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Chapter 1 – The Farm


The sun hung low over the endless expanse of Arizona. The sky was a glowing red, like freshly spilled blood pouring itself across the horizon. Dust danced in the evening light, stirred up by the dry winds sweeping across the prairie. Irvin Mallet’s farm lay there in solitude, a few rotten wooden fences, a stable, a well, the main house with its porch — a place that had once lived by the labor of old age, but was now crushed by an ominous silence.


William “Bill” Carver, a strongly built man whose weathered face bore the deep marks of the years of war, pushed his hat back from his forehead. Sweat dripped from his temple as he drove the hoe into the earth. He was no longer a soldier. Hadn’t been for years. But the discipline, the hardness, and the constant vigilance the war had burned into him still followed him. William Carver had left the war behind in order to live a simple and quiet life on the farm of Irvin Mallet, a large landowner from Arizona.


“Bill,” Irvin called from the well, his voice rough but still full of strength for a man over sixty. “The animals… something’s not right with them.”


Hat pulled low, shirt open. “Come here, boy.”


Bill was in his early forties, but Irvin called everyone “boy” who was younger than he was. Bill wiped the sweat from his brow with the back of his hand, ran it over his closely cropped hair, and walked toward him at a slow pace.


He looked over toward the stables. The horses pawed nervously, the cows huddled together in one corner, eyes wide as if they had seen the devil himself. A chill crept over Bill’s back.


And then he saw it.


Irvin pointed with 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 unfolded it like a saddlebag. Flies danced like black smoke over the lifeless flesh. The wind carried the sweet stench over.


“Coyote?” Irvin asked, though he sounded like he didn’t want to hear the answer.


Bill knelt beside the dead animal, braced his hands in the dust, and looked for tracks, the way he had gotten used to in another life in bloody cities and wet swamps. No paw print. No drag mark that made sense. Only irregular grooves, as if something had dug with bare hands, blind, desperate, impatient.


“If it was coyotes,” he murmured, “then ones with knives.”


Irvin snorted. “Don’t joke.”


“I never joke when it smells like today.”


Irvin let out one deep snort. “Coyotes tear. They don’t shred.” He looked across the pasture, at the dusty line of the road cutting into the plain. “And they don’t leave… pieces behind.” What hung in the wound like tough dirt was no dirt.


It was a pale, clotted mass that stank as if it were old and yet fresh.


He was just about to take a closer look when hurried galloping sounded on the dusty road. A rider stopped in front of the farm, and Deputy Sheriff Jim McAllister dismounted. Jim was only a few years older than Bill, but where Bill was serious and reserved, Jim always wore a smile, an almost reckless ease that he never lost even in dicey situations.


“Evening, Bill! Evening, Irvin!” he called as he pulled his hat off his head. “People are telling strange stories in Dry Gulch. Folks disappearing. Animals mutilated. Thought I’d come check on things.”


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


Jim drew in a breath and listened. A tension lay over the farm that couldn’t be put into words. No chirping crickets, no howling coyotes. Only an unnatural silence and, now and then, an agitated sound from the animals breaking it for a moment.


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


The woman rode in front, somewhat gaunt — she sat upright even though you could see how hard the last few days must have been on her. Straw-blonde hair poked out from under the brim of her hat, a face that would have been beautiful on any other day and on this one was only tired. Beside her, on a smaller horse, a boy no older than twelve. Jim turned around. “That’s Elizabeth Carter and her son Frank riding in. But better call her Lizzie. They live on a ranch two days’ ride beyond Dry Gulch.”


Lizzie nodded to the men. “They’re coming. We had to flee. Our farm near Little Chesterfield… the dead are standing up again there.” Her voice broke and she pulled the boy closer to her. “My husband… he was… He was bitten. I… I had to shoot him.”


Irvin crossed himself. “Holy Mother of God.”


Bill felt something tighten in his stomach. He had left the war behind to work a farm. To see dawn light on stalks of grain instead of flickering fire in gun muzzles. He wanted to hear nothing of things that brought the dead back. And yet the air this evening was different, as if the sky had held the wind still.


He looked the woman and the boy over. They looked exhausted, filthy from the road, but determined. The boy didn’t say a word, only stared into nothing. He stood beside her like a shadow — very close and very still. He wore a coat too large for him, rolled up at the elbows.


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


Night fell slowly. The moon was only a thin sickle hanging over the fields. Inside, the fire crackled in the fireplace while outside the farm lay in darkness. Bill sat in the small hall near the door, the Winchester within reach.


In the dining room, Irvin, Lizzie, and Jim were talking excitedly.


“These are not normal illnesses,” Lizzie explained quietly. “If they bite you… then you become one of them. That’s what happened to my husband. And to one of our farmhands — he had examined a cow that had been terribly mauled. He came into contact with the cow’s blood and then… then he changed and started biting my husband.”


Lizzie placed a hand on Frank’s shoulder.
 

“We left the town when the bell began calling the people,” she said quietly.


“The bell?” Bill asked.


“The pastor rang it to gather people at the church. But it wasn’t only people who came. Others came too, who used to be people. Most were slow, but from a distance I also saw some of them that were very fast. They tore people to the ground in seconds and…” she stroked Frank’s hair.


Jim nodded gravely. “I heard rumors. But rumors are one thing. If you saw it…”


“I saw it,” she cut him off sharply.


Silence. Only the wood cracked.


Then, suddenly, a sound from outside. A scraping. A drawn-out, muffled groan.


Bill stood up at once. “Stay here.”


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


Jim followed Bill outside. They crossed the yard to the fence that adjoined the barn and the stables. They checked the gate, the barn, the chickens sitting lined up in their coop. Irvin stayed on the porch for a while, the Winchester across his knees, the pipe in his mouth, unlit. Lizzie brought Frank into the guest room, pulled off his boots, and covered him up, watching him for a moment as if sleep were a rare form of grace that must not be wasted.


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


“Who?”


“The darkness,” Jim said. “I see the way you look into the dark and hope it looks back and says: I’m only darkness. There’s no one else here.”


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


“A philosophizing farmer,” Jim murmured with a grin. “Did you learn that in the war, or does it come with age?”


“With age comes only pain in the bones. The rest you just carry along.” Bill paused. “What are you, Jim?”


“What I have to be so people like you survive,” Jim said so lightly one almost forgot how heavy the sentence was. “And what are you?”


Bill thought of what he had left behind: dusty streets full of men who could shoot but didn’t know when to holster a gun. Orders you followed and regretted later. Nights that smelled of blood. “Tired,” he said.


“Tired men don’t rarely die,” Jim said, “but they don’t die first if they’re smart. And you seem smart.”


“I haven’t been told that often.”


Jim laughed softly. “Then you met the wrong people.”


They walked on from the barn along the fence. The stars were clear and dense, as if someone had spilled them across the sky above them. Bill breathed slowly, filled his lungs with cool air. And then he heard it. A scraping. A dull sound, like a foot dragging over wood. From the direction of the barn.


“You hear that?” he asked.


Jim raised his hand. Silence. Then the scraping again. A soft, wet scratching, as if someone were asking to be let in and no longer knew how to knock.


“Barn,” Jim murmured. “Lantern?”


“In the stable.”


“Stay behind me.”


“You do know this is my farm, right?” Bill whispered ironically, not knowing why.


“Then I’ll die first in your name,” Jim whispered back and drew his Colt, gently, as if the leather were something one must not wake.


They stepped inside.


The air in the barn was warm, heavy with the smell of hay and horse. But beneath that lay something else. Something dull, musty, as if damp earth had been left in the sun too long. Bill felt it in his throat before he could name it.


He raised the lantern.


The light drifted over hay bales, over tools, over tack hanging motionless from nails. Shadows pulled back, but crawled forward again at once. Somewhere something rattled for breath. Sharp. In bursts. As if someone were breathing against a chest much too tight.


“There,” said Jim.


At the back end of the barn, where narrow gaps yawned between the boards and the moon stretched a few thin fingers into the dark, a figure stood. It barely moved. Only swayed slightly, as though it had to remember how to stand.


Bill raised the lantern higher.


“Zachary…?”


The name hung in the air for a moment.


The face that stepped out of the shadows was in fact Zachary Tull’s. The farmhand who had set out a week ago to check on his parents. His hat was gone. His shirt was sweaty, torn. The skin on his face was gray, but not dead. His eyes were red, glassy with pain and fear.


“Bill…” Zachary managed. His voice was hoarse. Real. Alive.


“Thank God… I—”


He took a step toward them. Then stopped. Bent slightly, as if something were working inside him.


Jim stepped forward. “Stay where you are, Zach.”


Zachary nodded frantically. “There’s… there’s something in the barn. I heard it just as I arrived at the farm. It—”


Something moved behind him.


Not slowly. Not feeling its way.


A shadow broke loose from the darkness between the hay bales. Bill saw only movement, then a body hurling itself at Zachary with jerking violence. A dull impact. Hay whirled up. Zachary cried out — loud, panicked, human.


“Help!” he bellowed. “Bill!”


The attacker ripped him to the ground. A gray face flashed in the lantern light. The mouth opened too wide. Teeth flashed.


“No!” Jim shouted and ran.


Bill raised the rifle, but the two bodies were tangled together. Too close. Too wrong. A shot would hit Zachary. He cursed, gripped the lantern tighter, and charged forward too.


Zachary screamed again. Then the scream broke off — cut short by a wet, ugly sound.


Jim threw himself on the attacker, tore him off Zachary, and slammed him against the stall wall. Bill fired. The blast shredded the silence. The body collapsed and stayed down.


Too late.


Zachary lay on his back in the straw. His hands trembled. His eyes were wide open, wet with tears. Blood seeped through his shoulder, dark and slow.


“I…” he gasped. “It hurts so much.”


Bill knelt beside him. “Hold on. You hear me? Hold on.”


Zachary grabbed Bill’s sleeve with surprising strength. “Please,” he whispered. “Don’t let me end like that.”


Jim froze. They looked at the dead man who had just fallen on Zachary.


Old bite marks were visible on his arms.


Zachary’s breathing grew shallower. Uneven.
 

Then it stopped completely.


“Zach?” Bill said. More quietly now.


The body twitched.


A single hard jerk ran through Zachary’s chest, as if someone had pulled at him from the inside. His fingers curled. His lips trembled. A guttural sound came out of his throat, deep and wrong.


“No…” Bill murmured.


Zachary’s eyes rolled out from under his lids. When they opened again, the look in them was emptier. Not dead. Different. Searching.


A guttural sound came out of his throat, deep and wrong.


Slowly he rose. Too evenly. Too calmly. The trembling was gone. The pain too.


Jim raised the revolver. His hand barely trembled.


“Zachary,” he said once more. “Stay where you are.”


Zachary did not react.


He took a step toward them.


Then another.


His mouth opened. The teeth could be clearly seen now.


And nothing of what he had been was left.


Zachary came closer.


His gait was calm. Too calm. No more trembling, no pain. The blood kept running from his shoulder, but he paid it no mind. His gaze was fixed on Bill, as if he had recognized him again — or something in him.


“Bill…” Jim said sharply. “Shoot!”


Bill heard it, but his body did not obey at once. Zachary was barely three steps away.
 

Too close for a clean shot. Too close for everything he had ever imagined.


“Zach,” Bill said. His voice broke. “Stay back.”


Zachary did not answer. His mouth opened. The breath that came out was warm and rotten. Human — and yet no longer.


Bill raised the rifle.


He aimed too low.


The shot cracked. Zachary was thrown back, stumbled — and came forward again. Not faster. But relentlessly closer.


“Damn it!” Jim cursed.


Zachary slammed into Bill. The force knocked the breath from his lungs. They crashed into the straw. The rifle slipped from Bill’s hand. Zachary’s weight pressed him to the ground. Much stronger than it should have been.


“Jim!” Bill gasped.


Zachary’s hands groped. Found Bill’s shoulder. Then his throat. The fingers were still warm. Unyielding. His face came closer.


Bill looked into those eyes — empty, but not blind. Something in them recognized him. Or at least remembered him.


Zachary’s jaw opened.


Jim gripped the revolver with both hands. He no longer hesitated. No name. No thought.


He fired.


The first shot hit Zachary in the cheek. His head jerked to the side. Flesh tore away. But the body stayed. The teeth snapped at the air, only a hand’s breadth from Bill’s throat.


“Again!” Bill yelled.


Jim stepped closer. Aimed higher. Steadier.


The second shot hit the skull.


Zachary’s head was hurled back as if someone had cut the string. The pressure eased. The body slumped heavily onto Bill’s chest — then to the side. Motionless.


Bill lay in the straw, gasping. For a moment he couldn’t move. His throat burned where the fingers had been.


Jim stood over him, revolver still raised. Smoke curled from the barrel. He waited. One heartbeat. Two.


Zachary didn’t move.


“In the head,” Jim said quietly, as a statement.


Bill slowly sat up. His hands trembled. He looked at the body in the straw. At what was left of Zachary. The face was barely recognizable anymore. And still he knew exactly who lay there.


“I hesitated too long,” Bill said.


Jim did not answer at once. He holstered the revolver as if he had to force himself to let it go.


“Both of us,” he finally said. “But now we know.”


Bill swallowed. His gaze wandered to the dead figure of the first attacker, still lying motionless by the stall wall. Then back to Zachary.


“He begged me,” Bill murmured.


Jim barely nodded. “Yeah.”


For a while they said nothing.


Outside, an animal cried out. Far away. Or perhaps closer than it sounded. The lantern cast flickering light over blood, straw, and broken memories.


Bill stood up slowly. He picked up the rifle. His hands were steadier now.


“If another comes,” he said. “Then…”


“in the head,” Jim finished the sentence.


Bill nodded. He avoided looking at Zachary. His gaze jumped to Jim’s eyes, and there he found no cynicism, no haste. Only the quiet hardness of a man who knew how to send someone to their final death. Bill exhaled, aimed, and pulled the trigger. Zachary became still.


They stood there a long time, lanterns in their hands, the smoke of the shot in the air. The sound of the windmill was back. As if nothing had happened. But Bill knew the world had just grown quieter, because a name was missing from it.


“I’m sorry,” Jim said.


“So am I,” Bill replied.


They dragged Zachary’s body to the edge of the shed. Bill barred a door with a beam that he usually never locked. Then they went back to the house.


Lizzie was standing in the kitchen when they came in. Her hands around a cup she never brought to her lips. “Frank is asleep,” she said.


“Good,” Bill said.


“We had visitors,” Jim said, and for some reason it sounded mild. “Zachary Tull and someone who attacked and turned him.”


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


Bill nodded. “He… he is finally dead 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, and we’re not giving them a reason to stay.” Irvin went to the shelf, took out a second box of cartridges, and pushed it toward Bill.


“And what do we do then?” Bill asked.


Irvin looked at him for a long moment. “We survive and the shapes at the fence don’t, if they don’t go back.”


Hell did not begin with a scream, but with a smell. The wind shifted and carried over the sweet-rotten breath of those who no longer knew they were breathing. Then came the scratching at the fence, metallic, steady, impatient. In between, the rustling of steps through dry grass.


Bill, Jim, and Irvin took their positions. Bill at the northwestern corner of the house, where the fence cast the biggest shadow. Jim by the barn, where the wind would carry the gunshots away.


Irvin on the porch, the Winchester in steady hands.


“Lizzie,” Bill said as she tried to pass him, a rifle in her hand that her shoulder could barely carry. “Stay with Frank.”


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


“I know.” Bill briefly laid a hand on her arm. The warmth of her skin was a shock, something living in a night carrying so much dead. “Please.”


She looked at him, and in that look there was something like anger because he was asking for something she did not want to give, and something like gratitude that he had not ordered it. Then she nodded and disappeared into the house.


The first ones shuffled across the yard, little more than shadows in the pale moonlight. Bill aimed at the foremost one, drew in a breath, held it — and fired. The body staggered, but only the second shot, which hit the skull, sent it down. “Heads,” he murmured, “always the heads.”


Then something wheezed in the shadows.


Bill heard it before he saw it — a short, hurried sound, too deep, too close to the ground. The lantern jerked in his hand, and in the same moment something moved under the fence. Fast. Much faster than Zachary had been.


“Watch out!” he shouted.


Two figures stepped out of the darkness at the same time. No hurried leaps. No hesitation. They just kept coming, stumbling, but purposeful. Men, maybe. Clothes torn, faces gray and taut, as if something inside them were holding the skin tight from within. Their mouths hung open. No sound came out. Only the scraping of their steps on dry ground.


Bill fired. The first hit tore open one of their shoulders. The body turned halfway, staggered — and kept coming. Jim aimed higher. The skull burst open and the body dropped as if its wires had been cut.


The second one was already there.


It threw itself at Bill. Not strength as one would expect — more weight, more persistence. Hands grabbed at Bill’s coat, tore at it. The smell hit him like a blow. Warm. Rotten. Bill struck with the rifle butt, felt bone under the wood, heard a dull crack. Another blow. Then the shot, close, brutal. The head dropped away, the body slid down him into the dust.


Bill gasped.


“Jim—”


Too late.


Something shot out of the shadows.


Not upright. Not shuffling. It came low, almost crawling, then sprang. Bill saw only a gaunt face, eyes flashing briefly in the lantern light, and a maw opening too wide. The flesh was emaciated, but clung tight to the bones, taut like tendons on a tool.


It slammed into the fence, clung to it, tore at it.


The wire shrieked.


“What the—” Bill began.


He fired. Missed. The thing was already gone, left, then right, a blurred motion as if it were playing with the light. It was everywhere — and nowhere he shot.


“Jim!” Bill called.


“I see it,” came the reply. Calm. Too calm.


The thing sprang again, this time higher. Jim turned, fired twice. The shots sounded almost like one. Flesh tore away. Part of the face was suddenly missing — but the body landed, rolled, came back up. Not instantly. But too fast.


Jim cursed under his breath.


Bill struck with the rifle, hit back, then shoulder. The thing hissed. No cry of pain. More like annoyance. It backed off, tensed — and Jim stepped in, grabbed it by the neck, yanked it around. For one heartbeat the revolver’s muzzle was exactly where a mouth had once been.


The shot sounded dull.


The body collapsed, limp, suddenly heavy, as if someone had taken the pull out of it. It fell to the ground like something that had never been meant to stand on its own.


Silence.


Bill stood there, rifle raised, and needed a moment to understand it was over. His heart was pounding up into his throat.


“That was…” he began.


Jim looked at the dead body. Then at the others. “Not like the rest,” he said. “Not even close.”


For a while they just stood there.


The dust had settled, but the smell remained. Blood. Cold metal. Something sweetish Bill did not want to identify. The fence creaked softly in the wind. Somewhere a loose board clattered.


Jim stepped over to the gaunt body, still twisted on the ground. He nudged it with the tip of his boot. No reaction. Nothing sprang anymore, nothing tensed.


“So fast,” Bill said. More to himself than to the others.


Irvin came closer, studying the corpse with the gaze of a man who had seen much and still not everything. He knelt slowly, as if wanting to be sure the ground would hold him.


“That was no normal undead,” he finally said.
 

“Not like the others.”


Jim nodded. “That one hunted.”


Irvin grimaced. “Not even that.” He pointed at the hands, at the crooked fingers, the nails dirty and worn as if from something that climbed a lot. “It moved like…” He broke off, searching for the right word.


Bill waited. He didn’t know why it suddenly mattered to him.


Irvin slowly straightened up. “Like a scavenger,” he said.


Jim looked once more at the body. The sunken face. The tension in the tendons. The speed that didn’t fit what they had seen.


“A ghoul,” he said quietly.


The word hung in the air for a moment.


Bill did not repeat it at once. He let it settle. Ghoul. It sounded wrong. Old. As if it had already existed before they needed it.


“Yes,” Irvin finally said. “That sounds fitting.” Jim stepped back as if he wanted distance from the name itself. “Then let’s remember it.”


Bill nodded. His gaze wandered to the fence, to the darkness beyond it.


“Normal ones come at you,” he said. “These ones…”


He left the sentence open.


“They come for you, hunting,” Jim finished.


No one contradicted him.


And somewhere in the night, far beyond the lantern’s cone of light, something moved that did not yet know the name — but would deserve it.


There was rustling at the fence, exactly where Bill had been looking a moment ago.


Hands reached through. Then two more.
 

Slower this time. Skin tore open on the wire and no one cared. One of the dead pressed its head against it, pushed until something cracked. It did not stop.


Irvin stepped forward. His rifle sat steady in his shoulder. One shot. The head burst. The body remained standing for a moment, then fell.


“What madness is this,” Irvin murmured. A cold shiver ran down his back.


Bill reloaded. His fingers worked mechanically. One. Two. Three.


He looked once more at the gaunt body on the ground.


They had never seen one of them come that fast.


And that frightened him more than anything else that night.


Movement came again from the fence.


The figure forcing itself through the fence had a face Bill knew. Mildred Crane, the woman who put peach pies in front of the store on Saturdays and scolded the children who tried to taste them. Her hair hung down in strands, her skin a delicate gray, like paper left in the rain. Her hands gripped the wire, something thick dripped from them. Irvin lowered the Winchester for one breath. “Mildred,” he managed. His voice was no voice, but memory in air.


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


Irvin breathed through his nose, long and deep. He raised the Winchester again. The shot was no louder than the others. But Bill felt it behind his eyes. Mildred fell as if she had finally grown tired.


“Thank you,” Irvin said without turning around.


“For what?” Jim asked.


“For letting me.”


The night went on. An hour, two. The howling from far outside joined in, a wolf maybe, or something that had learned how to howl in order to get closer to people.


A crash at the barn. Wood splintered. Bill ran over. A man hung halfway through the wall, the boards like teeth around his belly. He was stuck on nails he could not feel. His mouth snapped. His hands scratched. Bill raised the rifle — and paused. It wasn’t just any man. It was the farmhand from the neighboring farm, Mitchell Reed, who had once bet Irvin on an ox and then didn’t speak to him for two weeks after. Mitchell’s eyes were gray, but the face was still his. In Bill’s head the memory lived on, how he had laughed when his hat fell into the well.


“I can do it,” Jim said beside him.


“No,” Bill said, and wondered how calm his voice sounded. “He’s mine.”


He aimed, breathed, fired. Mitchell’s body went limp, slipped out of the boards, and fell inward. Bill still felt the warmth of the shot when he turned away.


“How many more?” he asked, not to Jim, not to Irvin, maybe to God, whom he no longer believed in since he saw the horrors of war. But this, was something else.


“Enough for today,” Jim said. “And too many for tomorrow. Lucky for us we still got enough ammunition here, don’t we, Irvin?”


The old farmer nodded.


Only the windmill could still be heard, the breath of the horses at the post, and the gentle clinking of chains. For a moment Bill thought he heard something else, deep, far, not quite loud, more like a humming in the chest. He tilted his head.


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


Jim looked at him, a look reflecting the moonlight in his eyes. He barely nodded. “I hope you’re imagining it.”


“And if I’m not?”


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


Irvin went into the house to get more ammunition and check on Lizzie and Frank.


The wind kept carrying dust through the night, but in between something moved. At the fence, swaying, staggering. A horde — or what was left of one. Skin gray and pale. Eyes empty and milky. Blood stuck to their rags that had once been clothes.


Bill raised the Winchester. “God damn it…”


There were more. Shadows shuffling across the field. Slow steps and fast ones, but many. Too many.


“Jim!” he shouted, “we got visitors!”


Irvin threw open the door and stepped onto the porch with gun drawn. “Holy shit…”


The loud moaning swelled, and then they charged. Fast as raiders and unstoppable, like a flood of flesh and death, they forced their way toward Irvin’s house.


The animals screamed in panic. Some horses broke out of the stable and ran, but not all. Bill fired, a shot echoed through the night, tore the skull off one of the undead. But more came.


“Into the house!” Bill bellowed, “there are too many!”


They fell back, barricaded the door while the first bodies hammered against it. The wood groaned under the assault. Lizzie pressed Frank to her, and he still remained silent. Irvin grabbed his old hunting rifle, loaded it with trembling hands.


“Bill,” he murmured, “this… I won’t survive this. But you… you have to go.”


Bill spun around. “Don’t talk nonsense, old man!”


Irvin smiled weakly. “I’ve had my life. Now I have one last duty. I’ll hold them off or… down. And you run.”


Before Bill could stop him, Irvin tore open the back door and stormed into the night with a roaring war cry, shots cracking. Bill saw the horde of undead follow him, eager to tear him apart. The old man vanished in the mass of the dead.


“Irvin!” he shouted.


But it was too late.


Bill and the others grabbed their bags and rifles and ran out the front door across the porch. Bill’s rifle butt knocked down several walking corpses so that, in the last second, they were able to swing themselves onto the horses and, with a loud “Yahh!”, gallop quickly into the darkness.


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