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Chapter 1 – The Farm


The sun hung low over Arizona’s endless expanse. The sky was a molten red, like fresh-spilled blood pouring across the horizon. Dust danced in the evening light, kicked up by the dry winds that swept the prairie. Irvin Mallet’s farm sat alone – a few rotting fences, a barn, a well, the main house with its porch – once kept alive by the labor of age, now smothered by an ominous silence.


William “Bill” Carver – a broad-shouldered man with a weather-beaten face scarred by years of war – pushed his hat up from his brow. Sweat slid down his temple as he drove the hoe into the soil. He wasn’t a soldier anymore. Hadn’t been for years. But the discipline, the hardness, the constant vigilance burned into him by the war still walked beside him. William Carver had left the war behind to live a simple, quiet life on Irvin Mallet’s Arizona spread.


“Bill,” Irvin called from the well, voice rough but still strong for a man past sixty. “The animals… something’s wrong with ’em.”


Hat pulled low, shirt open. “Come on over, boy.”


Bill was in his early forties, but Irvin called anyone younger than himself “boy.” Bill wiped his forehead with the back of his hand, ran a palm over his close-cropped hair, and walked toward him at an unhurried pace.


He looked toward the pens. The horses pawed nervously; the cattle bunched in a corner, eyes wide as if they’d seen the devil himself. A shiver crawled up Bill’s back.


And then he saw it.


Irvin jerked his chin toward the pasture behind the shed. “Tell me what in hell that is.”


Bill followed his gaze. The cow lay on its side, belly ripped open as if someone had unbuckled it like a saddlebag. Flies swirled over the dead flesh like black smoke. The wind brought the sweet, rotten stench to them.


“Coyote?” Irvin asked, but he sounded like a man who didn’t want an answer.


Bill knelt by the carcass, hands braced in the dust, reading sign the way he’d learned in another life – bloody cities, wet swamps. No paw prints. No drag marks that fit. Only ragged gouges, as if something had dug with bare hands – blind, frantic, impatient.


“If it was coyotes,” he murmured, “they brought knives.”


Irvin snorted. “Don’t joke.”


“I don’t, not when it stinks like this.”


Irvin blew out hard. “Coyotes tear. They don’t… butcher.” He stared out over the pasture toward the dusty road cutting the plain. “And they don’t leave… pieces.” What clung in the wound like thick grime wasn’t grime.


It was a pale, congealed mass that stank like it was old and somehow fresh.


He was about to lean in when urgent hoofbeats rattled down the road. A rider pulled up at the farm and Deputy Sheriff Jim McAllister swung down. Jim was only a few years older than Bill, but where Bill was grave and closed-off, Jim wore a permanent smile – an almost reckless ease he never lost, even when things got tight.


“Evenin’, Bill! Evenin’, Irvin!” he called, tipping his hat off. “Hearing strange talk in Dry Gulch. Folks disappearing. Livestock mutilated. Figured I’d come take a look.”


Bill stepped to him. “It’s not just talk, Jim. Check the cow behind the shed. Gutted like by a bear. The horses feel something.”


Jim drew a breath, listened. A tension lay over the farm you couldn’t name. No crickets, no coyote yips. Only an unnatural stillness, broken now and then by a nervous sound from the animals.


Before they could say more, two more riders came up the dusty road behind Jim.


The woman rode in front, a little gaunt – sitting straight though the last few days had clearly been hard. Straw-blond hair slipped from under her hat brim; a face that on any other day would have been pretty and on this one was only tired. Beside her, on a smaller horse, a boy no older than twelve.


Jim turned. “That’s Elizabeth Carter and her boy Frank coming in. But call her Lizzie. They live on a ranch two days past Dry Gulch.”


Lizzie nodded to the men. “They’re coming. We had to run. Our place at Little Chesterfield… the dead are standing up.” Her voice broke; she pulled the boy tighter. “My husband… he was… he got bit. I… I had to shoot him.”


Irvin crossed himself. “Holy Mother of God.”


Bill felt something knot in his gut. He’d left the war to work a farm. To see dawn light on the grain instead of muzzle flash. He didn’t want to hear about things that dragged the dead back. And yet the air tonight felt different, as if the sky had told the wind to hold its breath.


He studied the girl and the boy. They were exhausted, travel-dirty, but resolved. The boy said nothing, staring into nothing. He stood beside her like a shadow – very close, very still. He wore a coat too big for him, sleeves rolled at the elbows.


“Come in,” Irvin grumbled. “We’ll talk in the house.”


Night fell slow. The moon was a thin sickle over the fields. Inside, the fire in the hearth crackled while the farm lay in darkness without. Bill sat in the small hall near the door, Winchester close to hand.


In the dining room, Irvin, Lizzie, and Jim spoke in tight voices.


“It’s not a normal sickness,” Lizzie said quietly. “If they bite you… you become one of them. That’s what happened to my husband. And one of our hands – he’d examined a cow that’d been torn up. He got the cow’s blood on him and then… then he turned strange and started biting my husband.”


Lizzie set a hand on Frank’s shoulder. “We left town when the bell started calling people,” she said softly.


“The bell?” Bill asked.


“The pastor rang it to bring folks to the church. But it didn’t just bring people. Others came – the kind that used to be people. Most were slow, but I saw some quick ones from a ways off. They tore people down in seconds and…” She smoothed Frank’s hair.


Jim nodded, sober. “I’ve heard rumors. Rumors are one thing. If you saw it…”


“I saw it,” she cut in, sharp.


Silence. Only the wood popped.


Then, suddenly, a sound outside. A scraping. A long, low moan.


Bill stood at once. “Stay here.”


He opened the door, lamp in one hand and revolver in the other.


Jim followed Bill out. They crossed the yard to the fence that joined barn and stables. They checked the gate, the barn, the coop where the chickens roosted in a row. Irvin lingered on the porch, Winchester across his knees, pipe unlit in his teeth. Lizzie brought Frank to the guest room, pulled off his boots, tucked him in, and watched him a moment – as if sleep were a rare mercy not to be wasted.


“They don’t believe her,” Jim said later outside, as he and Bill stood side by side looking over the fields.


“Who?”


“The dark,” Jim said. “I can see you looking into it, hoping it looks back and says: I’m only darkness. There’s nobody else out here.”


“I’ve seen enough to know darkness is often what it is,” Bill said, “and light is what you pay for.”


“A philosophizing farmer,” Jim muttered, grinning. “You learn that in the war, or does it come with age?”


“Age only brings pain in the bones. The rest you carry.” Bill hesitated. “What are you, Jim?”


“What I have to be so folks like you keep breathing,” Jim said so lightly you almost forgot how heavy the words were. “And you?”


Bill thought of what he’d left: dusty streets filled with men who could shoot but didn’t know when to holster; orders obeyed and regretted; nights that smelled like blood. “Tired,” he said.


“Tired men don’t always die,” Jim said, “but they’re not first to die if they’re smart. You look smart.”


“No one’s told me that much.”


Jim laughed under his breath. “Then you met the wrong people.”


They walked from barn along the fence. The stars were bright and crowded – as if someone had shaken them out over the sky.


Bill breathed slow, cool air filling his lungs. Then he heard it. A scrape. A dull sound like a foot dragging across wood. From the barn.


“You hear that?” he asked.


Jim raised a hand. Silence. Then the scraping again. A soft, wet clawing, like someone asking to be let in who’d forgotten how to knock.


“Barn,” Jim murmured. “Lantern?”


“In the stall.”


“Stay behind me.”





“You do know this is my farm?” Bill


whispered, not sure why.


“Then I’ll die first in your name,” Jim whispered back, drawing his Colt like the leather was a thing not to be woken.


They stepped inside. The air in the barn was warm and full of hay, but beneath it lay something else – heavy, musty. Bill raised the lantern. Light swam over bales, tools, tack hanging from pegs. Somewhere, something rasped, sharp and labored.


“There,” Jim said.


At the far end, where the boards gapped and the moon pushed in thin fingers, something moved. Too slow for a thief, too clumsy for a man in a hurry. Bill lifted the lantern higher.


The face that came out of shadow had once been Zachary Tull’s – the hand who’d left a week ago to check on his folks. The skin hung from his skull like clothing too big. Lips split open, teeth showing, pale as bone. His eyes were milky – but not blind. They found the two men. They needed no words to say what they wanted.


Bill felt his stomach rise – not from disgust, but something closer to grief. “Zachary,” he said dumbly, as if a name could pin down what was already gone.


The figure made a sound – not a word, not a sigh. More the echo of a name called underwater. Then he came forward. Not hurried – inevitable.


“Head,” Jim said softly. “If you have to.”


Bill raised the rifle. His finger balked. He remembered Zachary laughing when the mules stomped through the freshly raked yard. “’Scuse me, ma’am,” to Irvin’s cow when he knocked over the feed bucket. The way he sang something that sounded like home when the dusk came.


Zachary lunged suddenly, faster than his shuffle promised, as if someone had slipped the leash. Bill fired. The kick thumped his shoulder. Zachary fell – but not because the bullet had stopped him, only because his legs were clumsy. He rolled, gave a hollow growl, and hauled himself to his knees.


“Head, Bill,” Jim said. “Now.”


Bill glanced at Jim’s eyes and found no cynicism there, no rush. Only the calm hardness of a man who knew how to send someone to their final death. Bill exhaled, took aim, and fired. Zachary went still.


They stood a long moment, lantern between them, gunsmoke hanging. The windmill clacked again. As if nothing had happened. But Bill knew the world had gone quieter – because a name was missing from it.


“I’m sorry,” Jim said.


“Me too,” Bill answered.


They dragged Zachary’s body to the shed wall. Bill barred a door he never barred. Then they went back to the house.


Lizzie was in the kitchen when they came in, hands around a cup she didn’t lift to her lips. “Frank’s asleep,” she said.


“Good,” Bill said.


“We had a visitor,” Jim said, and for some reason his tone was gentle. “Zachary Tull. Or what was left.”


Lizzie closed her eyes. “Is he,” she murmured, not a question.


Bill nodded. “He… he’s truly gone now.”


Irvin stepped in from the porch, Winchester in hand. “Someone’s at the fence,” he said. “More than one.”


“How many?” Jim asked.


“Enough we won’t give ’em a reason to stay.” Irvin went to the shelf, took down a second box of cartridges, slid it to Bill.


“And then what?” Bill asked.


Irvin looked at him a long moment. “We live – and the shapes at the fence don’t – if they don’t turn back.”


Hell didn’t begin with a scream, but with a smell. The wind shifted and carried the sweet rot of those who’d forgotten they breathed. Then came the clawing at the fence – metallic, steady, impatient. Between it, the whisper of steps through dry grass.


Bill, Jim, and Irvin took their positions. Bill at the northwest corner of the house, where the fence threw the deepest shadow. Jim by the barn, where the wind would carry the shots away. Irvin on the porch, Winchester easy in old hands.


“Lizzie,” Bill said as she tried to slip by with a rifle her shoulder could hardly bear, “stay with Frank.”


“I’ve shot before,” she said tonelessly. “I’ll do it again if I have to.”


“I know.” Bill set a hand briefly to her arm. The warmth of her skin shocked him – something alive in a night carrying so much dead. “Please.”


She looked at him, and in her eyes there was a spark of anger – because he asked for what she did not want to give – and a glint of thanks that he hadn’t tried to order it. She nodded and vanished inside.


The first of them shuffled across the yard, little more than shadows in the thin moonlight. Bill sighted on the lead one, drew a breath, held it – fired. The body staggered, but only the second shot – skull hit – dropped it. “Heads,” he muttered. “Always the heads.”


Then something panted in the dark, and Bill caught a movement – too fast, too low to the ground. Something else shot forward, a lot quicker than Zachary Tull. The flesh was wasted, but clung tighter to the bone. It hit the fence, hooked its fingers into the wire, and pulled like it was string. Bill fired – but the ghoul was already gone, a smear that flickered left, then right, playing with the light. Zachary had never moved like that.


“Jim!” Bill called.


“I’ve got him,” came the reply, calm. Two shots that sounded like one peeled off half the thing’s face. It fell, spasmed, ran three headless steps, and dropped. Jim reloaded, gentle, almost courteous.


“Another one,” Irvin called from the porch, “by the chickens.”


The coop was old board but solid. Now it bulged, as if something inside leaned hard against it. Then the door burst, and a shape wobbled out – swollen like it had drunk the cistern water no one should. Skin greenish-yellow, wet; when it raised its arms something viscous slid off like cold dough.


“Don’t shoot!” Bill shouted, not knowing why. But Jim carried the same superstition – which wasn’t superstition anymore.


The thing didn’t stop. It came at them, wavering, with a purpose only it knew. Something bubbled inside it, like someone stirring thick soup. Bill took a step back. “Careful,” he whispered.


“If it pops,” Jim said, “you don’t want to be near.” He raised the rifle and aimed low. The shot tore flesh; the thing stumbled, rolled – and when it hit, slime sprayed through the air, shining like oil in the moonlight. A rooster caught the splash; the bird screamed, staggered, dropped, twitched, and went still, as if the slime had sucked the air from its lungs.


“Back!” Irvin barked, suddenly every inch a commander who’d seen men in ranks. “Back!”


Too late for the coop. Jim shot again, lower, and the thing jerked. Then it seemed to swell – or so it looked – as if something under the skin was inflating that had no business there. A heartbeat where the night held its breath – and then a dull, wet rending. The blast wasn’t thunder; it was an inside-out crack that turned the air to a wall. Slime flew and slapped wood, dust – everything too close.


Bill had fallen behind a wagon frame. Slime speckled his coat’s hem and missed him by an inch. Jim had shifted sides, as if he’d guessed where the wind would carry death. Irvin coughed, swore, but stood. The chickens were silent, as if they’d learned stillness was a shield.


“Hell,” Jim said softly, almost admiring. “And you wanted to plug it.”


“I did,” Bill panted. “I did want to plug it.”


“Learn quick, farmer. Those things – those ones – blow when you give ’em a reason.”


“You see me shooting, Jim?” Bill couldn’t stop a twitch of laughter in his words, though nothing about it was funny.


“I see you living,” Jim said. That beat laughter.


The next wave came with hissing and moans. The wind carried back a stew of stinks Bill knew he’d never forget. They were slower – much slower. Men, women who could’ve been neighbors. One still wore his Sunday suit, tie crooked. A woman held a loaf that crumbled as she stumbled. Bill fired – not fast, but sure. He didn’t say names in his head, but his hands knew they had them.


A flicker at the edge of sight. Something burst from a mesquite’s shadow. Jim was already turning before Bill caught it. The ghoul – smaller than the first, faster like it had found a newer body – came straight for Jim. Jim stepped aside, let it shoot past, seized the nape, wrenched it around, jammed the muzzle into its mouth, and fired. It sounded like a watermelon bursting. The body jerked and went limp, a puppet with the hand pulled out.


“I don’t like it when they touch me,” Jim said, dropping the corpse, and Bill tried to laugh but couldn’t. He reloaded instead, counting like a prayer: one, two, three, four.


The fence gave in one spot. Hands reached through, skin rasping off against the wire – skin that didn’t feel a thing. Irvin took the undead square in the forehead with old, steady surety. “Center,” he murmured. “Always the center,” as if teaching a boy to shoot cans. Then he flinched.


The face forcing through the fence was one Bill knew. Mildred Crane – the woman who’d set peach pies on the store’s stoop Saturdays and scolded children for looking like the pies were theirs. Her hair hung in strings; her skin was soft gray, like paper left in the rain.


Her hands gripped the wire; something thick dripped. Irvin lowered his gun for a breath. “Mildred,” he managed. His voice wasn’t a voice – it was memory breathed out.


Bill raised his rifle, but Jim pressed a hand to the barrel. “Let him,” he said. “She’s his.”


Irvin drew a long breath through his nose. He lifted the Winchester again. The shot wasn’t louder than the rest. But Bill felt it behind his eyes. Mildred fell as if she’d finally gotten tired.


“Thank you,” Irvin said without turning.


“For what?” Jim asked.


“For letting me.”


The night went on. An hour, two. A howl from far off braided in – a wolf, maybe, or something that had learned how to howl to get closer to people. Bill shot, Jim shot, Irvin shot. Sometimes taking turns, sometimes together. Sometimes stopping to listen if anything out there still rumbled from its throat.


Suddenly three came at the gate at once. Bill hit the first, Jim the second, Irvin the third – and Bill had the absurd thought that you could learn the choreography of a massacre like a wedding dance. He shook his head and shoved the thought away. Later, he told himself. Later you can think. Now you live.


A crash at the barn. Wood splintered. Bill ran. A man hung half through the wall, boards like teeth around his belly. He was stuck on nails he couldn’t feel. His mouth snapped. His hands clawed. Bill raised the rifle – and paused. It wasn’t just any man. It was the hired hand from the next place over, Mitchell Reed, who’d once bet Irvin over an ox and didn’t speak to him for two days after. Mitchell’s eyes were gray, but his face was Mitchell’s, and in Bill’s mind was fresh as ever how he’d laughed when his hat fell into the well.


“I can,” Jim said beside him.


“No,” Bill said, surprised at how steady his voice was. “He’s mine.”


He aimed, breathed, fired. Mitchell went slack, slid out of the boards, fell inside. Bill still felt the warmth of the shot as he turned away.


“How many more?” he asked – not to Jim, not to Irvin, maybe to a God he no longer believed in.


“Enough for tonight,” Jim said. “Too many for tomorrow. Lucky we’ve got ammo left here, eh, Irvin?”


The old farmer nodded.


One last shuffle, one last shot. Then only the windmill, the horses’ breath as they shifted at the post, chains clinking softly. For a moment Bill thought he heard something else – deep, far, not loud so much as a hum in his chest. He cocked his head.


“You hear it too?” he asked Jim softly.


Jim looked at him; the moonlight mirrored in his eyes. He gave the smallest nod. “I hope you’re imagining it.”


“And if I’m not?”


“Then it’s far,” Jim said – and after a heartbeat added, “For now.”


Irvin went inside to fetch more ammunition and check on Lizzie and Frank.


The wind kept carrying dust through the night – but something moved within it. At the fence, swaying, staggering. A horde – or what was left of one. Skin gray and sallow. Eyes empty and milky. Blood clung to rags that had once been clothes.


Bill raised the Winchester. “Goddamn…”


There were more. Shadows trudging across the field. Slow steps and quick – but many. Too many.


“Jim!” he shouted. “Company!”


Irvin tore the door open and stepped onto the porch with his gun drawn. “Holy hell…”


The loud moaning swelled – and then they charged. Quick as raiders and unstoppable as a flood of meat and death, they came for Irvin’s house.


The animals screamed. Some horses burst from the stall and bolted, but not all. Bill fired; the shot cracked the night and took the skull off one of the dead. More kept coming.


“Inside!” Bill roared. “Too many!”


They fell back, braced the door while the first bodies slammed into it. The wood groaned under the pounding. Lizzie crushed Frank to her; the boy was still mute. Irvin grabbed his old hunting rifle, loading with shaking hands.


“Bill,” he murmured, “this… I won’t make it through. But you – you have to.”


Bill wheeled on him. “Don’t talk nonsense, old man!”


Irvin gave a thin smile. “I’ve had my life. I’ve got one duty left. I hold ’em – or lead ’em off. And you run.”


Before Bill could stop him, Irvin threw the back door open and charged into the night with a bellowing war cry. Shots cracked. Bill saw the horde pivot to him, greedy to tear him down. The old man vanished into the mass of dead.


“Irvin!” he shouted.


Too late.


Bill and the others grabbed their bags and rifles and bolted out the front, over the porch. Bill’s rifle butt slammed walking corpses aside, and in the last second they swung into the saddles. With a sharp “Yahh!” they galloped hard into the dark.


With heavy hearts they fled into the night, out into the prairie, hunted by groaning shadows, while the sky above them burned like a premonition of hell.
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