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PROLOGUE

Jesus, Mary, and Joseph’s left nut!

Eric Kinley woke up blind to the frozen world around him, but not to the grin that had followed him back from sleep. The face leered at him through the darkness behind his eyes. Pale cheeks squelched like maggots as the grin widened. The lipless mouth said nothing, the teeth inside clenching so tight the incisors cracked. Its sunken eyes lusted. The pinpoints of scarlet light at their centers roved up and down Eric’s body as if measuring every inch of him. Weighing him. Slowly, the jaws began to open, stretching until the swirling darkness within shamed the surrounding black. It took a lump of snow falling into Eric’s open mouth to make him realize he was awake. The visage finally receded into the blackness. He sputtered. Only the lights in the depths of the creature’s eyes lingered, intensifying for just a moment before finally flickering out.

“Fucking nightmare bullshit!”

“You okay, man?”

Eric scrabbled at his eyelids, trying to scrape away the frost sealing them. A sea of white replaced the black, leaving his vision fuzzy. Jake had to get right in his face before the hazel eyes and green ski mask upgraded from multicolored blob status. Eric shook his head, clearing it enough to make out the finer details of the bleached trees stretching over their heads. He grunted before getting up, nose tingling with the scent of wintergreen from a dead branch on the ground.

“Yeah, just a bad dream is all. One hell of a bad dream.”

Jake lifted himself half a foot higher with a meaty arm that looked shrink-wrapped into the sleeve of his parka. Brushing off the snow covering his body, he snapped a twig off the nearest limb and broke it in half.

“Too bad we can’t wake up from this one, huh?”

Eric nodded, the warmth held in by the snow’s insulation rapidly evaporating. He looked into the open backpack at his feet, the open cans of Miller gaping at him in silent laughter. His stomach growled while his gloved hands pawed through the contents.

Still empty. I guess running out of food wasn’t just a nightmare, either.

Jake slapped him on the back. His friend’s grunt escaped in a cloud.

“No offense, but the next time you wing a buck, just let the sucker go. No matter how big the antlers are.”

Eric nodded, picking up his rifle from where he’d left it against the tree that had served as his backrest. The creature flashed through his mind, fur as white as the drifts. The rack on its head put the three trophies he’d already collected to shame.

That big bastard must have been twelve points easy. And he just kept teasing us.

He shivered, sucking in a breath of frozen air. Even though the snowfall had lightened, the chill of the flash storm the day before felt like it was stuck in the marrow of his bones. Just the thought of walking in it made him feel off balance.

What the hell is wrong with you? You’ve been hunting damn near since you could walk, and you got your ass turned around like a proper chump by a little snow and some stupid deer.

Eric could still see the buck flitting through the gusts of snow like a ghost, taunting him.

Always at a bad angle or out of range. I was lucky I even nicked his hide. But God, I wanted him so bad.

He grimaced.

Or maybe it was just the beer.

The muscles in his abdomen clenched involuntarily, forcing out a gurgle. He looked down at his stomach.

Thank God we dressed warm enough to make it through the night, anyway. Next time, I just need to make sure to pack more food instead of booze. Two sandwiches definitely don’t do it when the shit hits the fan.

Eric pulled on his pack and called to his friend.

“You ready?”

Jake nodded, shouldering his own load.

“Yeah, let’s get cracking already. I don’t have much interest in spending another night out here.” He rapped the half of the twig in his hand against one of the tree trunks. “I don’t know what it is about the trees out here, but they give me the creeps.”

Eric grinned, walking up alongside him.

“You should be honored. I showed Dad a photo of the cabin when I bought it, but you’re the first person I’ve brought out here with me. Which probably makes you only the second person to see any of this in at least a hundred years. Maybe a couple hundred.”

Jake ducked under the first few branches in their way.

“Ah, but we’re the first people to get lost here together. That’s what’s important.”

Eric tried to laugh, but the pain in his gut stifled it. Big man that he was, the lost calories were adding up quick. Visions of roast turkey and BBQ ribs were passing through his mind when he bumped into his friend.

“Ah, crap. Sorry, man.”

Jake’s voice came out as thin as the spindly branches he’d navigated.

“Uh, Eric. Didn’t we break through a bunch of shit getting to that little spot we holed up in?”

“Yeah. And we’re going to use it to backtrack now that we can actually see what we’re doing. What about it?”

Jake cleared his throat.

“Do you . . . see any broken branches around here? Anywhere?”

Eric peered over his friend’s head, scanning the area before aiming a double-take back the way they’d come.

“Uh . . . okay? What the fuck? Where the hell did we come in?”

Jake shook his head.

“I-I don’t know, man. I really don’t. What do you think we should do?”

Eric pushed his face deeper into his parka as a blast of wind peppered him with a fresh layer of snow. Even with just his eyes and mouth exposed, the cold seemed to seep inside him, adding a new layer of ice to what lingered from the day before. His limbs tightened while the sensation grew and spread. He could swear he felt it running through his veins and pumping right into his heart. The pain in his stomach swelled until Eric couldn’t tell if it was hunger or nausea.

S-s-so . . . s—so . . .

Jake shook him, but the feeling stayed inside. Festering.

“Eric! Are you sure you’re okay, man? You look like you’re ready to have a heart attack or something.”

Eric took several shallow breaths, trying to fight the sensation back. Steadying himself against one of the nearby trees, he caught his reflection in the layer of ice coating the trunk. The image was worse quality than a funhouse mirror, but there was no mistaking the light shining from his eyes. It intensified, transfixing him. Filling him even as his stomach constricted to his spine. He barely managed a whisper.

“It’s funny. I think one of the dreams I had last night came true.”

Jake smiled, a measure of relief in his voice at the words.

“Anything positive is welcome at this point. I hope it was a good one.”

Eric’s lips pulled back until they ached. The wind rose with his rasp, and when his eyes met Jake’s, his friend’s went wide. Eric shook his head.

“No, it was something bad.”

His hand reached for the hunting knife sheathed over the small of his back.

“Something hungry.”


CHAPTER 1

Emma Rawlins leaned back and watched a blade longer than her body flash across the screen. A gout of blood the tint of cherry Kool-Aid splashed the wall behind the victim. The final girl’s best friend went down clutching her throat. A chortle shot through Emma’s straw, the bubbling of her root beer dubbing what should have been a death rattle.

“Shh!”

Emma glanced around, ready to lob a handful of popcorn. The theater was too dark to identify the proper target. She spoke just loud enough to be heard over the score.

“Bite me.”

Attention back on the screen, the movie finally earned its one and only shudder. There was a close-up of the victim’s eyes. They stared through Emma, vacant . . . pleading. A sudden mist drifted into her mind, distorting the image into one far more familiar. Her fingers clutched the armrest as she leaned forward, whispering an apology she’d never gotten to make.

“Mom, I . . . ”

The effect only lasted until the camera panned back far enough to show off the seeping neck wound the special effects department must have worked so hard on. The blood cleansed Emma’s vision, but her sense of fun had already been washed away. The gore had somehow gone from over-the-top amusement to insulting, and no amount of junk food could get rid of the bad taste coating her tongue.

Man, they really got the color wrong . . .


CHAPTER 2

Emma knew she was screwed before she could even flip the light switch. An exhale nearby destroyed the silence she’d hoped to maintain. The stink of tobacco drifted into her nose and dragged a cough from her lungs.

“It’s an hour past your curfew, young lady.”

Emma rolled her eyes before flicking the switch. Her father watched her from his seat at the kitchen table, the brown eyes inscrutable behind the lenses of his glasses. Smoke drifted up from the Marlboro smoking in his hand.

Emma dug in her jacket pocket for her phone before holding it out.

“My cell died. The stupid alarm never went off.”

“Try again, kiddo.”

Emma fought to maintain eye contact with her father. Her finger pressed on the cell’s POWER button, the nail tapping on the dead screen a moment later.

“See?”

Her father stood, his thin, six-foot frame dwarfing Emma as he approached her and took the device from her hand. She hoped he didn’t see her gorge rise and fall during the appraisal.

Buy it. You don’t need to know I never went to Tina’s. You don’t need to know I snuck out to the movie you’ve been calling “filth” for the last two weeks and nobody has online. Just this once. Please, please buy it.

Emma’s father glanced from the screen to her face. He pursed his lips, stretching the thick, black moustache.

“Oh, it’s definitely dead. And so are your plans this weekend.”

Emma’s mouth fell open.

“But . . . but that’s not fair! I didn’t do anything!”

Her father’s voice hit a colder note.

“You lied to my face.” He handed her the phone. “I figured I’d call the theater when you were late. I asked the manager if your friend Tara was on duty tonight. You know, the one who’s old enough to sneak 16-year-old girls into R-rated movies?” Her father paced in front of her, stroking his chin. “It’s funny. I asked him to send one of the ushers to take a look around, and there was a girl who looked exactly like you walking out during the end credits.” He stopped and swept a finger from Emma’s feet to the collar of her jacket. “She even had the same outfit on and everything. Crazy, huh?” His eyes narrowed.

Crap! Think of something, think of something . . .

Her father sighed and removed his glasses. Emma cringed at the prominent eye sockets that had been hiding behind the lenses. Lately, the skin seemed to stretch just a little tighter every time they were exposed.

“Daddy, you really should . . . ”

Her father wiped the lenses with his sleeve.

“You’re grounded. Two weeks. Considering that’s how long I told you ‘no,’ it seems appropriate.”

Heat rose in Emma’s cheeks, but she couldn’t help chuckling as she glared at him.

“‘Grounded?’ From what? I’m not allowed to do anything! No dating, no pets, no R-rated movies. God, Dad, aside from chores and school, you’ve barely even let me leave the house since—”

“That’s enough!” Her father’s finger trembled in her face. “That’s enough.” His voice lowered, becoming gentle. “Honey, I know things have been tough on you this year, but it’s for a good reason.”

Emma exhaled, blowing a strand of dyed blonde hair into the smoke.

“Sure, Dad. Let’s be scared forever. Let’s live in a vault.” She shook her head and headed for the stairs. “Don’t worry about sending me to my room. I’m going to bed.”

Emma felt more tired with each step, the weight that had been building up for months all but dragging her onto her mattress. She looked on the night through the shatter-proof windowpane, her nose twitching at the mélange of gun oil and food waiting to be pressure-sealed. The scent wafted to her from her father’s workroom across the hall, making her almost hungry enough to go back downstairs after the empty calories of a popcorn dinner. Emma turned over and buried her nose in a pillow—tried to remember how cool air felt blowing into her room. Her mother’s touch.

She pulled the sheets over her head when she noticed there was just light enough to illuminate the bug-out bag lying bloated against the closet door beside her backpack.

A week of supplies, just like you insisted, Dad. She pushed her face harder into the pillow. Never mind we’re talking about a week after an emergency that’s never going to happen.

Visions of blood and shattered glass played behind Emma’s eyelids while she tried to sleep. Her hand tried to wipe away drops of cold rain that weren’t there. And she heard her father’s every footstep as he made his way upstairs and closed the door to his workroom behind him, readying more food, more guns, more ammo. She heard him humming a Rolling Stones song when the evening’s first magazine snapped into place.

So many bullets. And for what? For what? Another burglar? An army?

Emma squeezed her eyes shut until they ached, but the noises filled her head where there should have been night sounds through an open window. Still, she knew from past arguments that the songs of the outside world came at too high a price.


CHAPTER 3

Emma stood outside the movie theater. Instead of the light snow that had settled on her shoulders that night, torrents of rain ate through her jacket and soaked her skin. She ran under the outcropping. To the doors.

She shivered as she wrenched at the handle, a gust of cold air freezing the water to her flesh. The doors trembled, but refused to budge.

Open, damn it!

It was only then she realized how dark it was inside. The area holding the concession stand was pitch black. The ticket booth, empty. She pounded on the glass.

“Tara! Are you in there? Let me in!”

Emma jumped back when four rows of tiny bulbs flared to life on the lobby wall. She squinted, distance making the image at the center of the lights indistinct while her eyes struggled to adjust. When they did, she backed away until her heels struck the curb, the downpour drenching her.

W-what . . . ?

Emma stared into her mother’s eye sockets, her open mouth just visible above the bottom border of the poster’s frame. Tendrils of darkness poked from the three voids like tiny worms, swarming over the bulbs and squirming toward the floor.

Toward her.

“No . . . no! No!”

Emma turned to flee when the first strand of black slipped under the doors and wrapped around her ankle. The dark thread squelched against her flesh, spreading out from the pressure of its own grip before it pulled. She fell hard, her side striking concrete. When she opened her mouth to scream, the darkness rushed in, sliding between her teeth and covering her tongue in a foul oil slick. Free of the ooze, the lights glared at her around her mother’s face while Emma mimicked her death mask. The blackness thickened in her throat, pushing from the inside until she heard a snap.

***

Emma woke up. She was retching phantom liquid out of her lungs when she saw the dark figure leaning over her. This time, she could scream. The shape recoiled as her fingernails slashed for its black hole of a face. Her father’s voice grunted when one of the points struck home.

“Emma! What’s the matter with you?”

She rubbed her eyes, the light filtering in from the open door finally bringing her father’s features into focus.

“Dad?” Emma glanced at her bedside alarm clock. “It’s two in the morning. What—”

Her father pushed her bag into her hand. “No time.”

His gaze flitted around the room. “You have everything ready like I showed you, right?” He shook the bag. “Your gear?”

Another drill. Seriously? We just had one last week.

Emma was mid-groan when she saw the frantic light in her father’s eyes. She didn’t have long to look before he was pulling her off the bed.

“Come on! I’ve got everything loaded up in the car.”

Emma yanked the bag out of his grip.

“What are you talking about? I’m not even dressed!” She threw the bag down. “Dad! You’re freaking out! You’re freaking me out! What’s going on? Tell me!”

“Stop arguing and get in the damn car!”

Emma stood as tall as her 5-feet-3 inches would allow and crossed her arms.

“No. Not until you talk to me.”

Emma’s father lifted his glasses and rubbed his eyes with a shaking hand. Without warning, he wrapped her in a hug. His hold was so tight, she barely registered the sting in her arm.

“Dad . . . ?”

Emma’s legs went weak. She slid to the floor, held up only by her father’s embrace. The panic from her dream dug a fresh set of claws in her mind when he began to blur with the rest of the room, and darkness swallowed him with everything else.

His voice barely registered in her ears, but she could still make out the pain in its tone. “I’m sorry, honey. I’m so sorry. But we really have to go . . . ”


CHAPTER 4

Emma barely found the strength to open her eyes when she came to. Her body felt heavy, as if her insides had been replaced with lead. It took several long minutes before the movement of the car and the texture of the upholstery penetrated the fog in her head. So did the sharp hiss of her father’s breath as he made a hard turn on the road.

I . . . wh-where . . . ?

Her father took a quick look at her over his shoulder. Some of the intensity in his eyes had faded. But not nearly enough.

“Try to lay still. It’s going to be a little while before that sedative finishes working its way out of your system.”

Emma tried to sit up, but a wave of nausea and lightheadedness overpowered her before she’d gone up an inch. A grimace twisted her expression.

Her father sighed. “Why don’t you ever listen to me?”

He shifted in his seat. “Then again, I suppose you don’t have much choice right now.”

He cleared his throat, and Emma didn’t have to see him wet his lips to know what was coming.

A . . . speech? Now?

“You said you wanted to know what was going on, right? Well, I’ll tell you. It’s the end. Of everything.” The hairs of his moustache rustled under his fingers. “The network I’m plugged into has seen it coming for months now. Years, really. All the indicators are lit up like Christmas lights.” Her father lifted a hand and ticked each point off on his digits. “Volcanic activity, seismic activity, socio-economic factors: they’re all there.” He stabbed the wheel with his index finger, as if adding ending punctuation to his argument.

The car buckled back and forth as it hit rough road. Emma’s body pushed deeper into the back of her seat while the vehicle climbed.

“The end of civilization is going to be a messy business. Very messy. Some people will step on anyone to get what they want. Certain . . . people have even been waiting for it. When the guillotine falls, there’s going to be chaos. And it’s only going to spread.”

Emma twitched her fingers, her nerves coming back to her control. She could almost lift herself by the time the car stopped. Her father exited and opened her car door, reaching out to her. A log cabin stood behind him half the size of their modest home. His lips spread in a pinched smile.

“Fortunately for us, we’ll be nowhere near it.”


CHAPTER 5

Emma slid past her father’s hand and out of the car. Just trying to bear her own weight made her dizzy, and she had to place a palm atop the car’s roof for support. She looked upon the cabin, the snow-covered trees poking from the ground like the skeletal hands of a giant—anywhere but at her father.

I . . . I kept hoping he’d get better. But it’s never going to happen. Ever. He’s lost it. He’s lost . . .

Tears welled in her eyes when she tried to reconcile the gentle parent of her youth—the man who read her bedtime stories, built her treehouse, and scared away the monsters under her bed—with someone willing to pump her full of drugs to avoid an argument.

Just because it was faster! Faster!

Emma wiped at the tears threatening to fall.

Jesus Christ . . . who are you?

The hand that fell atop Emma’s head, trying to stroke her hair, felt like talons. She and her father pulled away from each other at the same instant. Still unsteady, Emma lost her balance and crashed ass-first into four inches of snow. She scrambled backward in an awkward crabwalk when her father knelt to help her up. He lifted his hands, the palms turning red from cold.

“Em . . . Emmie . . . it’s okay.”

“The hell it is!” She rolled up the sleeve of the jacket that had been put on her, prodding the little wound the needle had left behind. “Does this look okay to you? Really?”

Her father hung his head before giving a slight nod.

“You’re right. I’m sorry. But I didn’t have time to convince you. To argue with you.” He stood up, dusting off the snow clinging to his pants. “And I’d much rather have you mad at me than dead.”

Emma staggered up, trying to dry her freezing fingers on the front of her jacket.

“Because it’s the end of the world? Do you really not understand how crazy that sounds?” She looked him in the eye, all the resentment of the last year finally boiling out of her. “Everything we’ve done since Mom died was crazy.”

Her father slammed the car door before wagging a finger at her.

“Don’t you bring her into this! If I’d been smarter then . . . ” He shook his head. “Please, you’re cold. I’m cold. Let’s at least get inside and warm up. We can talk there.”

Emma was ready to refuse before she noticed the numbness creeping through her legs. Even the bit of forearm poking from her sleeve was covered in gooseflesh.

“Fine.”

Her father walked to the back of the car and popped the trunk. He had two massive bags slung over each shoulder before he led the way to the front door. Even through the canvas, Emma caught the familiar tang of gun oil. Muttering, he juggled the bags and hunted in the front pocket of his shirt until he extracted a key.

Emma didn’t know what to expect when the door swung open. Part of her had been bracing for animal heads on the walls and a swarm of bugs to flee the light spilling across the floor. A hillbilly’s lair. Instead, the place was stripped down to essentials and cleaned almost to the point of being antiseptic. Every piece of furniture inside from the living room couch to the bookcases was new and feng shuied.

Emma sniggered at her reflection in the polished floorboards and the stairs leading to the next floor.

I guess even Dad’s inner caveman has OCD.

She flinched when her father pointed a finger over her shoulder.

“Your room is down the hall past the living room. First door on the right. You go ahead and take a load off while I get your things.”

Doing as she was told, Emma heard her father grumble as the bags jostled against each other, canvas rustling while he climbed the stairs.

Get out . . . I’ve got to get out of here!

Her hand immediately went to the pocket that had held her cell phone, only to find it empty. She didn’t recall seeing any phones in the rooms she’d passed by, either.

Shit! Fuck! Of course he made sure I couldn’t get a hold of anyone. She swatted at the flakes still clinging to her clothes. And there’s zero chance I’d make it more than a mile or two in that weather.

Pausing in her room’s doorway, her ears picked up the jingling of keys overhead before a door clicked shut.

At least now I know where he keeps the guns. So much for making him drive us home.
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