help us out here.”


  I looked across the yard at the zombies closing in on us. The parking lot went right up to the front walk and then continued on around to the right side of the building. A white rail fence separated the parking lot from the road, and about a hundred feet or so beyond that was the line of black elms I had just run through. The zombies were coming in from all sides now.


  “How many of them are there?” Simon asked me, his voice just a notch or two away from an animal’s growl.


  “A couple hundred at least,” I said, taking a post to his left. “A lot more than this.”


  An older man standing off to Simon’s right threw some magazines at my feet and then went back to firing. The three of them were unorganized. They shot at whatever crossed their path without thinking about maximizing their coverage, and a few of the zombies got in too close.


  I walked down the length of the porch railing, firing at the ones who got through. I put four down in short order, and then made my back to the center where the three of them were firing.


  I grabbed one of the men and pointed him toward the parking lot. “Focus on those over there,” I said.


  Then I grabbed the other guy and told him to get the ones coming from around back on the left side. Simon and I focused on the ones coming out of the elms.


  Marcus once told me that I couldn’t shoot my way out of a wet paper bag. He meant with a pistol. With a rifle, I was a completely different kind of shooter. I learned to shoot a rifle when I was a kid, deer hunting with Dad up in Minnesota, and it always felt like a perfect fit in my hands. Once I had the stock seated against my shoulder, it was a massacre.


  I went through magazines in a hurry. The infected were falling all over the parking lot, and soon it was thick with their corpses. I even started knocking them down on the other side of the fence, while they were still out in the street.


  The acrid smell of gun smoke filled up the porch, but still I kept on firing. I was hitting targets on both sides of the porch and didn’t stop until the box of magazines was almost empty. I didn’t even notice the others had stopped shooting.


  When I finally stopped shooting, the yard and the street and the parking lot were stacked deep with bodies. A few zombies were still on their feet and moving slowly toward us, but the crowd had thinned down considerably.


  “Get her,” Simon said to the man at my left, pointing at a young girl of maybe thirteen who was dragging her useless left leg toward the porch.


  Simon loaded up another magazine and shot the last four zombies still walking the yard.


  “Anybody got movement?” he asked, scanning the yard over the sights of his rifle.


  “They’s done on this side,” said the man watching the parking lot.


  “Over here, too,” said the other man.


  “Good.” He swept a pile of brass off the porch with his toe. “You shoot real good,” he said to me, but it wasn’t exactly a compliment the way he said it. More like an accusation.


  I could sense his hostility. The way he stared at me was more than just posturing. There was real hatred there. Not the kind of hatred one man has for another, but the kind of hatred men feel for symbols, for forces that control their lives and keep them down.


  I watched his eyes, very much aware of the guns we all held and the unspoken something filling up the air around us.


  I knew what he was doing. It was a gangbanger’s game, to see if I would flinch. On the street, it’s a way of establishing dominance. Once somebody makes eye contact, they hold it, and won’t look away.


  If you’re a cop and you look away first, you’re in trouble, because they know they own you.


  I lowered my shoulders slightly and got ready for whatever was coming next. He stood square, trying to intimidate me. He was a good four inches taller than me, with a wide, flat nose and a couple of good-size gaps in his teeth. His flannel jacket made him look bulkier than he probably was, but I’d say he still had at least fifty pounds on me.


  The other two men didn’t get it. I knew what the stare meant, the rules of the game, but even I didn’t know why we were doing it. Had he really bailed me out just to do this?


  The moment dragged out uncomfortably, both of us waiting for the other to show some signs of weakness.


  While we stood there, staring at each other, the church door opened, and I heard a very calm voice call out from the darkness, “It’s time to come inside. Both of you.”


  Chapter 29


  The door was open, but neither of us moved. We were still face-to-face, waiting for the other to flinch. I saw his eyes flick to my badge just for the thinnest fraction of a moment, and when our eyes met again, I could tell there was a lifetime of hate stored up there. That was the symbol he hated so much. I was every cop that had ever bullied him, made him feel small, fucked with him just for the hell of it.


  “Simon,” the voice from inside the church said. “Come inside.”


  Simon didn’t want to leave. He wanted to put his hands around my neck and squeeze. But there was something that wouldn’t let him do that, and I sensed it was that voice from the darkness.


  At that point, I knew there wasn’t going to be a fight, and Simon knew it too. He snorted at me like I was lucky and walked back inside the church.


  The other two men followed Simon inside, leaving me alone on the threshold. It was dark inside the church, and all I could see were a lot of silhouettes standing between the pews.


  Somebody coughed. Feet shuffled on the wooden floor. The voice said, “Officer, come inside please.”


  I took one last look at the yard full of dead bodies, remembering the last church I’d been in, and stepped inside. It was dark, but I could still see the faces closest to me. Simon was standing in the corner, giving me a smoldering, hateful look. The man who let me use his rifle was standing next to an older woman and two young children. The others stood in groups, watching me.


  “Thank you,” I said, not really knowing what else to say. “You people saved my life out there.”


  Simon said something under his breath and turned away.


  “You’re welcome,” one of the other men said. It was the same voice I had heard through the doorway. “Come in. We don’t have much here, but it’s warm and dry, and you look like you’ve had quite a night.”


  A very distinct change came over the room when he spoke. The others made way for him, and even in the dark, I could see that he was their center, their leader.


  We shook hands. His grip was powerful and confident, and I got a sense from just that handshake why the others looked up to him. He carried himself with natural, unassuming confidence, like one who always seems to be in charge, and accepts the responsibility as easily and with as much grace as another man might put on a coat.


  I decided right away that I liked him. Simon had already made it clear that if it were up to him, I’d be a bleeding piece of hamburger out there in the elms, but this man was not that way. He welcomed me, and because these were his people, they welcomed me too.


  I looked him over quickly while I shook his hand. He was an older black man, maybe five-seven or so, and about 150 pounds. He wore clean blue work pants with a sharp crease, a black belt, and a starched, light blue button-down shirt, fastened at the neck. His eyes danced with fiery intensity behind fragile, gold-rimmed glasses. His boots were brightly polished. I guessed he was in his sixties, with a good splash of gray at the temples, but it was hard to be sure because his body was thin and ropy with muscles.


  “I’m Tiresias Maple,” he said.


  “Thank you, sir. I’m Eddie Hudson.”


  “Call me Tiresias,” he said warmly. “Everybody here does.”


  “Are you the minister here, Tiresias?”


  “No,” he said. “No, unfortunately, the Reverend Joshua Jones died earlier this evening.”


  “Oh,” I said, and then a long, uncomfortable moment followed. “I’m sorry.”


  “Please, don’t be. You had no way of knowing. And besides, we’re glad you’re here. We’ve been inside since before nightfall and haven’t heard anything about what’s going on. The radio and TV have been off the air for a long time now.”


  I looked around at the others in the room. They were watching me expectantly, and I could tell they wanted good news. Better news than I could give them.


  “It’s bad out there,” I said, because if I were in their shoes I’d want to know the truth. “There are fires burning all over the city, and the places that aren’t burning are overrun with those zombie things.”


  “What about the army?” somebody asked.


  “I don’t know anything about the army. Maybe they’ve got troops on the way. I know we could use them. From what I can tell, most of the police officers and firefighters are dead. And I’ve heard this is happening all along the Gulf Coast, from Mexico to Miami. If that’s true, other cities are probably hurting as bad as we are. That’ll probably slow down the military response, too. They’ll have to divide their resources over a huge area.”


  A woman in blue jeans and a black top asked me, “What about a safe area or something? Ain’t somebody coming to get us?”


  “I’m sorry,” I said, “but what you see is what you get. I just came from Police Headquarters hoping to answer that very question, but it was overrun. If somebody had a plan, it’s out the window now. There’s no one left to take charge, and I haven’t seen another police officer for hours.”


  “So what are we supposed to do?” somebody else asked.


  “I don’t know. Find a way to survive, I guess. From what little I’ve seen, you people are better off than almost everybody else.” I looked around at their faces and tried not to think of the folks at the Lexington Baptist Church. These people didn’t need to hear about that. “I guess you just hold what you got till something changes.”


  They turned quiet while they took all that in.


  Tiresias finally broke the silence and said, “It looks like we’ll be on our own for a good while still. The Lord helps those who help themselves, so it’s time to help ourselves. I’d like everyone to continue fixing the damage and boarding the windows. When that’s done, we’ll begin the service.”


  The others went off, murmuring to each other about what I’d said.


  “Officer Hudson,” Tiresias said, “you’re welcome here. There was another police officer here earlier. An Officer Gibbs. I’m sorry to say he’s also passed on.”


  “Gibbs?” I had a classmate at the academy named Gibbs. A big, dumb guy who you couldn’t help but love, even though, God help him, he could hardly tell if he was wearing his uniform frontward or backward. “Did you happen to catch his first name?”


  “No, I’m sorry. He was in pretty bad shape when he came to us.”


  “What does it matter?” Simon said suddenly from the shadows. I hadn’t noticed he was still standing there. “One cop’s just like another. As long as he’s dead, who cares?”


  He came out of the shadows just enough for me to see his face, his eyes searching for a fight.


  “Something you want to say to me?” I asked him.


  “Tiresias, why are you gonna let him stay. After what that first cop done to us, how can you let this one stay?”


  “That’s enough, Simon.”


  “He don’t care about us.”


  “I said, that’s enough.”


  Tiresias put a lot of emphasis on that last word, and it worked on Simon. He backed away, but the hate was still smoldering in his eyes.


  Under different circumstances a look like that would have earned him a night in the jail, and probably a lay-over in the hospital too; but things had changed.


  Tiresias told Simon to go and light the candles for the service.


  “From now on,” he said, “we worship in the light.”


  Simon slipped away without saying anything else, leaving me with Tiresias. I saw the blue spurt of a dozen matches, and soon the whole inside of the church began to glow with a yellow, flickering light.


  I could see the others moving around inside, and some were even smiling. God help me, it was the first smile I had seen since before Marcus died, and it filled me with warmth.


  “We’ve had the church blacked out since before nightfall,” Tiresias said, and pointed to the boards on the windows. “Our thinking was that those persons out there are somehow attracted to light and sound. Anything that might indicate the presence of an uninfected person.”


  I nodded. “You’re not worried about the light attracting them now?” I asked.


  “Actually, I am,” he said, taking off his glasses and breathing on them. He took a moment to polish them on his shirtsleeve, a gesture that reminded me more than a little of Ken Stoler. “But I think it’s more important to give people the small signs they need that things will get better. These people have been through a lot, and they need something more than just huddling together in the dark.”


  “This is the service you talked about.”


  “Yes.” He slipped his glasses back on. “I was hoping you would join us.”


  “I shouldn’t,” I said. “Ever since this started, I’ve been trying to make it back to my family. That’s where I want to be.”


  “You’re a young man, Officer Hudson. You must have a young family.”


  I nodded, and looked away. “I have a son. Andrew. He’s six months old.”


  “That is young,” Tiresias said, and to my surprise he chuckled. “I remember what that was like. I have two daughters myself. They’re both grown.”


  “You must be worried about them.”


  “I am. One’s in Dallas, the other in Atlanta. I’m very worried. I’ve said my prayers for them, though.”


  I had nowhere to go from there, nothing I could say to him. His problems weren’t that different from my own, yet I didn’t share his confidence. Prayers weren’t enough for me. I needed to hold my child to put my mind at ease.


  “You’re welcome to stay,” he said at last.


  “Thank you,” I said uncomfortably.


  He took a moment to glance around the church. The inside was well lit, and the pews were filling up.


  “I take it you’re out of ammunition,” he said


  “I am,” I said. He surprised me with that. “How’d you know?”


  “I saw you holster your weapon earlier. I don’t think you would have done something like that if you still had bullets left in your gun.”


  I nodded.


  “That officer I told you about earlier,” he said. “He was badly injured when he came to us. He was only able to fire a few shots before those people out there attacked him. His body is upstairs. Perhaps you’ll stay for the service. Afterwards, you can take whatever ammunition you can find and then you can go to your family.”


  I didn’t want to, but I realized it would be stupid to say no. He and his people had been good enough to take me in when I needed it most, and now they were giving me ammunition, too.


  “Excellent,” Tiresias said. “I’ll start in just a moment.”


  “You? I thought you said you weren’t the minister here.”


  “I’m not,” he said. “I’m a bricklayer. Been doing it for more than fifty years. But I’ve been coming to this church for longer than that, and the folks here asked me to lead them in prayer after the Reverend Jones died. I had planned on waiting till morning to do that, but after what’s happened, I think now is as good a time as any.”


  We shook hands again and I took a spot next to a pillar behind the last pew. My plan was to leave as soon as I could slip out and try not to be noticed. I figured the fewer questions they asked me, the easier it would be.


  The place was alive with moving light. It made the place seem warmer, friendlier. People around me chatted with each other and exchanged greetings and it was almost surreal enough for me to think I had dreamed everything up to that point.


  Almost.


  The people milled around like Sunday morning until they saw Tiresias mount the pulpit.


  Everyone took their seats.


  That’s when I slipped away. I stepped back into the shadows and made for the upstairs room near the front door, where Tiresias said I would find Gibbs’s body.


  I half expected every step to carry me over the edge of a cliff. It was like there was a big coiled snake moving slowly through my gut. I wanted to sit down and rest, to let the sick feeling inside me pass, but I knew I couldn’t. I still had miles to go before that could happen.


  I took the stairs slowly, one at a time, lugging my heavy, mud-and blood-stained boots up the steps like I was climbing a gallows, and from somewhere behind me, I could hear Tiresias leading the others in prayer.


  Chapter 30


  The upstairs room was really just a storage closet. They kept a few broken chairs and a cheap metal picnic table off in the corner, but the rest of it was empty.


  Almost empty, anyway. There were eight corpses along the opposite wall beneath a blue window. The bodies were covered with white tablecloths and tied off with a small gauge rope.


  They reminded me of the root balls of trees about to be planted.


  There wasn’t any sign of gore. There were no pools of congealed blood and no foul odors. It was all very clean and decent. The bodies were laid out on the floor, but it had been done with obvious respect.


  Of course, Tiresias and his people had only been able to do so much to cover up the violence that had brought those bodies to that point. I saw a white hand and wrist, still wearing a watch and wedding ring, sticking out from under the sheet, like it was reaching for something.


  I stopped in my tracks, waiting for the rest of the body to unfold itself and come after me. That didn’t happen, though. The body was at rest.


  Even still, there was something grotesque about the way that hand rested there, palm upwards on the floor, like it wanted something I couldn’t give. I got the feeling from that mute gesture that it was reaching back for the life that had once moved it, even if that meant returning to this nightmare world of the necrosis virus.


  It wanted even that.


  I moved very slowly as I crossed the rest of the way to the bodies and worked back the sheets, one body at a time, until I found Gibbs’s corpse. I pulled the sheet back far enough to uncover his gun belt, but I didn’t want to look at his face. It made it easier, somehow, not to.


  He had two full magazines in his belt pouch and I took them both. I slapped one in the gun, tucked the other into my belt, and then slid the sheet back over his body.


  I kept meaning to turn around and go, but it was hard to look away. It was like watching the hands of a clock chase each other around the dial. Nothing ever seems to change, but all the while, something precious slips away.


  I looked out the blue window at the unburied corpses in the parking lot, and I thought about what it all meant. The problem was so big, so incredibly vast.


  I had a vision of myself standing in the middle of an immense, utterly featureless plain, the horizon impossibly distant in every direction. Wherever I turned there were miles and miles of nothingness. There was no sound, no taste, no reference of any kind. I was alone, and my questions had no answers. If I could have painted a picture of my personal hell, that featureless plain would have been it.


  I heard footsteps.


  They stopped somewhere behind me, and I turned to face them.


  Simon was standing there, and he was holding a bat.


  “What do you want?” I asked him.


  He shrugged, but he made sure I saw the bat.


  “Is that supposed to scare me? It doesn’t, you know. After all, I’m not the one who brought a bat to a gun fight.”


  “You ain’t gonna shoot me.”


  “You sound awfully sure of yourself.”


  “Yeah, well, I got good reason to sound sure of myself, because I’m gonna knock the fuck out of you if you take one step closer.”


  My pulse quickened, and my body tensed. This was familiar territory for me, the old game of who’s got the biggest balls.


  “What’s wrong with you, Simon? Did somebody write you a ticket and hurt your feelings. Come on, fess up. I bet you’ve got warrants, don’t you?”


  “You think this is funny?”


  “No, Simon, I don’t. I think you’re an asshole. That’s about as far as I’ve taken it and that’s about all I care to know. Now why don’t you take your dumb ass downstairs before you get yourself hurt.”


  His eyes narrowed on me and I knew things were about to get really nasty.


  When he took a step for me I drew my gun and pointed it right at his head. If he had been a little faster, he probably could have put the bat upside my head. But as it was, he stopped in his tracks.


  My finger was twitching on the trigger, ready for him to make a move.


  Wait for it, wait for it.


  “Stop it. Both of you. Stop it.”


  It was Tiresias. He was behind Simon, standing at the top of the stairs. Simon didn’t take his eyes off me. My gun didn’t move.


  “Simon,” Tiresias said, his voice was softer the second time.


  But neither one of us moved. Simon was fighting a battle with himself, and I watched it play out on his face. He desperately wanted to wrap that bat around my skull, but at the same time I knew Tiresias had a special power over him.


  In the end, that power won out, and Simon let the business end of the bat fall to the floor with a thud.


  Damn, that thing would have hurt.


  “Simon,” Tiresias said, gently, but very firmly. “Go downstairs.”


  Simon didn’t say another word. He wrapped his fury up inside him and walked downstairs, leaving me with Tiresias.


  When he was gone I said, “I wouldn’t have shot him unless he made me.”


  Tiresias didn’t say anything to that for a long moment. He took his small, gold-rimmed glasses out of his shirt pocket and slipped them on. In his powerful hands they looked like they might crumple.


  He smiled at me and said, “I’m blind as a man can be without these things.”


  “I didn’t start that,” I said, pointing at the stairs. “I don’t know what his problem is, but I didn’t start it.”


  “He doesn’t like the police.”


  “Was that it? Gosh, I couldn’t tell.”


  “His feelings are misplaced, obviously, but tonight has been very hard on him.”


  “Yeah, well, it hasn’t exactly been a cakewalk for me either.”


  “No, of course not. It’s been hard on all of us. But it’s been especially hard on Simon. He lost his mother tonight. She was a good woman, and a dear friend of mine.”


  “I’m sorry about that,” I said. “But he acts like I’m the one who killed her. I never said a cross word to him before he tried to get me to fight on the porch.”


  “Things are rarely as simple as they ought to be,” he said. “We carry so many things around inside us, so much baggage. Sometimes that baggage keeps us from changing when we need to.”


  “That may be,” I said, “but it still doesn’t answer why he hates me so much.”


  Tiresias paused over that for a moment. Finally, he said, “I brought Simon and his mother here as soon as I heard about what was happening. Simon’s mother was a nurse. When the first wounded starting showing up here, she treated them as best she could. Your friend Officer Gibbs was one of those wounded. She worked on him for a long time, but in the end there was nothing she could do for him but let him slip into that coma-like state the infected have. At the time we still didn’t understand what was happening with the people who did that. How they—came back. After he rose up he attacked her. That’s how we lost her. Her body is over there with the others.”


  There was nothing I could say to that. It didn’t make Simon any less of an asshole in my opinion, but at least it gave his hostility a context.


  We stood there for a moment in silence before he said, “You must be eager to leave.”


  “Yes,” I said.


  “You said you have a six-month-old son, right?”


  I nodded. “His name’s Andrew.”


  “So young,” he said, and whistled through his teeth. “Do you know where you’ll meet your family?”


  “I haven’t got a clue. We didn’t have time to make plans. I don’t know how I’m going to find them. I’ve already been to my house once tonight, but they weren’t there. Her car wasn’t in the garage, so I guess they could be anywhere. I just don’t know.”


  “And there’s no place you can think of where she might have gone? Your church maybe? Or another family’s house?”


  “No. It’s just us.”


  “So where will you start looking for them?”


  “You know, I don’t have the foggiest idea. They could be anywhere. I suppose I’ll go back to the house and start from there. Maybe they left me a note or something. Last time I was there I didn’t really take the time to look around. First thing I need to do though is find a car.”


  He cracked a small smile. “I don’t think you’ll have a problem with that. You have friends, after all.”


  “I appreciate your optimism. But I think I’ve been kicked around a little too much tonight to share it. From where I’m standing, it looks like I’m going at it alone from here on out.”


  “That bothers you.” It wasn’t a question, just a dry observation.


  “Don’t you think that’s enough?”


  “Absolutely. Being alone is a terrifying thing. It’s enough to scare any man, even one who is as equipped to take care of himself as a police officer.”


  I nodded uncomfortably. All I wanted to do was get out of there, find a car, and make my way back to my house.


  I happened to glance back at the bodies and I noticed the hand still sticking out from underneath the sheet. Tiresias had said Gibbs was injured not too far away, and I figured that meant his patrol car had to be close by too.


  “What about Gibbs’s car?” I asked him. “Did you see where he left it?”


  “Yes. But I’m afraid it won’t be much use to you. When I found him he was climbing out of a culvert a few blocks over. His car was at the bottom of that culvert.”


  “Eddie,” he said, and it startled me a little to hear him use my first name, “do you mind if I ask you a personal question?”


  Here it comes. Leave the sermon early, the preacher grabs you by the ear later.


  “No,” I said warily. “Shoot.”


  “I’ve been thinking about everything I’ve seen tonight. Sitting in this church, there’s not much else to do. Just sit and pray and think.”


  He walked over to the blue window and looked out, then ran his finger lightly across the sheet, respectfully, mindful of the heavy burden under it.


  “So many people have died tonight,” he said. “So many friends and strangers and people I’ll never know. It boggles the mind. What I want to know, Eddie, is if you’ve tried to put some kind of value on it. Have you thought about what it means?”


  His back was to me, which was good, for had he been looking at me he would have seen my mouth fall open. The man was in my head, saying the words that I had said to myself in the exact same spot where he was now standing. I was dumbfounded.


  I thought about telling him about my vision, about the featureless land where answers had ceased to exist and that I had named my personal hell, but I held back. Somehow, I just couldn’t put that in words.


  Instead I simply said, “That’s not an easy question to answer.”


  “No, it’s not. But it occurs to me that those of us who live through tonight are going to have to try and put some kind of meaning to it. Those of us who live are going to be defined by this, changed by it in ways we can’t even begin to imagine right now. You will have to raise a child in this new world. You have to put your thoughts in order. If not now, soon.”


  I thought about it, about putting my thoughts in order, about what I might tell Andrew about this night, many years from now when he happened to ask what it was like, and it shamed me that I had nothing to say. There was a great big hole where the answer should have been. All I could think of was that I wasn’t ready for something like this to happen, that it wasn’t fair.


  I had no idea how to put it all in one little neat package. The world had flipped upside down and left me hanging. There was absolutely nothing in my experience to prepare me for the new world Tiresias was talking about. Now that I was asked to articulate what I was feeling, all I could do was stammer around the issue.


  “I don’t have an answer for you, Tiresias. I just don’t know what I think. I guess my gut reaction is that it just isn’t fair. I saw one of the officers I used to work with die tonight. I watched him as he slipped into one of those things. He was a husband and a father, just like me. He loved his wife and his new baby as much as I love my family, and in the end, he couldn’t even remember their names. He told me he didn’t even remember what love felt like. That’s the worst part of all this, I think. That’s what really scares me about those things. It scares me that I could lose my mind that way. Die without any understanding. It makes me wonder what we did to deserve that kind of cruelty.”


  He nodded silently. I got ready for him to harangue me about God, and maybe give me the bit about Job and how we’re just not equipped to understand the ways of God, but to my relief he simply turned and stared out the window.


  When he turned back to me he said, “For me, tonight has been about salvation. For you, it seems to be about justice. We couch our thoughts in different language, but I think we’re not too far off from each other. Justice and salvation, after all, are two sides of the same coin as far as God is concerned.”


  He turned and looked out the window again, and it seemed his mind was focusing on something that only he could see.


  “I was standing here when I saw you come out of the trees,” he said.


  “I’m lucky you were there.”


  He tapped on the window thoughtfully. “You know, it occurs to me that the hardest part of the days and weeks and years to come is not going to be putting the conveniences of our old world back together, but reestablishing the bridges between those who survive. There’s a lot of work ahead of us. A lot of community building.”


  “How do you mean?”


  “I used to come home and watch the news. I would sit on my couch and stare at the TV and shake my head, wondering why we never seemed to get anywhere. Everything was the same. Always the same thing, night after night, year after year. I have the terrible feeling that what we’re seeing out there is the failure of our community, that all of that death is simply the manifestation of our lack of place, a sense of who we are and what we mean to each other. Our cities have turned into a nightmare landscape of violence and apathy where personal responsibility is optional and our affection for one another withered to a ghost of its former self. I know as a police officer you have seen what I’m talking about. Perhaps you’re better equipped than most to understand what I mean.”


  “People have always been that way though, haven’t they? None of this is new, like you say. Isn’t it man’s nature to be self-serving and cruel. Brotherly love only goes so far as it’s mutually advantageous.”


  “Nothing is impossible, Eddie.” He said it with honest conviction, not irony. “People can change. Worlds can change. Christ’s death destroyed a community, but his resurrection created a new world. Maybe that’s our task. Have you thought about that? Have you considered that maybe this is the birth of a new world, that what happens next is a golden opportunity to change the nature of man in a fundamental way?”


  “Those are brave words, Tiresias.”


  “New parents can’t afford to be anything but brave, Eddie.”


  “You’re right about that.”


  I stood there for a moment, ready to leave, but almost not wanting to.


  “Do you have any idea where you’ll go from here?”


  “Not a clue,” I said.


  “You said you needed a car, right?”


  “Yeah. I figured I would head east from here and try to find one in a traffic jam somewhere. That’s worked for me once already.”


  “I think I can help you,” he said. “Did you happen to see a maroon Pontiac in the parking lot when you were fighting on the porch?”


  I shook my head.


  Then he did something that completely floored me. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a set of car keys and put them in my hand. I stared at the keys, and then at him.


  “I can’t take your car, Tiresias.”


  “Yes, you can. I don’t need it. The people you met downstairs, they are my family. That’s where I’m going to start building my bridges. Now it’s your turn to go home, start building the bridges from your end. Hopefully I’ll meet you in the middle someplace.”


  His kindness shocked me like a punch in the gut. Had our positions been reversed, I’m sure I wouldn’t have done the same thing for him, and it made me doubt if what he said was true. How many more people like me were out there? How many others had as far to go as I did?


  His dream of building a world full of bridges was still a long way off—I knew that—but maybe it wasn’t impossible either. Maybe it could be more than a pipe dream.


  With the keys in my hand I walked down the stairs and out the front door of the church. I walked through a haze the whole way. If the others watched me leave, I wasn’t aware of it. I wasn’t even aware of the cold night air against my face as I walked across the parking lot, found Tiresias’s car, and climbed inside.


  Chapter 31


  If there’s any truth to that old saying that cleanliness is next to godliness, then Tiresias’s ’88 Pontiac Grand Am was the window to a godly soul.


  I have been inside thousands of cars as a policeman, but never have I seen a car with 120,000 miles on it that looked as good as his did. There wasn’t a speck of dust anywhere. No trash. No smell of stale smoke. No soda stains on the seats. It was perfectly clean.


  I rubbed an appreciative hand across the dashboard and put it in gear. Gravel crunched beneath the tires as I pulled out of the parking lot. I tried hard not to run over any bodies.


  I drove Tiresias’s car through the cracked and broken streets of the east side, and for the longest time I saw nothing but blacked-out houses and moldering urban decay.


  But even as I drove through those ruins, I felt my mind coming together, clearing. I still had a deep sense of urgency, a longing to get home that overpowered everything else I was feeling, but it was tempered now with the realization that things could make sense, that the world didn’t have to stay upside down. It was only a sense. Still, the answers, the answer, eluded me. But I took comfort in the hope of an answer, for before, even that had seemed impossibly distant. Now that I was moving, distance didn’t seem like such a massive obstacle.


  I worked my way steadily northward from the church, and when I finally left the confines of the east side and turned onto a dark farm-to-market road that made a long loop all the way across the northern edge of San Antonio, I almost felt like I was floating.


  Feeling better than I had all night I took the robbery detective’s phone from my belt and tried April’s cell again. The first time I just got static, but the second time it started to ring. I almost sensed that it would.


  April picked up. “Eddie?” she said, her voice frayed around the edges. “Eddie, is that you?”


  “It’s me, sweetie. I’m coming home. I’m on the way there.”


  “Oh, thank God. Me too.”


  “Is Andrew okay?” I asked.


  “He’s crying. I’m taking him home to get the formula. He hasn’t eaten all night.”


  “Okay,” I said. “I’ll meet you there.”


  “Eddie, don’t hang up. Please.”


  “I’m not,” I said. But we were speaking across oceans of static. “April, are you there? April.”


  More static, and then a moment of silence. I almost spoke her name again, but just then I heard her scream. It was a horrible, crippling sound.


  “April,” I said, my own voice cracking. “April!”


  There was nothing left of the connection. I tried calling again and again and got nothing but static.


  Panicked, I stomped on the gas and ran at top speed all the way back to my subdivision.


  Because I was coming in from the east, I took the Blackberry Lane entrance. I drove across the front lawn of somebody’s house to get around a knot of traffic, and then I was rolling again.


  From Blackberry I turned onto Rock Gate and started up towards my house. Once Rock Gate crosses Border Beacon it curves sharply to the right and starts a gradual uphill slope that continues all the way across the subdivision. Just around the curve, Rock Gate comes together with Starlight Crest, meeting at a forty-five-degree angle.


  My plan was to go past Starlight Crest, turn onto Lullaby, and take that back to my house, but as I got into the intersection I saw a black SUV coming from my left.


  At the same time I saw a car with only one headlight coming towards the intersection on the other side of Rock Gate. It was swerving drunkenly from one side of the street to the other, completely out of control. I stared at them both in turn, my mouth in the shape of an O. It had been hours since I’d seen another moving vehicle, and here were two of them. And they were on a collision course.


  The black SUV and the car entered the intersection at the same time, and I cringed in anticipation of the impact.


  There was an aching crunch of metal and breaking glass. The back end of the SUV popped up and slid sideways, its momentum sending it into a 150-foot-long neutral skid. Still going sideways, it bounced over a curb and into a lawn, where it crashed into a tree.


  The car spun counterclockwise and ended up sideways in the intersection, its front end crumpled beyond recognition.


  When I got to the intersection there was a fine yellow cloud of smoke and dust in the air and the car’s horn was blaring continuously.


  The SUV was nose down at the base of a tree, its back right tire still spinning uselessly in the air.


  In the commotion it took me a second to register that the SUV was a Nissan Xterra.


  I thought, April.


  “April!” I yelled, and then, yelling her name over and over again, I jumped out of Tiresias’s car and ran for her.


  Chapter 32


  I ran toward the car yelling April’s name at the top of my lungs.


  As I came up on the back end of the Xterra I heard the driver’s side door open.


  “April,” I said.


  I turned the corner to the driver’s side and saw April standing there with my Springfield .45 in both hands, pointing it right at my face.


  She fired as soon as she saw me and I heard the bullet whistle past my ear. I made a startled noise and jumped back behind the tailgate.


  “April. What the hell?”


  “Get away from my baby!” she said, shrieking it at the top of her lungs.


  “April,” I said. “April. It’s me.”


  “Get away. Leave us alone!”


  “April, sweetie, it’s me. It’s Eddie.”


  There was a really long pause before she finally said, “Eddie?”


  “It’s me, April. It’s me.” I didn’t move from behind the car. “April, put the gun down, okay?”


  “How do I know you’re not one of those things?”


  “Oh, for the love of Christ,” I said under my breath. “You know it’s me because we’re having this freaking conversation.”


  “Don’t yell at me.”


  “I’m not yelling.” But then I caught myself and made my voice go as small and as nonthreatening as I could. “I’m not yelling. April, I know you’re scared. I’m scared, too. Okay? But it’s me. Eddie. Now please, April, put the gun down and let me show you.”


  I waited for her to speak. I could picture her there, her lips trembling, holding that huge gun in her shaking hands and fighting against her fear and every motherly instinct in her body to believe what she was hearing.


  It didn’t matter that she had almost killed me. The fact that she was willing to face down anything to protect our child made me so proud of her that I could have forgiven her anything at that moment.


  “April?” I said quietly. From inside the car I could hear Andrew starting to cry. “April?”


  “Eddie?”


  “It’s me.”


  I stood up slowly and inched over toward her side of the car. “April, I’m gonna step around the corner now, okay?”


  “Okay.”


  Very slowly, I put my hand around the corner and waved it. When she didn’t fire, I went farther, until I was completely around the corner, facing her. She stood there, shivering, tears running down her beautiful face, and so overcome by her emotion her whole mouth quivered with it.


  I was looking straight down the barrel of the Springfield.


  She looked me over, and her face gave way to recognition, and then to shock at the sight of me.


  I didn’t realize how bad I looked until just then. I was covered in mud and grime and God knows what else. I barely looked like her husband. No wonder she tried to shoot me.


  Finally she said, “Oh, my God,” and let the gun fall to her side.


  “Are you guys okay?”


  She covered her mouth with her hand, her body racking with convulsive sobs. “Eddie. Oh, my God, Eddie.”


  I reached out to pull her into my arms, but she put up her hand to stop me. Her eyes went huge, looking at something over my shoulder.


  I turned and saw a woman climbing out of the car that had just hit her SUV. She had a nasty-looking wound on her arm that had to be from a bite, it was so torn up.


  She stumbled sideways into the street, confused by the blaring horn and the dust in the air; but when she saw us, all the confusion vanished. Her lips pulled back, and she came for us with all the speed she could muster.


  “Get Andrew,” I told April. “We’ll put him in my car.”


  April jumped into the backseat and worked the buckles on Andrew’s car seat. While she was doing that, I was scanning the area, looking for trouble.


  I found it in the next yard. Two zombies were lumbering into the street, headed our way, and a third was coming up fast behind them.


  I fired twice, and both zombies went down. While April kept wrestling with Andrew’s straps, I waited on the woman who had hit April’s car. When she was in range, I dropped her with my best shot of the night.


  “What’s taking so long?”


  “It’s the straps,” April said. “Something’s stuck. The buckle won’t come loose.”


  “Hurry, April,” I said. The car horn and the gun shots were like a beacon for the zombies. I saw three more come out of a house across the street, and I could see more moving our way from down the street.


  “You got it yet?” I yelled.


  “No.” Her hands were all over the car seat, trying to get Andrew out. Andrew picked up on the emotion and started screaming, not hurt, but very scared.


  I shot the three zombies that had just entered the street and then jumped into the Xterra to help April. She was right. The straps were stuck somehow, and the buckle wouldn’t give.


  Out of the back window of the Xterra I could see more and more zombies. They were coming out of houses, between houses, out of everywhere at once.


  A large, long group of twenty or so got between us and Tiresias’s car, and I knew we were out of time.


  “Here,” I said, pushing April aside. “Let me get in there.”


  I put my foot on the seat next to Andrew’s car seat and used all my weight to pull the strap toward me. When it finally let go I went tumbling backwards, into the front seat.


  “Get him out,” I said. But she was already doing that. She pulled him out of the seat and then we were standing in the front yard of a stranger’s house, surrounded by a growing crowd.


  I kept my breathing slow and under control. There was no way we could force our way through the crowd with Andrew in tow, and the only option was to stand and fight.


  A woman in a white, floral nightgown was the closest. Most of her stomach had been eaten, and she walked hunched over so that the strands of skin that had once been her face dangled over her shoes like jelly fishing lures.


  I closed the distance between us and put a bullet in her head. After that I burned through my two magazines in a hurry. Before I knew it, I had piles of corpses stacked up around the Xterra.


  But for all my shooting, I didn’t make a dent in their numbers.


  I was facing April and Andrew when I fired my last bullet at a man who was wearing nothing but a ripped T-shirt. Poor Andrew’s whole body flinched with the gun’s report.


  “We’ve got to get to my car,” I said. “Where’s the gun you had?”


  “In the car.”


  I ran to the Xterra and rummaged through the front seat, but I couldn’t find it. “Where?” I asked.


  “It’s there,” she said.


  I looked again, pushing Andrew’s blanket and toys out of the way until I finally spotted it on the passenger-side floorboard.


  I got control of the Springfield just in time to fire at a zombie a few feet from the car. When the bullet hit his forehead big chunks of the top of his head splattered onto the pebbled walkway behind him.


  The Springfield was a serious weapon. It made the Glock look like a pellet gun in comparison. One shot was enough to make the zombie’s head and feet trade places and send him tumbling into the grass behind him.


  “Eddie!”


  I jumped out of the Xterra, trying to find April in the crowd I had let get too close.


  Three zombies had cornered her near a line of bushes and she was slapping at them with her free hand, blocking Andrew from them with her body.


  “Eddie!”


  They towered over her, and as she turned to get away, one of the zombies managed to pull Andrew from her arms.


  “Eddie!” she said, screaming it.


  The zombie who had grabbed Andrew was an older woman in the process of losing her bathrobe. I hit her at a run, grabbing Andrew and yanking him away from her as I made contact.


  The woman fell to the ground, but not before she swiped at Andrew’s face. She missed, hitting him in the arm instead, and leaving a thin, two-inch-long cut on his bicep.


  He yelped in pain.


  “Fucking bitch,” I said, and before she could get up I kicked her in the face with everything I had.


  When I looked up April was nowhere to be seen. But there were zombies everywhere.


  I backed up, and once I had a free lane through the crowd, ran for the street. From there, I could see April dodging for her life.


  I yelled out to her, but I don’t think she heard. The Springfield had five shots left, and I used them all. I shot my way through part of the crowd and ended up around the corner from where the accident had happened.


  I still had Andrew in my arms, and he was holding on to my neck, screaming. The crowd followed us, surrounding us again.


  The only weapon I had left was my baton, and I snapped it open with my free hand.


  “You and me, buddy,” I said to Andrew, and kissed his cheek. “You and me.”


  I tensed up, ready for the fight. I knew that I was looking at the end, and I promised myself there’d be no escape without my son. I’d die before I gave him up, and if they took him from me anyway, then they could have me too.


  “I love you, buddy,” I said, and dug in.


  That’s when I heard a nasty series of thuds and the whine of a small-bore motor struggling to accelerate.


  I watched in stunned silence as headlights momentarily backlit the crowd. A few turned to face the light, only to be mowed down by the front end of Tiresias’s car.


  The car careened through the crowd and went sideways into a skid that stopped barely ten feet from me.


  April threw the door open.


  “Hurry,” she said, and I did.


  I pushed my way into the car and we were rolling before I could even close the door.


  “Are you okay?” she asked.


  “Yeah, you?”


  She nodded. “How is he?”


  “One of them scratched him,” I said.


  “Oh, my God. Where?”


  I showed her.


  “Do you think—”


  “I don’t know,” I said.


  Chapter 33


  Looking out the passenger window, I watched the houses of our neighborhood slip past like snapshots of a lost world. Some of the neighborhood seemed so peaceful, so normal, it was hard to believe anything had happened.


  Other parts were less so.


  A white-haired woman in a green dress was on her knees at the corner of our street, eating someone’s arm. I closed my eyes.


  Wrecked cars were everywhere. Wrecked people, too. Here and there they drifted into the street, watching us drive by with dead, empty eyes.


  Andrew was in my arms, and I could smell him. Nothing intoxicates like the smell of your own baby. I pulled him close. His crying had given way to sobs and then to an unhappy silence. He was cold, wet, and hungry, but he sat still in my lap.


  The cut on his arm filled the car with an uneasy silence. April and I both looked at it, and we both worried. I remembered Ken Stoler and Dr. Stiles both saying that the necrosis virus was transmitted through bodily fluids, or at least they believed that was how it was transmitted, and I prayed that none had passed to Andrew. Maybe a scratch could be just a scratch.


  “Do you think it’ll be okay?” April asked as she pulled up to the front of our house.


  “I hope so,” I said. But I didn’t know.


  There were zombies milling our way from both ends of the block. “We need to hurry, April. Let’s get him inside and clean it. Then we’ll go somewhere.”


  “Where?”


  “I don’t know. Somewhere out of the city.”


  We hurried inside. April stopped right inside the front door and cupped a hand over her mouth.


  “Oh, my God.”


  “I know,” I said, looking at the dead bodies I’d left spread throughout our home. “I was here earlier. Don’t worry. I’ll clean it.”


  April went to work on Andrew. She cleaned the wound half a dozen times at least, scrubbing it even though he screamed in protest, then changed him and got a couple of extra clothes for him to wear.


  Meanwhile, I loaded up the formula, bottles, and bottled water. While we worked, April told me about her night.


  “Right after you called that first time,” she said, “I went around locking doors and windows. I had your guns with me, and Andrew and I were sitting on the couch. And then Mr. Cowper from across the street started banging on the door. I know I shouldn’t have, but he looked normal, and he was looking right at me, through the window. I opened the door, and, oh, my God.”


  “What?”


  “Part of his stomach was gone!” She said, and tried to choke the tears back. She tried to tell me again, but couldn’t. All she could do was bend down and kiss Andrew on his forehead and let the tears fall on his face.


  “What did you do?” I asked.


  It took her a moment, but she stood up straight, composed herself, and said, “I shot him.”


  Our eyes met, and I loved her more at that moment than ever before. She was strong. She was brave. She was beautiful in her contradictions, so gentle and loving with our child, so fiercely unrepentant in protecting him.


  “Where did you guys go?”


  “We went to Franklin Street after that. You know those new apartments they’re building? We parked back there, up along the tree line. I listened to the radio until the stations went off the air. And then, after you called the second time, I kept trying to call you back. It must have taken two hours to get through.”


  I nodded. “Is he ready to go?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Okay,” I said. “Let me go see if it’s safe. I don’t have any more bullets, so we’ll have to be quick.”


  She looked confused. “You’re not going to take the shotgun?”


  “You have it?” I asked.


  “It’s right there.” She pointed to the couch. The shotgun was right there, between the pillows.


  “Outstanding,” I said.


  I grabbed it, broke open the breach and checked the shells, and then we were off, rolling away from the curb before any of the zombies that had seen us drive up were close enough to be a threat.


  “Where do you want to go?” she asked.


  “Out of the city,” I said. “Somewhere where it can be just us.”


  She knew the perfect place. She didn’t tell me where, but she didn’t have to. I could tell as we entered the Hill Country we were headed for the Roundtop Bed-and-Breakfast, where the two of us had spent our first night as husband and wife.


  The place was empty.


  It was a small, German-style frontier two-story with a view of miles and miles of cedar and oak trees. We found a room with a southern exposure, changed Andrew’s diaper again, and put him down to sleep.


  We watched him drift off to sleep and kept watching him for a long time after that.


  Later, we stood arm in arm, staring out the windows that were painted by distant, wind-whipped fires, and watched the city burn. When morning came, a shimmering blood-red cloud loomed over the skyline like a brooding eye.


  “Don’t go back out there,” she said, looking up at me with eyes as deep as the sea. “Please.”


  “I’m not going anywhere,” I said, and squeezed her close.


  Chapter 34


  Six weeks later, I was back in a police car, looking down on a winding ribbon of road leading up the hillside to where I was working an overtime job. Road crews had been working around the clock to clean up debris from that night, and the ones I had been hired to protect were clearing abandoned cars off the roadway, using bulldozers to push them onto transports that hauled them away to someplace.


  The bulldozers were silent now, and the road crews were enjoying a late-morning break.


  I got out of the car and sat on the hood so I could see everything going on below me. A giant buzzard found a roost on top of a light pole not far away.


  It was one of those glorious winter mornings, where everything seems touched by perfection. The sky was a vaulted ceiling of absolute blue. There were no clouds. From one horizon to the other, there was nothing to disturb the velvet of its touch. The Earth was bathed in a blue so startlingly cold and rich and immaculately clean that when I removed my sunglasses and felt the dry breeze of morning on my skin, I realized I was whole, for the first time in a very long while. There had been a housekeeping in my soul, and I felt like I was living the first well day after a very long sickness. I could breathe again.


  I watched the buzzard spread his massive black wings and hold them open so the sun could warm his body.


  “Me too,” I whispered.


  The weeks following the outbreak were the hardest I’ve ever known. None of the days compared to the frantic rush and desperate searching of that first night, but they were hard nonetheless. It was the endless readiness, the constant tension and expectation that something bad was about to happen. It didn’t take long for exhaustion to set in, and when you passed people in the street, or sat next to them at roll call briefings, you could see that beaten-down look in their eyes.


  April begged me not to go back to work. She said we could go up into the mountains and disappear. The military had succeeded in containing the outbreak to the Gulf Coast states, she said. No one would ever need to see us again if we went to the mountains of Montana. She said the city was no place to trust with a child.


  I think the thing that finally convinced her I should go back to work was that there were no reports of rioting. It was an environment ripe for explosion, and yet not one person put a match to the fuse. The outbreak had left a weird sort of calm in its wake. April saw that calm, and a glimmer of hope returned to her mind.


  It helped too that Andrew made a full recovery. Nothing remained of that night for him but a faint little scar. Our worries that he might be infected never amounted to more than sleepless nights.


  In the end, she let me go back.


  On my way to work that morning I stopped and bought the local paper. It was the first issue since the outbreak, and I had been eager to dive into it. I was hungry for information—real information, not the stuff we had been living on from the word-of-mouth grapevine—and I skimmed the paper ravenously.


  Most of what it said was a repeat of what I had already heard in briefings and from other people, but there were still some statistics there that I hadn’t heard.


  San Antonio had been a city of 1,200,000 people before that night, and now the best estimates put the population somewhere around 300,000. More than three fourths of the city had died.


  And my department got hit hard. We went into the outbreak with just over 2,200 officers, and now there were less than 200 of us left.


  The highest-ranking officer to make it through the outbreak was a lieutenant from Fiscal Services, and the only reason he made it through was because he was out on a fishing boat in Canyon Lake with his two teenage sons.


  When he got back he found himself brevetted to chief.


  After the fires were put out, the long, unbelievably complex task of putting the world back on it rails began. There were official meetings held in city hall and unofficial street meetings held in churches and out in the front lawns of people’s homes. And slowly, the rubble started to clear.


  People were organized. A census was taken. Power was turned on. All the pieces of the puzzle were turned around and studied and gradually a new picture began to emerge.


  There was a massive, unspoken tide of emotion swelling up in everyone, a belief that this time around, we could do it right.


  But while everyone believed we could make it better than it had been, not everyone agreed on how that should be done. The most vocal voice of them all was Ken Stoler.


  Ken had lived through the night, and in the weeks following the outbreak, he had become a staunch advocate for the infected. He had an article in the paper, laying out his plan for containing the zombies, studying the necrosis virus, and finding a cure. His driving belief was that we, the uninfected, were obliged to save the infected from themselves. He even founded an organization to further that agenda. He called it People for the Ethical Treatment of Zombies, or PETZ.


  Early on, his organization scored a major victory and got a court order prohibiting the military and the police from shooting the infected unless it was in self-defense or defense of a third party. It was a major headache for me and my fellow officers, and I’d be lying if I said we obeyed the injunction completely. Things happen in the fog of war. Especially in strange wars.


  I didn’t need to read Ken’s article to know what it said. I had heard it all firsthand while I was working security at one of the numerous public meetings following the outbreak. Ken delivered his speech to an angry crowd, and I had to escort him off the stage.


  When I got him to safety he turned to me and said, “Thanks, Eddie.” He held out his hand. “No hard feelings?”


  I punched him in the nose. “That’s for stealing my truck, you asshole,” I said, and left him sitting on his butt, staring up at me like a pouting child.


  I closed my eyes and then slowly opened them. The city skyline was visible off in the distance, and my thoughts wandered back to Tiresias. He was out there somewhere, alive no doubt, and still waiting for me to make the connections, to build the bridges he had first extended to me. I was a long way from that, still, but I could feel the changes brewing inside of me.


  I read on, going from one article to another, reading about adventures that weren’t much different from my own. But I didn’t get the enjoyment from the paper that I thought I was going to get.


  In the end, I gently folded it up and tossed it back into the car. I didn’t feel like reading anymore. There was no sense in stirring everything up again, I thought.


  And besides, it’s hard to read the paper when so many of your friends are dead.


  But then I saw them. April and Andrew were coming up the road toward the first security gate. I radioed down and told the policeman there to let her through. Suddenly all the hard feelings washed away, and as I watched them drive up the hill, I felt good again.


  April opened the car doors and got Andrew out. She pointed me out to him and tried to get him to wave to Daddy. I didn’t get a wave, but his eyes lit up.


  I walked toward them, and in that moment, my part of the world made sense. Andrew smiled at me, and I realized that the answer to everything, the one landmark on the featureless plain that was my private hell, was the smile on my baby’s face.
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