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			For Kathleen. I finally finished it. I so wish you were here to read it.

		

	
		
			No AI tools were used in the crafting of this story. Seriously, where would be the fun in that?

		

	
		
			Part 1:

			Death

			[image: ] 

			 

			1

			 

			“God grants you one day to relive. Which—”

			“He doesn’t.”

			“But if He did—”

			“If God existed, this wouldn’t have happened.”

			The universe arched overhead, a coal-black vault painted in starlight, embracing mountains, cathedral spire pines, moon-sparkled snow. To the west, a frozen tidal wave swept the Interstate, blocking the ProMaster cargo van’s advance. Behind, its tire tracks had been obliterated. The van jutted above the motionless river of white, a gray boulder defying its power.

			The atheist, Will, tried to erase the question from his mind but couldn’t. In truth, there was a day. No power in or beyond the universe could reset the clock, but there was a day, another last day, the day his life ended at seven forty-five P.M. when the truth finally sank in.

			“The day Sarah left,” he said, aged beyond years.

			In the driver’s seat, the believer, Jesse Markakis, didn’t react at once. He ran his hand over the steering wheel while the stars twinkled in the black of his eyes. Then he shifted as though waking from a long sleep. “Why that day?” 

			“It was the last day I felt loved.”

			Jesse wouldn’t understand. Jesse didn’t understand anything. He was as black as this night, not quite poor but nowhere near rich, and too young, barely twenty-five circuits about the sun. He’d almost been married, but not quite. In fact, he’d never quite lived.

			How had they been thrown together, these antipodes? Will—legally William James Bancroft III, though legal counted for nothing now—wasn’t just white. He was pale from life in the great indoors. His hair had begun to gray, as though absorbing the pallor of his flesh. Still, in the mirror he’d never seemed a poor specimen. Once suitably perched on the corporate ladder, he had strength and looks and money—commodities now as valuable as ash. Planted in the passenger seat, he was fifty-three going on dead.

			Will tugged up the zipper on his blue Chinese-made coat. They had that in common now, anyway: clothing raided from Walmarts along the way. Easy to find along Interstates, Walmarts. Infinitely easier than Bergdorf Goodman.

			“I’d want the day I met Lynn,” Jesse said. 

			Of course.

			“What the hell day is it, anyway?” he continued. “We shoulda been married by now.” Jesse pinched his eyes shut. “She coulda survived. I shoulda—”

			“For God’s sake!” If anything had immortality, it was grief. Will knew that. He understood denial, too, up to a point. For an hour after he discovered Sarah and her things gone, he spun every possible scenario except the obvious. But Lynn wasn’t a mere day dead. It had been a month.

			Jesse crossed his arms over his chest. “Ha. You do believe in God.”

			“I only believe in two things.”

			“Yeah? Like what?”

			“Myself, for one. For the other…” Will imagined himself running free among the stars, a giant striding through the cosmos, hopping stepping-stone galaxies, roaming forever and ever and ever, finally free of everything. “We have forty hours of fuel. After that, we freeze.”

			“Oh, but Mr. Manager’s got a plan,” Jesse sneered. “Always does, don’t he?”

			“Yes. He does.” 

			Not that it would likely help. But he had one.
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			Will hadn’t dug that forty-hour figure from the snow. His cell phone plucked two bars of signal from the frigid air, enough to scrounge up a formula for gas consumption while idling, enough to download—slowly—the ProMaster’s specs. Using all that and the gas gauge and his calculator app, forty and a fraction spilled out.

			Not much time, but time. With luck, the night’s falling temperatures and rising winds would yield to better weather come daylight. According to his maps app, a cluster of houses huddled the south side of the Interstate a mile, mile and a half ahead. Not too bad a walk on a good day. 

			Not that it would be a good day. Not that Will and Jesse could survive a frozen wilderness with only their wits and a cell phone to guide them. Will couldn’t factor in the snow and the cold and the wind chill. Maybe that mile, mile and a half would do them in. Oh sure, they’d made it farther than the Donner party, but these mountains could kill. They’d done it before. They wouldn’t hesitate to do it again. 

			The ProMaster was his fallback. If they began to feel the elements while shelter remained out of reach, they could return. But the van couldn’t save them. The cold would stalk them, waiting as the gas supply dwindled. And then…what? Would it gently rock them into oblivion, children in the arms of Mother Universe? Or would they linger for days in half-conscious terror? Will didn’t know. He knew finance and management, mobile devices and Manhattan. He might as well have been on Mars.

			He didn’t want to die. Of course not. And yet, bathed in the uncaring light of the stars, it seemed the only life left lay in the past, and much of that life he now regretted. He’d spent far too long pursing wealth, thinking mostly of himself, ignoring if not looking down on the Jesses of the world. 

			“Do you still think I’m a racist?” he asked.

			With his index finger, Jesse drew a stick figure in the window fog. “You care what I think?”

			“If I didn’t, I wouldn’t have asked.”

			Jesse added a happy face to the figure. “Nah, I never thought that.”

			“It sure sounded like it.”

			“Just prejudiced. You got stereotypes stuck in your head. But everyone’s got those.”

			“Even you?”

			Regarding his drawing like an art critic examining a Rafael, Jesse didn’t answer. After a brief silence, he changed the subject. “I oughta tell you something,” he said. Then he didn’t tell Will anything.

			Jesse’s secrets couldn’t amount to much. Not anymore. Or ever, really. The kid had worked a loading dock in the vicinity of the U.N. building where his live-in girlfriend Lynn was an insignificant secretary to some insignificant manager. They’d been happy and devoted to each other, but nothing more. 

			No, wait. What had Will just told himself about himself? Nothing less. Happy and devoted and nothing less.

			Still Jesse offered no answer. 

			“Tell me, already,” Will said.

			“I think I’m a carrier.”

			Will leaned into the cold door, drawing back from Jesse in a flush of primal fear. “Don’t be paranoid,” he said, but maybe not for Jesse’s benefit. Probably he meant it for himself.

			“Yeah, I guess we’d know by now. You’d of caught it.”

			Who knew? What was it Daffodil had said? Something about sites of infection and sites of action and the length of the incubation period. She’d been a nurse, so she would have known. Not that it mattered. Once the disease went to work, it burned through the population, engulfing the city. The state. Probably the whole world. News outlets fell silent within days, leaving the scattered survivors in ignorance.

			“Why do you think so?” Will asked.

			Jesse added a second stick figure with long hair. She was holding hands with the first. “I got sick that morning,” he said. “Sore throat. Lynn told me to stay home, but a day’s pay’s a day’s pay, you know?” He glanced at Will, who couldn’t even pretend to know. Will had never lived paycheck to paycheck. “We rode the subway together, as usual. She went her way, I went mine. By the time I got to work, it was worse. Weakness. Dizzy spells. An hour of that, and my boss said go home.”

			Will blew on his window to thicken the fog and started a stick figure of his own. “Probably just a cold.”

			“Yeah, ‘cept I wanted to strangle the bastard. I needed the money. He didn’t care. He just didn’t want me breathing on him.”

			“So?”

			“Strangling him. For real. I wanted to feel my fingers squeeze his neck.” He illustrated, hands over the steering wheel, straining at someone who wasn’t there. “Pull his damn head right off his shoulders.”

			Will finished his drawing. Just one stick figure, no companion. “Did you try?”

			“Almost.”

			“Why didn’t you?” He pivoted to see Jesse’s face. It seemed an important question, although the answer would tell him nothing.

			Jesse stared at the stars. “Don’t know. The feeling passed.”

			They’d talked about this before. Not this this, but in general. Why hadn’t they caught the bug? Daffodil had an explanation for that, too. Some people, she said, stored more antibodies than others. Some fought off diseases before they turned symptomatic. Maybe that was Jesse. And Will. Hell, maybe the whole thing was just a nightmare. Maybe they’d wake back in their own beds, back in their old lives. 

			If only.

			“You’re fine,” Will assured him. “You’d be psycho by now if you weren’t.” 

			“How do we know? We got nothing to go on.”

			Fair point. They only knew the world had gone mad, and now here they were, trapped in the snow with forty hours of warmth left.

			Jesse turned on him. His fingers flexed again as though aching for a throat to throttle. “Why the hell did you save me?”

			“It wasn’t my idea. You—”

			“You should of run me over. If Lynn’s gone, I don’t wanna be here, either.”

			“You might not be much longer.”

			“Why didn’t you throw me out? Run me over?”

			“Don’t be an idiot.”

			“Probably eases your damn conscience to bail out indigents.”

			“I’m surprised you know a word that big.” Will returned to his drawing, his finger poised to add something, anything, but what could he add?

			“My mama read to me at bedtime. Did your nanny?”

			“Maybe I should have run you over.”

			Not that he could have. When someone falls in front of your car, you don’t think. You react. You slam on the breaks. Take evasive action. Tires squeal, adrenaline wracks your body, your mind goes as blank as a fresh sheet of paper. That’s how it happened, followed by metal rending as Will’s black Lincoln Navigator plowed into the side of a garbage truck, spewing fender shards and split trash bags into the street. Horns blared. Shouts filled the air. His door was jammed against the truck. He clambered across the passenger seat to get out, then he was standing over Jesse, a stranger at that moment, a nameless young black man in black jeans and a heavy black hoodie, hands clawing at the pavement, legs struggling to get under him. 

			Struck dumb, Will thought the worst. There he stood, a well-off white guy in a pricey black overcoat, his burgundy tie peeking out. Planted beside his monster SUV in which he’d all but run over some poor black kid, he shivered, part from fear, part from the late November cold. What would happen? He’d be sued, that’s what. If he was lucky. If not, a mob would beat him, maybe kill him before police arrived. They were already encroaching, throngs of enraged people shouting, screaming, pouring from nearby buildings as though the whole damned city had witnessed the accident and was hell-bent on revenge. 

			“He fell!” Will cried. “He fell! Right in front of me!”

			Jesse was blind to Will. Terror in his eyes, he all but crawled under the vehicle, seeking escape as though the mob was after him. 

			There were sirens, more sirens than Will had ever heard, far more than necessary for a traffic accident. The mob rushed by and around, an incoherent mass spreading in all directions along the sidewalks, through the streets, clambering over cars. But not to get at him. Something else had enraged them. They attacked each other, attacked themselves, howled like wounded animals. Shots echoed from stone and steel walls. Will sank to his knees and pressed against the side of his SUV. Wide-eyed, Jesse watched the unfolding riot from beneath the front bumper.

			The buildings disgorged people running and screaming, stumbling and babbling.  Sirens wailed nonstop. A police helicopter flashed by overhead.  Gunshots popped along the street. Not ten yards away, a young man beat an old woman to the ground with an umbrella. Swallowing his fear, Will rose to stop the assault, but before he could take a step, a police officer shot the man in the arm. Blood pouring from his wound, the assailant attacked with greater ferocity. The officer dropped him with a head shot, only to be attacked from behind by a young woman wielding bare hands and teeth.

			Jesse covered his head with his arms and wailed, “What the hell! What the hell!”

			Hell it was. Will crouched frozen at its gates as people clawed their own faces, screamed at inanimate objects, hurled whatever came to hand. The dead and dying lay everywhere. 

			Go, some part of his overwhelmed brain urged. Go before they get you! 

			He clawed his way back into the Navigator through the passenger door. Before he could pull it shut, Jesse dove in. There was no time to argue. Will clambered into the driver’s seat, locked the doors, started the engine. Metal scraped on metal as he backed away from the garbage truck. He slammed the gearshift into drive and floored the accelerator, then hit the brake as a man lunged in front of him. Falling onto the hood, the man attacked it with a shiny blunt instrument, knocking dent after dent into the black metal. 

			In a panic, Will floored the accelerator again. The attacker rolled up the windshield and tumbled off the side. Two more threw themselves at the hood. Will closed his eyes and ran them over, babbling, “I’m sorry! I’m sorry!” The Navigator bounced as though lofted by speed bump after speed bump.

			“Fuck,” Will muttered. He opened his eyes, tightened his grip on the wheel, drove on. More men and women threw themselves at the car right, left, and front as though they could stop it in their hands. He drove into and over them, eyes unblinking, soul sickened by the thumps and screams, but he couldn’t stop. 

			He couldn’t.

			Cars crashed into storefronts, into each other, spun and rolled and blocked the way.  Will dodged what he could, squeezed through the gaps, knocked into a few other vehicles when he couldn’t avoid it. Somehow, he kept going, making for the one place that had to be safe. Home. He didn’t know how he’d get there through this madness, but he had to try.

			Jesse cringed and squeezed his eyes shut and gagged. And then he was pointing and all but wailing, “There! Over there! Let me out!”

			“Are you mad?”

			“Lynn works there! At the U.N. She’s in there!”

			Will kept going.

			“Let me out! Please, please, Lynn’s in there!”

			Will didn’t know who the hell Lynn was. He didn’t know who Jesse was or what had happened to the city, but he wasn’t stopping. Stopping meant death. He must have killed fifty people already—no, they killed themselves, hurling themselves at the Lincoln. It wasn’t his fault. He had no choice, he couldn’t stop, couldn’t, not until he escaped, not until this madness was far, far behind.

			But the madness had no edge, no containing wall. It seethed around them, everywhere, out to infinity.

			That’s how it started. Chaos swallowing the whole world, no edge to be found.

			Strange. He hadn’t realized until now, here at what may well be the frozen end of his life, but he’d been seeking that edge for three weeks, and only here was he approaching the one possible edge: death.

			That insight led to another. He’d spoken in anger, yes, but also in truth. Even if they got out of this, they were dead. They’d been dead from the start. They just didn’t know it. Maybe he should have run Jesse over. Maybe he should have spared him this past month, spared him this moment. It might have been kinder.

			[image: ]

			“No wonder it ended this way.” Jesse tweaked his window-fog drawings, adding clothing as a child might. A triangle dress on the woman, rectangle shirt sleeves and pant legs on the man.

			Will didn’t question the statement. The end was the end, that was all. Why didn’t change anything, so it couldn’t matter.

			Jesse told him anyway. “Two guys in a van waiting to die, and what do they do? Argue.”

			“I’m not arguing.”

			Choking on an acid laugh, Jessie continued to draw. A house. Trees. Flowers. Then in one savage motion, he swept them away with the palm of his hand. Outside, moonlight glittered on the snow.

			Will peered into the night and discovered some measure of comfort in those sparkles. “It’s not the end of the world,” he said. And it wasn’t. Stars, moon, mountains, snow, trees—all still there, all so normal, so natural, so peaceful. “Maybe the end of us, but maybe we had it coming. Think how quiet it will be once…”

			It proved too desolate to utter.

			“Once the arguments stop,” Jesse suggested.

			Ironically, Will couldn’t argue.

			Jesse leaned back, closed his eyes, half smiled. “Yeah, that’s something to celebrate. No wars. No hatred. No greed.”

			Will felt a bit of light piercing the dark. “No politics, pollution, or noise.”

			Then they looked at each other, and their almost-smiles slipped. All but simultaneously, they said, “No music.”

			After a moment of silence, Will suggested, “Let’s stop there.”

			Jesse twisted about and peered into the recesses of the van. With the shattered rear windows sealed by carboard and duct tape, the cargo slumbered in darkness. “Don’t we have anything useful?” 

			Lots and lots, yes, but that wasn’t the question. “Useful for what?”

			“Staying warm. Staying alive. Getting out of here.”

			Some, sure. They’d brought everything from cabin at the foot of Devil’s Peak, but they’d been unable to resupply before leaving the gas station, before parting company with Daffodil because winter was coming and she convinced them to run for the safety of the Sacramento Valley. And what had happened? Winter caught them anyway.

			“We’ll be okay,” Will said. “There are houses nearby. Tomorrow, we’ll try to reach them.”

			“Are they reachable?”

			Who knew? “Maybe.”

			Jesse closed his eyes. “Yeah,” he said with zero enthusiasm. “We been lucky so far. But luck can run out.”

			Will knew. It probably would, sooner or later. It sure had with Sarah.

			How the hell had humanity fallen into this open grave?
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			Rewind.

			New York. Will’s ninth-floor condo in Brooklyn Heights. Sunset on the Monday after Thanksgiving. Will, leaning forward on the couch, still in his suit pants and striped shirt but minus coat and tie, hands on knees, mouth pinched in a tight line as though working a tough financial analysis.

			The Monday after Thanksgiving. How damned ironic.

			Will couldn’t remember how they got here. He drove, that was all, drove over people living and dead, nudged and knocked aside smaller vehicles with his Navigator, somehow plowed across the Brooklyn Bridge, trailing mayhem. At least, he assumed so. How else could they have made it through? And now here they were, and here was no better.

			The news played on his seventy-five-inch television. The device covered the wall, almost was the wall in fulfillment of a prophecy from Fahrenheit 451. But the content was something else, badly produced and directed, barely on air six hours after mayhem erupted. The unshaven anchor, trembling with stage fright, might have been pulled from the mail room to read the reports. His image slithered in and out of focus as he stammered through the words in a tremulous monotone.

			“Police believe the unrest began inside the U.N. building. It probably spread into the streets and from there other buildings in the vin…the vin…the vicinity. Violence spreaded throughout the city since this morning with no signs of abetting. No, sorry, abating. Doctors at Mount Sinai Hospital say many of the dead show signs of an infection in…” 

			He looked like he was about to hurl on the camera. 

			“…in their brains. But the deceased all died of injuries sustained in the violence, not the disease. Doctors think the infection somehow affects brain chem…chemistry, radically altering behavior. Reports of similar riots have come in from other large cities across the country.”

			“That’s the fifth time he said that,” Jesse complained from the confines of Will’s Harris leather power recliner. His eyes were shut and his head back, his cell phone clutched in his dangling left hand. He had ditched his hoodie, which hung forlorn on a dining room chair, revealing a black t-shirt.  

			Didn’t the kid ever wear anything but black? “You’re free to leave the room,” Will said. “Or the condo. I don’t know why I let you in here.”

			“You wouldn’t leave a guy out there, would you?” Jesse gestured at the window.

			If it came down to Will’s life or Jesse’s, he probably would. This wasn’t a crime wave. It was a disease, and they’d been in the thick of it. It might be only a matter of time before one or the other turned homicidal. It might be in Will’s interest to throw Jesse out. In Jesse’s, too. He’d be safer finding his own place to hole up.

			The anchor stumbled on: “Chicago, Atlanta, Philadelphia, Washington, D.C., Phoenix, Los Angeles, San Francisco, and Seattle all report similar incidents. The CDC says if this is a new disease, it must be extremely con…contagious, moreso than any known before.”

			“Lynn’s not answering my calls or texts.” Jesse lunged to his feet. “I gotta find her.”

			“She’s probably dead.” Will was only half listening. He spoke it like an automated phone message.

			“She can’t be.” Jesse retrieved his hoodie.

			“Everyone else is. Anyway, it’s dark.”

			No response, just the sound of Jesse turning the doorknob.

			Will motioned at the TV. “Do you want to die?”

			“I gotta find her.” The bottom of the door swished over the carpet.

			“Great. I save you, then you throw your life away.”

			 “Save me?” The door slammed. “You kidnapped me!”

			“You dove into my car.”

			“More like a tank. You wouldn’t stop for anything. Or anyone. Just rolled right over ‘em.” Jesse shuddered. “You killed everyone in your path. How do I know you ain’t gone mad?”

			“That was survival instinct. And yes, I saved your life. But hey, throw it away if you want.” 

			“I could of found her if you’d let me out!”

			Hell with it. Jesse could do whatever he wanted. Not that Will had any better ideas. They were both frightened and confused, that was all. The world had gone insane—literally—and neither of them knew what to do. There ought to be something you could do. You didn’t lie down and die. You rose to the challenge. Rode out the storm. Devised solutions. Came through better, stronger, smarter.

			You sound like a fucking motivational poster, he scolded himself. “Let’s stay calm and make a plan.” That was as much for his own benefit as Jesse’s. “So we don’t end up dead like everyone else.”

			“Who’s we, massa?” Jesse all but spat the last word. “You want a plan? Make it your own damn self.” He opened the door and stepped out.

			Silence followed, broken only by the voice of the accidental news anchor. “Symptoms include confusion, depression, rage, hallucinations, hysteria…” Aside from that, a strange silence fell, like the world holding its breath. Will didn’t realize why at first, but then he did. The door hadn’t clicked shut.

			He looked over his shoulder. Jesse was backing into the condo, one tiny step at a time. He eased the door shut and turned the deadbolt with equal caution. 

			“What?” Will asked.

			Jesse set a finger to his lips and slipped from the foyer into the living room, where he perched on the edge of the recliner. “Someone’s out there,” he whispered. “With a gun.”

			“It’s impossible to estimate the number of dead,” the anchor read, “and the number of injured is far greater.”

			Something knocked against the door, just once, a dull thud that might have been accidental or intentional. And then nothing. Someone was prowling the halls, maybe looking for survivors. To help them? Or kill them? A flock of crows—it sure wasn’t butterflies—took flight in Will’s stomach. He slipped through the condo, closing every curtain, then returned to the couch. Silent, they waited.

			Nothing happened.

			Nothing happened for ten minutes. 

			Jesse drew a shaking breath. “What kind of plan?” he asked.
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			The thud sounded at the door three times that night, just once each time, each thud separated from the next by over an hour of silence. Will tossed and turned in his bed, leaving the couch to Jesse. He couldn’t get the mayhem out of his head. People beating each other to death, people throwing themselves at the Navigator, the vehicle bouncing over their bodies. Jesse was right. He’d run them over like they were blades of grass. 

			No, not really. They’d killed themselves, hadn’t they? Just as they had killed each other. He wouldn’t have run them down if they hadn’t dived in front of him, hadn’t tried to attack a moving vehicle. They were dead anyway, driven mad by disease. That wasn’t Will’s fault.

			But it was, in some measure. His foot was on the accelerator, his hands on the wheel. He’d killed them. 

			No! They were dead already!

			But he’d run them over like trash blowing through the street…

			Come morning, he looked like someone had punched him in the eyes. So did Jesse.

			Will turned on the TV and found a different jittery anchor reading the news, reciting toneless words much the same as his predecessor’s. He and Jesse watched, waited, peeked out windows, ate little, talked less. Will’s mind had been erased. Everything he knew was gone, replaced by snapshots of insanity.

			What had happened to the city? 

			How had it happened?

			When would things return to normal?

			He nearly laughed at that last query. There could be no normal, not anymore. People liked to say disasters changed everything. 9/11 changed everything. COVID changed everything. Everything was now “unprecedented” (no doubt the most overused word of the twenty-first century). But none of that had been this. This was the asteroid that wiped out the dinosaurs.

			Had T-rex felt this way, watching dust envelope its world?

			The day wore on. Their unseen companion rapped on the door every few hours. By evening, the list of affected cities recited by news anchors spanned the globe. Another night of fitful sleep came and went. 

			On the third day, every broadcast and cable channel went dead. Will found a smattering of confused, sporadic chatter on the radio but learned nothing from it. The interval between thuds on the door stretched until, about sunset, they ceased. Jesse got edgy. The intrusions had grown normal, expected, and their absence jarred him as much as their appearance. He prowled from window to window, nudging the curtains a finger width aside to peer out. He crept to the door and set an ear to it. Whenever Will told him to calm down, Jesse set a finger to his lips to sush him.

			At a quarter to midnight, Will opened the refrigerator, gave its contents a cursory examination, and closed it again, none too gently. 

			“Quiet!” Jesse snapped from the living room.

			Will opened it and slammed it. 

			“Hey!”

			Open. Slam.

			“That guy might still be out there!”

			“Who cares?”

			Jesse scurried into the kitchen, motioning for silence. “He’ll hear us and kill us!”

			So what? Anyway, he was likely dead. Either way, they had a bigger problem.

			“Look at this.” Will opened the refrigerator for Jesse’s inspection. The yellowed light inside revealed their precarious state: half a jar of grape jelly, most of a stick of butter, a few slices of American cheese. “You’re welcome to scrounge the cabinets. You won’t find much more there.” He slammed the door one last time. The shelves rattled. “Might as well get shot. At least that would be quick.”

			“Why don’t you have food?”

			“Because my housekeeper leapt to her death.”

			Jesse gaped at him.

			“We don’t all have housekeepers. I eat out a lot.”

			Jaw quivering, Jesse turned away from the cabinets. Will couldn’t blame him. Who wants to gaze into their own grave? “What about that brilliant plan of yours?”

			Will didn’t have a brilliant plan, only one semi-rational idea and no clear way to execute it. “Leave New York,” he said. “Take as much food as possible.”

			“That’s it?”

			“It’s a start.”

			“Yeah? How do we get out without being killed? Where do we go? And how much can that Lincoln hold?”

			“It’ll hold enough. We’ll go upstate, someplace rural. Fewer people, so it should be safer.”

			Jesse put up a hand for silence, listened, shook his head. “Now I’m hearing things,” he muttered. “No, not that tank of yours. Too flashy. They’ll come after us. Anyway, we need something bigger.”

			Will didn’t know whether to laugh or choke. “Bigger than a Navigator? A semi, maybe?”

			“A van.”

			“You want to steal a van.”

			“It ain’t stealing. Not anymore”

			“Is that one of your skills?”

			Jesse grabbed a fistful of Will’s shirt and yanked him off balance. “Keep it up, asshole.“

			Will pushed him away. “You couldn’t take on a paraplegic.” 

			Yanking open a drawer, Jesse snatched a steak knife and brandished it like Michael Meyers. “Try me.” A wild gleam filled his eyes. His face drew taught. 

			“What the hell are you—”

			Jesse swiped at him. Will stumbled back, barely avoiding the blade tip. He caught his balance just in time to dodge another lunge. Jesse circled. Will pivoted, and when the next strike came, he caught Jesse’s arm and all but threw him face first into the counter. The knife clattered to the floor. Jesse dropped to his knees, gulping air, and sputtered.

			“Had enough?” Will asked.

			Jesse flopped over and sat with his back against the cabinets. He touched a hand to his forehead and winced. “Damn, that hurt.” He checked his fingers for blood. Will wasn’t sure how, but the kid hadn’t been injured even to that extent. The knife had landed next to Jesse’s foot. He kicked it away as though it was a venomous snake. “I could of killed you.”

			“Not damn likely.” Will left him sitting there and retreated to the living room, where he nudged aside the curtain. Outside was nothing, just the darkened lines of buildings glowing in the streetlights and a gray sky speckled with yellowed clouds. An unnerving silence held the city in its grasp. He let the curtain fall.  

			Jesse shuffled up behind him. “Not your car,” he insisted.

			“Whatever. You want a van, we’ll find a van. First thing in the morning. If we stay here much longer, one of us really will kill the other.”

			Jesse took a quick peek out. “I gotta find Lynn first.”

			“No.”

			“I just need an hour.”

			“No, damn it!”

			“Yes, damn it! I’ll just check a couple places.”

			How could hope still breathe while the city tore itself to pieces? They were more likely to be killed or contract the disease—if they hadn’t already—than find Lynn. She was probably dead in the street. Or running mad through it. Would Jesse want to find her in either state? Best to assume the worst had already happened. It likely had.

			Even so, Will found it hard to deny the desperation in Jesse’s eyes and the pain in his voice. It mirrored his own on finding Sarah gone. 

			“Please, Will. Just an hour.”

			Will dropped onto the sofa, surrounded by his things: pricey furnishings, pricey art on the walls, pricey electronics, all worthless. He could carry none of it, and where he was going—wherever that was—only food, fuel, and shotgun shells had value. “Let’s see what it’s like in the morning. If it’s safe, we’ll look for her.”

			Jesse peeked out the window again. “We?”

			He should have corrected himself, but he couldn’t. “You need someone to watch your back.”

			Dropping the curtain, Jesse exhaled in relief. “Yeah,” he said. “Thank you.”

			[image: ]

			Red dawn yielded to blue morning. Will put on his overcoat and left his tie. They crept from his condo to the street, where they found a war-swept battlefield given over to the dead. A cool breeze whispered through the silent city. In the streets—

			Will about threw up.

			Corpses everywhere, battered and bloodied, shot and stabbed and beaten and run over, on the sidewalks, in the streets, in cars, under cars, pinned between cars, flopped through broken windows. An iron tang carried on the wind. Blood pooled like rusty rain along the curbs.

			They couldn’t drive through this. Even if he had the stomach for flattening the dead, too many wrecked and abandoned vehicles clogged the streets. Cars, SUVs, box trucks, everything turned at all angles, some on their sides, some on their backs, doors hanging open or ripped off, on the pavement, on the sidewalks, half buried in storefronts. 

			Will looked up at the building tops, at the sky, off into the distance so as not to see the carnage. “I guess we walk,” he said. “Which way?”

			Trembling at his side like a hiker cornered by a bear, Jesse didn’t answer.

			“Jesse?”

			“Uh.” Jesse fumbled in his jeans pocket for his cell phone. He woke it with his shaking fingers and launched the maps app. It took him a few minutes to tap out the address and get walking directions. “That way.” He nodded. “About two hours.”

			Two hours! Hell.

			Will led, weaving around the dead, doing his best to avoid them without looking directly at them. He’d gone half a block before he realized Jesse wasn’t following. The younger man stood frozen, staring at a dead woman at his feet. Her neck was torqued at an odd angle, her arms flung outward as though she’d been trying to fly. Will couldn’t see much else from that distance. He didn’t want to see. 

			“Don’t look at them,” he called.

			Jesse turned a catatonic gaze on him.

			“Look at the path between them.”

			Swallowing, Jesse nodded and took a first slow step, then another. Will waited for him to catch up. “You want me to navigate?” he asked.

			Jesse shook his head and took the lead. He set a halting pace, but after fifteen minutes gained a measure of confidence and moved more surely if not quite at speed.

			The path from Brooklyn Heights to Jesse’s Brownsville apartment was farther than Will had ever walked in one shot except maybe on a treadmill, made worse by their meandering course through the maze of demolition and death. This wasn’t an old movie where apocalypse left the streets empty save a few abandoned cars and shreds of newspaper rattling by in the wind. Insanity had lodged in the city’s throat and choked it to death. As they picked their way through, Will noticed the corpses had become playgrounds for ants and flies and other six-leggers he didn’t care to identify even if he could. 

			Though horror was strewn everywhere, in some spots it was worse. At the intersection of Park Place and Kingston, in the shadow of an historic church, three police cars had fused in a head-on crash. They must have been playing chicken flat-out. Their front ends were welded into a smoldering mass. Glass shards and fractured metal had sprayed everywhere. The shrapnel had torn through people and storefronts. The smell of gasoline still permeated the air. The officers remained in their cars, half-pulverized.

			In the aftermath, people had swarmed the twisted cop cars, where they beat and stabbed and tore at each other. Carnage overflowed the intersection. Blood ran down streets and sidewalks in all directions. It was a colorized version of the twisted, agonized figures from Picasso’s Guernica.

			Jesse stumbled along, that catatonic look overtaking him again. Will kept his gaze on the distance and followed. And on and on it went. 

			Two hours stretched to three before they arrived at their destination, a line of three-story brick apartment buildings fronted by trees of modest age, their leaves half fallen, the remainder painted gold, brown, and red. The cars parked along both sides of the street had been vandalized: windows cracked and smashed, tires slashed, dents knocked into their bodies with hammers. The dead scattered about might have been vandals or hapless passers-by. One middle-aged woman wrapped in a green bathrobe had her dead fingers curled about the handle of a bloodied claw hammer. Gunshot wounds peppered her back.

			“Over here.” Jesse indicated the entrance to one of the buildings. He led Will to the third floor, fumbled with the key, and convinced the deadbolt to turn. 

			While the apartment wasn’t the dump Will had imagined, it was cramped, just a small living room sided by a smaller kitchen, a bedroom, and a bath barely large enough to turn around in. Particleboard furnishings. James Webb Space Telescope posters on the walls. Will studied the posters while Jesse checked each room.

			“She ain’t here,” he said.

			What a surprise.

			“Her brother Andrew lives eight blocks south,” Jesse said. He looked more than a little shell shocked, but at least the wheels were still turning in his head.

			On second thought, that might not have been great. Will’s legs ached and his stomach revolted at the thought of pounding the pavement again. “It’s a long walk out. We should rest up for it, not spend the day on a snipe hunt.”

			“It’s just eight blocks.”

			“It’s an open mass grave.”

			“Stay if you want. I’m going.”

			A crash and a scream penetrated the walls. They both froze.

			“Was that next door?” Will whispered.

			Jesse shook his head.

			Nothing further sounded. Whoever it was might be dead, but had they died by their own hand, or had someone helped them out the door? Will didn’t want to stick around to find out. Neither did he want to go out on the streets again, but if Jesse could endure a few more blocks of horror, so could he. At least there would be two of them against whatever might be waiting. “I’ll tag along,” he said.

			As quietly as possible, they left the apartment, descended the stairs, and slipped out among the dead once more. All eight blocks of it. They managed. It seemed less horrid this time, more natural, which Will found horrid in itself. This was probably how soldiers felt after a few battles. He’d never been in the military, so he wouldn’t know, but here they were, and that’s how it was.

			Andrew’s apartment proved larger than Jesse’s and featured better-quality particleboard and a poster of a naked female pop star on the bedroom wall, her dark, air-brushed body turned to avoid an MA rating. Jesse ignored her. Will wondered if money, fame, and beauty had protected her. Of course not. Nobody seemed immune. Nobody but Jesse and himself, and they had survived—so far—by luck alone. As for Andrew, Lynn, or anyone else who might have been hiding under the beds or in the closets, no trace. 

			In the living room, Will looked out the window. They were on the third floor, overlooking the street. Below were wrecked vehicles and death, nothing more. He was about to turn away when he caught a hint of movement out of the corner of his eye. Squinting, he tried to bring whatever it was into focus. If it was anything. 

			Jesse shuffled in from the back and made for the apartment door. “Let’s go,” he mumbled.

			“Hold on,” Will said. It hadn’t been his imagination. There it was again, someone raising their head from behind a blue Camry that had crashed into a bus stop shelter.

			“We got more places to look.”

			“Hold on!”

			The figure lifted something over the windshield and struck it several times, then threw the object away and ducked behind the car again. 

			“No time to waste. Lots more places to look.” Jesse opened the door. “Her parents’ place, friends, church, police station, hospital—”

			“Damn it, someone’s out there!” Will rushed the door, grabbed Jesse’s arm and pulled him back into the apartment. “It’s not safe. And what’s the point, anyway, running all over the city looking for a dead woman?” He closed the door, quietly.

			Jesse slumped against the wall and looked at his shoes.  

			“It’s too late today. First thing in the morning, we’re leaving.”

			“I can’t.” Sinking to the floor, Jesse covered his head in his arms and wept.

			Madness. Not the madness that had sundered the world; the madness of grief. Will understood, but there was no time for it. “I’m leaving first thing tomorrow,” he said. “You can do whatever the hell you want.” 

			He returned to the living room and dropped onto the couch. Yeah, he’d leave. Over and over he’d said it, but the truth was, he didn’t feel safe trying to make his way on his own. Jesse might not be the most useful partner, but he was better than nobody.

			Jesse wiped his eyes with his fingers and looked up. “She might come home.”

			“Don’t bet on it.”

			“Let’s go back. Just in case.”

			Will pinched his eyes shut. They had a long walk out of the city ahead of them. They needed to rest. Hell, maybe he’d sleep for a few weeks first. Or maybe death would come for him and spare him the journey.

			“How you getting out?” Jesse asked.

			“The shortest way. Brooklyn Bridge, Holland Tunnel, Jersey.”

			“That’ll be hell. Both the bridge and the tunnel.”

			What wouldn’t be? “It’s the shortest road through hell.”

			Jesse rose, shuffled to the window, peeked out. “Shorter from my place.” 

			“Not by much.”

			“But some.”

			Who would’ve thought a guy from a loading dock could out-logic him? Will joined him at the window. If the windshield-smasher was still out there, he or she was well-hidden. Not that it mattered. They had to risk it sooner or later. “Fine. But Lynn’s not coming back, and I’m leaving in the morning, with or without you.”

			Jesse didn’t acknowledge that. The threat probably had no substance anymore.

			They saw no one on the walk back to Jesse’s apartment. No one living. But they weren’t the only ones alive. Come evening, sounds infiltrated the building. Metal striking metal. Gunfire. The occasional scream. Jesse slept in his room, Will on the sofa, only “slept” wasn’t quite the word. Each bang, each pop, each shout jarred Will awake, after which he wouldn’t drift back to sleep for twenty minutes or more. Come dawn, he felt as refreshed as a corpse in the street. Jesse fared no better. He emerged from his room with eyelids sagging and mouth half open.

			With no energy for domestic work, they made do with toaster pastries and coffee brewed from a pod. Jesse then packed crackers, dried fruit, more toaster pastries, jerky, and six bottles of water into a black backpack, then they began the long walk out of the city, again navigating by cell phone. Legs sore, minds numbed by the carnage and the buzzing of flies, they trudged northwest, making for the Brooklyn Bridge. The wind picked up, blowing heavy clouds overhead, but no rain fell. The city remained cloaked in shadow throughout the morning. Will’s nerves tingled a warning, like they were being watched or followed. He kept looking over his shoulder, scanning the wreckage, half expecting the dead to rise in ambush. He nearly laughed at the thought. A Zombie apocalypse held no terror in the wake of a real one.

			But there were no zombies, only the wind and the hum of insects.

			Three and a half hours passed that way, longer than before, harder, like they were walking uphill. Three blocks from the Brooklyn Bridge, Jesse veered off course and entered a restaurant at the foot of a towering apartment building. Will didn’t have the energy to object.

			The lights were on. The sign in the front window announced the establishment open. The dining room had the ambiance of mass murder scene: dead customers and staff everywhere, knives protruding from arms and legs and backs and chests, a few handguns on the floor, blood everywhere. A cop had entered the melee, but he’d identified the wrong culprits. He’d shot up the drink station before turning the gun on himself and blowing out his brains. His ruin lay in a puddle of blood and coffee and juices.

			Jesse trudged by him, not looking, and pushed through the swinging double doors into the kitchen. Will followed.

			“That’s strange,” he said. The place looked freshly prepped for the health inspector. No death, no destruction, not even a splotch of grease on a counter.

			“Looks like they wasn’t even open,” Jesse agreed. “Maybe they wasn’t when…” He waved about.

			“I suppose those Pop-Tarts wore off? That’s why we’re here?”

			“Something like that.”

			Jesse rummaged for food in cabinets and the walk-in freezer, assembling ingredients for a brunch of eggs, bacon, and hash browns. Will didn’t offer to help. He wasn’t much of a cook. That had been Sarah’s job. She liked cooking, he didn’t. In fact, she never much wanted him invading her kitchen.

			An hour and a half later, fueled and almost rested, they left their dirty dishes and cooking utensils and slipped out the back door. As they emerged, a metallic clang startled them, followed by the slap of shoes on concrete. There was a dumpster a few yards to their left. Someone must have been rummaging in the trash. Will moved to investigate, but Jesse caught his arm. “Don’t,” he pleaded. “Let’s get out of here.”

			Yeah, that was a sound plan. 

			Soon they were on the Brooklyn Bridge, crossing via the pedestrian lanes, which were blocked only in one spot. There, a box truck had struck and tumbled over the barrier and come to rest almost on its side. They couldn’t get around it, so they clambered over it, scaling the undercarriage and lowering themselves down the opposite side. Back on the walkway, Will inspected his clothing. He might have been wearing grease and filth instead of suit pants and overcoat. At least I left the tie at home, he grumbled to himself. Which was irrational. What use was an Armani label now?

			They dragged themselves through Lower Manhattan, weaving west and north on any street not completely choked with wrecked vehicles and dead bodies. Not that any weren’t. Some were just less so. At one point, they passed by an ironic scene: an ambulance partially crushed by cars that had struck on opposite sides. The paramedics had been dragged out and beaten to death with tire irons, which had been discarded beside their crushed skulls. The rear doors stood open, revealing a young woman strapped to a gurney. She looked so peaceful, she might have been sleeping. But her breath had left her. Will climbed in to check on her while Jesse waited with downcast eyes.

			After what seemed a thousand years, they reached the entrance to the Holland Tunnel. Where the road dipped into the earth, a jumble of wrecked vehicles and mangled bodies clogged the entrance.

			“Told you,” Jesse muttered. 

			Will didn’t care. He led the way, blazing a trail through and over the pileup, squeezing between vehicles, pushing doors shut to open a passage, clambering over corpses of metal, dodging corpses of flesh. Slicks of blood threaded through the pileup. Some of the bodies seemed locked in their death struggles, hands on each other’s throats, guns palmed, fingers over the hilts of knives embedded in their victims. 

			The crush thickened as they approached the tunnel entrance until of a sudden it was behind them. Strings of lights ran overhead into the distance, illuminating the curving tiled walls that hugged the empty ribbon of asphalt. 

			“Weird,” Jesse said.

			Will agreed, until he realized why. “Once the tunnel was blocked, nobody could get in. Anyone inside must have made it through.”

			They hopped the guardrail onto the service walkway and hiked onward. The mile and a half tube wasn’t completely empty. They passed a wrecked vehicle here, a mangled body there. Yet it was paradise compared to above ground. The only things slowing them were their own exhausted legs.

			They emerged into the bright early afternoon sun in Newport, New Jersey. A few paces into the light deposited them back in a hell of wrecked vehicles and corpses. Still, it had one thing going for it. The buildings were spaced more widely and separated by parking lots, allowing them to skirt the worst of it. And maybe an end was finally in sight. In the distance, the road turned to expressway. Will couldn’t be sure, but the wreckage might have thinned a bit up there.

			“Look,” Jesse said, pointing at a gas station. 

			Will froze, expecting to find someone alive, murderously deranged, or maybe just sane enough to kill interlopers. He saw nothing, only the gas station and a few cars. A body sprawled across the hood of one of them, a red stain on the asphalt below.

			Jesse made for the gas station, picking his way through the chaos on the street. 

			“What?” Will called, but Jesse neither answered nor stopped. Whatever it was, it hadn’t frightened him. 

			By the time Will caught up, Jesse had worked his way to the gas station’s convenience store, where a battered gray Ram ProMaster cargo van sat, driver’s door open. A middle-aged man from India or thereabouts was slumped over the steering wheel, a gunshot wound piercing his left temple.

			“Key’s in the ignition,” Jesse said. “Don’t even have to steal it.”

			“Technically, it is stealing.”. 

			“From who? According to you, his next of kin is dead, too.” 

			“Don’t be a smartass.” Will went to the passenger side and opened the door. He winced at the exit wound and the mess sprayed over the seat and window and…everything. “We can’t ride in this. Not without cleaning it up.”

			“Good thing we got a store. They probably got cleaning supplies.” Jesse went in to check. 

			Will didn’t think that was a good idea. Who knew what was lying in ambush within? But no shouts or screams followed, so whatever. He retrieved the keys, went to the back of the van, and opened the doors. The cargo space was crammed full of stuff. Nonperishable foods, a pair of shotguns, ammunition, blankets, clothing, tools, rope, a camp stove and several cans of fuel. The driver must have been making his escape before someone blew a hole in his head. Someone mad, someone not together enough to take the vehicle or even the goods.

			Jesse returned with an armful of paper towels and cleaning spray. He dumped them on the ground. “First,” he said, “we gotta get him outta there.”

			“At least you thought it through,” Will said. “I don’t suppose you figured out how we’re supposed to drive through this mess?” He motioned at the road.

			“I got an idea about that, yeah.”

			“Great. You can drive.” He doubted Jesse would make it over the first body. Will didn’t relish the thought of bumping over corpses, either, but he’d done it before, so he could probably do it again. Although, then he’d been in a panic. Now he was…

			Okay, not exactly calm. Numb, maybe. Unsure what was real. Maybe it wasn’t real. Maybe this was a nightmare. Maybe he’d wake up. The dead driver managed, without answering, to deny it. 

			“Let’s get it over with,” Will said.

		

	
		
			4

			 

			With the body of the van’s previous owner lying in state on the asphalt behind the gas pumps, Will and Jesse cleaned and disinfected the vehicle’s interior. They worked in silence, jaws tight, eyes not quite on what they were doing. When the job was done and the reddened cleaning supplies discarded in the trash bin, they leaned against the back of the van, staring at nothing.

			Will considered inventorying the van’s contents. The deceased seemed to have prepared well, but one never knew. They may as well raid the gas station store as needed before venturing into the unknown.

			A squeal of tires interrupted that thought. A block down the road, a white SUV careened around the corner, overturned, and slammed into a utility pole. The pole broke, tearing down wires and igniting a shower of sparks. The traffic signals at the intersection went black.

			Startled, Jesse knocked the back of his head against the van. Will scrambled to hide behind the vehicle, tripping over his own feet.

			A minute passed. Two. Three. Nobody emerged from the wreck. 

			Hell with inventory, Will thought. Just get out of here. Except the disabled signals felt like a warning. How long would the power stay on? Generators required fuel. Lines and transformers and switches had to be maintained. Accidents happened, whether courtesy of people or nature. They’d need power to charge their cell phones, for navigation if nothing else. The van had USB ports, but what if they found themselves separated from it in a place with no power?

			He ducked into the gas station’s store and loaded up on lithium-ion power packs.

			[image: ]

			Jesse took the wheel and implemented his idea for worming through the chaos. It proved of limited utility. He made use of parking lots and connecting drives to avoid pileups on the streets, but once they got on the highway, there was no refusing whatever it served up.

			Will, playing navigator, fiddled with maps on his phone. “We’ll make for Pennsylvania,” he said. “Maybe the Appalachians north of Harrisburg. That should be a low-population area.” Or so he hoped. He was an urban creature with only suppositions about the rest of the world. “We’ll be safe there.”
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