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Chapter 1 - Waking up in Hell


Monday, December 22nd  – 5:15 a.m. – Mountain Standard Time


COOPER HOLLINGSWORTH stares at the bloody snow. The crimson patches make the thick, white powder look like someone tossed buckets of red juice all over the ground, creating the ghastly illusion he is surrounded by slushies made from human blood. Mind reeling, he barely notices the lone streetlight flickering, bouncing flashes of light across the area. To him, it feels like watching a horror movie and at any second, eerie music will fill the gas station’s parking lot.

He wishes a director would yell “cut” and the nightmare would be over.

That isn’t going to happen.

The knowledge this is all real makes him puke. Bending over, he vomits until nothing remains to expel from his body except saliva.

The gun in his hand feels like it weighs thirty pounds, but he won’t put it back inside the holster. It is too risky. More of them may be lurking about, drawn to the sound of the shots he fired only minutes ago.

Eight spent shell casings rest in small divots in the snow next to his feet. The wind picks up speed, stirring the top layer of fresh powder into a whirling vortex of white. Cold shards pepper his exposed face, making his eyes water, but the wind isn’t the only reason tears streak down his cheeks and chin.

“This isn’t real. It can’t be.” He whispers to the dead corpses on the ground. “God, Karla. I’m so sorry.”

Fear reaches inside his chest and latches its cold, strong tentacles around his heart. Pausing to listen for signs of any others, his fingers twitch with nervous anticipation. Hearing nothing, he blows out a huff of air, watching the vapors linger above him before disappearing into the darkness.

The earlier, continual sounds of explosions, gunfire, and people screaming had faded into sporadic bouts of noise after leaving Steamboat Springs. For hours, he and Karla wound their way through the treacherous, twisty roads leading out of Steamboat toward Denver. Karla had been in a state of shock, alternating between crying and yelling while he dodged stalled vehicles and mangled corpses.

The carnage surrounding him fades out. Disturbing memories of how they ended up on the run for their lives fill his vision. He leans against the cold hood of the SUV and weeps.

***

“Cooper? Honey, wake up. Something’s wrong.”

Every muscle in his body aches from a long afternoon the day before hiking through the snow-covered trails. Even though Karla had a map, they still managed to get turned around and ended up wandering for hours. By the time they arrived back at their vehicle, both were cold and exhausted.

Groaning, he rolls over and snuggles closer to his wife’s warm body. He opens one eye and scans the dark room, guessing it is close to dawn.

“Go back to sleep, baby. We’re in the mountains. It’s probably a moose or deer foraging around outside. Maybe even a cougar out hunting for breakfast.”

Karla’s grip intensifies on his arm; slender fingers dig into the flesh. “I know what animals sound like, Cooper Hollingsworth. They don’t scream like humans!”

The terror in his wife’s voice forces him to open both eyes. Pulling Karla closer, assuming she is freaked out from a nightmare, he tries to offer comfort, but his doubts about what she heard vanish the second several shrill, ear-piercing screams fill the dark bedroom. The wails send chills up his spine. He recognizes the abject fear in the voices.

Fully awake, he reverts to cop mode, motioning for Karla to remain quiet while he eases out from under the covers. Padding across the cold hardwood, he reaches the bookcase where his cell and gun sit. Snatching up his pistol, he peers out the window while simultaneously dialing 9-1-1.

“We’re sorry, all circuits are busy. Please try your call again later.”

He hears the words in his ear from the robotic voice, yet they really don’t register because his attention is on three women running through the parking lot. The new layer of snow and ice on the pavement makes their attempts to flee a wasted effort. They slip and slide across the ground. One of them falls, and the remaining two scramble to pick her up.

The parking lot lights of the rental condos provide enough light for him to see every detail. He recognizes the girls from their long, bright red hair—the triplets named Margo, Margie, and Marie. They’d bumped into each other while unpacking their vehicles the day before.

The three young women were celebrating their twenty-first birthdays in the awe-inspiring mountains of Steamboat Springs. The girls are beautiful, full of energy and spunk, and only a few inches shy of his 6’1” frame. Even though he is celebrating his anniversary with his lovely bride, he couldn’t help but admire their curves and sexy smiles while they carted overstuffed suitcases from their vehicle.

Margo mentioned in passing their boyfriends surprised them with the combined Christmas and birthday present of a week in the mountains. Margie had laughed and said the surprise was really on their men because they’d missed their flight from Boise and would have to drive in. Marie giggled while holding a box full of liquor, commenting about how the boys would miss out on ravishing their drunk girlfriends the first night.

Are the men chasing the girls their boyfriends or just locals who decided to take advantage of three women alone?

Stepping away from the window, he looks around for his clothes.

“What’s going on, honey? Did you see anyone?” Karla whispers while turning on the bedside lamp.

“Looks like a major falling out between the triplets and their dates. Stay here and keep trying to call 9-1-1.” He yanks on a pair of jeans and a coat before sliding on his slippers. “I’m going to help those girls. Seems like the boyfriends—”

“No! Oh, my God! Margo! Margie! Somebody help us!”

Double-checking the magazine to make sure it is full; he glances over at Karla. Her big, green eyes are the size of saucers.

Darting out of the bed, she makes a beeline for her cell phone. “Quit talking and get! I’m on it.”

“Give them code 10-17 and advise out-of-state law enforcement is on scene and armed. I don’t want them shooting me.”

Karla nods while putting her robe on. Turning, he races down the stairs, opens the front door, and is immediately slapped in the face by the cold mountain air. How the girls are outside without coats on—and the men only in their underwear—he cannot fathom. Based on the impact to his skin, the temperature hovers near zero.


Forcing himself to take even, calculated steps on the treacherous walkway, he makes it out to the parking lot. The first orange and yellow rays of the sun peek over Mount Werner, but have yet to touch the valley, forcing him to rely on instincts while navigating in the dark. In the distance, the faint sound of yelling and the distinct pop pop pop of gunfire make his skin prickle.


What the Hell is going on?

The screaming stops and he knows this isn’t a good sign. His heart pounds in his ears, adrenaline in overdrive as he rounds the corner of the building, rather surprised none of the other vacationers are outside trying to help. He brushes the thought away, remembering he isn’t in a small, southern town in Arkansas. This is Colorado, and though Steamboat isn’t a huge town, it is bigger than Malvern. Obviously, the big city mentality of “mind your own business” reigns supreme.

The bright lights cast from several security lamps in the parking lot guide the way and allow him a full visual of what is happening to Marie, Margo, and Margie. All three girls are down, their fire-engine red hair in stark contrast against the white snow. Two of the men appear to be fighting with each other over one, and the remaining male has his head down on…

“No way!”

His brain tries to comprehend the improbable scene. Raising the pistol, he stops about twenty yards away and plants his feet.

“Police! Hands up and get away from them right now or I’ll shoot. This is your only warning.”

The man closest to him, the one with his face buried in the stomach of one of the triplets, raises his head and turns toward the sound of Cooper’s voice. A sick feeling spreads throughout his chest. The movement is nothing near the fluid motions of a person and reminds him of several horror movies he’d watched with his kids—the kind filmed in a jumbled mash of shots where the monster lurches and shudders with unnatural, inhuman steps.

Acid burns in his stomach when he realizes the man’s face is covered in blood. The wind shifts and the rank stench of bowels make him gag. Entrails hang from the man’s mouth; tendrils of steam from warm flesh surround his head. The man continues chewing while his hand shovels more intestines into an already full mouth.

The girl is dead. No one could remain quiet while being eviscerated or survive with an empty body cavity.

Without hesitating, he fires. The bullet tears through the man’s chest, center mass, yet doesn’t faze him in the least. The impact knocks him to the ground, but before Cooper can blink twice, the man is on his feet, making short order of the distance between them.

Motion to the right catches his attention. The other two men stopped fighting, drawn to the sound of the gunshot. Stunned and in shock the bullet hadn’t killed the first man, he shuts out the crazy thoughts spinning through his mind. He pushes away the law-abiding cop, the one trained to diffuse a volatile situation with minimal force; brushes off what the aftermath might be when the incident makes the news. It will be the kind filled with headlines about a rogue cop losing control and blowing holes in innocent civilians.

He doesn’t care because something is very, very wrong with these men. Alarm bells ring inside his mind, warning him if he doesn’t take out the three bastards, they’ll continue killing until someone else intervenes.


While exhaling, he steadies his aim and fires again. The round pierces the space between the man’s eyes, blowing chunks of brain matter, skull, and gore as it exits the back. The body collapses in midstride with a loud thump.



Turning his focus on the other two, who are less than ten feet away, he doesn’t hesitate. In less than two seconds, he takes in every visual, auditory, and sensory input. The boys—no, things—are directly under the light in the parking lot. There is a weird, bluish array of zigzagging lines all over their bodies. The coppery odor of blood fills the air.


A shudder of fear wracks his body. There are no puffs of air streaming from their mouths; no rise and fall of their chests.

They aren’t breathing.

Both sets of hands are covered in red. Blood dribbles down their chins and onto bare chests. One opens his mouth and hisses, almost like a pissed off cat. Each has the same awkward gait as the other. Their eyes are solid black.

Acid? PCP? Something new? What kind of drug turns eyes black as coal and stops a person from breathing, yet allows them to keep moving? Even the sclera is dark! Like that matters, dumbass. They. Aren’t. Breathing.

“One more step and I’ll—”

The grumbling, guttural roar from both men makes sweat burst from Cooper’s skin. Two quick, well-placed shots later, their halting advancement is over. All three men are down, dark rivulets of thick, mahogany-colored blood seeps from their wounds into the snow. A light groan from one of the girls causes his heart to skip two beats.

Sidestepping the three dead men, he checks on the girl. The other two are dead, ripped to pieces as though a horde of wild hogs tore them apart. He swallows the burning stomach juices rumbling inside him.

He cannot tell which sister he is looking at because the girl’s face is gone. How she is still alive—at least enough to moan—is beyond his comprehension.

Crouching next to her shredded and mangled body, he knows she won’t last another two minutes. The amount of blood loss is staggering, and even if she was at a hospital and on an operating table, she stands no shot of surviving. Bubbles of blood ooze from the gaping wound in her neck. He can see every one of her white teeth—including the back molars—since the skin and most of the flesh on her face has been torn off. Rather than let her die in the cold snow alone, he reaches out, takes her frozen hand in his, and squeezes and whispers, “Go in peace. I got them. Go in peace.”

Tears cloud his vision, thinking how close in age the girl is to his own kids. He would want someone to offer a warm hand and kind words to one of his children if ever—God forbid—they were in a similar situation.

A memory of the last words his mother said to his father in the hospital pops into his mind, and they seem appropriate. “Let the angels come and take you away to a place where you’ll never hurt again.”

“What the hell did you do?”

He jerks at the sound of a man’s voice behind him, raising his gun. He lets out a small sigh when realizing the kid—no older than eighteen—poses no threat. Other than holding a cell phone in front of him, the boy is unarmed.

“That’s your contribution to this? Standing there filming? Why don’t you call for help instead of trying to be the next YouTube star?”

“Screw you, old man. I’m not the one who just shot and killed three people in cold blood.”

Shaking his head, Cooper turns his attention back to the girl. Her entire body quakes and then tenses up. With one last burst of air, she is gone. He recites the Lord’s Prayer in silence before rising and glancing over at the kid with a wild mop of curly, black hair. He’s turned the camera on the corpses of the men. Irritated and ashamed at how the upcoming generation seem more obsessed with making a name for themselves rather than helping a fellow human being in distress, he comes up behind the boy and snatches the phone.

“Hey! That’s mine!”

“Never said it wasn’t. Keep your pants on, junior. I just need to call for help.”

“Won’t do you any good. Phones are out. Net is too. Power probably won’t be on much longer, either. Haven’t you been watching the news, old man?”

He ignores the brash upstart, clicks over to the keypad, and dials 9-1-1. Just like earlier, he is greeted with the same message.

“Shit!” He hands the phone back to the kid. “Where’s the nearest police station?”

“Like I know! I’m not from around here. I tried calling the cops before I went outside. I’ve been calling them for hours. Nothing happens; no one answers, just some weird recording. I heard gunshots, so figured I’d at least get evidence of what was going on to give the police when they did arrive. Just because I’m young doesn’t mean I’m a heartless fucker.”

He motions for the kid to follow while walking away from the bodies and back toward the edge of the parking lot. They don’t need to contaminate the scene any more than what they already have. Glancing around to see if anyone came outside to investigate the sounds of gunfire, he grimaces. No one appears to be interested.

“What’s your name, son?”

A flicker of distrust sparks behind dark blue eyes. “Mason Hall. Yours?”

“Cooper Hollingsworth, Chief of Police in Malvern, Arkansas.”

Mason cocks his head in curiosity. “You’re a cop? No wonder you’re such a good shot. You on vacation, too?”

“Yes, with my wife. You mentioned you’ve been calling the police for hours. Why?”

“My parents never came back from town. They left last night to see a show.” A look of sorrow flashes across Mason’s face. “I’ve got a wicked case of altitude sickness and stayed here. I gave up calling them when their cells went straight to voicemail. I thought maybe they had an accident or something, so that’s when I started calling 9-1-1. Then, I watched the news and changed my mind about them having a wreck.”

The dread in the kid’s voice sends his hackles rising. “You mentioned the news earlier—what did you mean?”

“Man, I can’t believe you don’t know, being a cop and all.” Mason puts his phone back in his pocket and replaces it with a cigarette. He lights up, fingers shaking.

Frustrated and cold, Cooper’s temper sparks and just as he is about to give Mason Hall a piece of his mind, more gunfire breaks the stillness of the morning, followed by faint screams. He looks in the direction of the noise, cringing as the morning sun’s rays bounce off plumes of dark, black smoke. Judging from the location, he assumes it is from downtown Steamboat.

Gunshots? Screaming? Fires? Where’s the sirens? Where’s all the emergency personnel? Shit. I need to overcome the rising sense of dread.

“Wife and I were hiking all day yesterday and into late evening. When we got back, we crashed. Made a rule about cell phones and TV—no watching, texting, surfing the net—while on our vacation. So no, I missed the news. What’s going on?”

The expression on Mason’s face shifts. His gaze fills with fear. “Bio attack of some sort. People are dying in droves all over the world. President Thompson was in the middle of a news conference yesterday morning, talking about what the government would do in response. He gave a nice little speech until several reporters went all nuts and attacked each other. It was a bloodbath for several seconds until the transmission ended. The emergency broadcast service came on right after, saying everyone’s supposed to get to their local high schools for testing of some sort. Then bam! The screen went black, and the TV’s been out ever since. Not long after, the net went down, too.”

Karla appears on the walkway. “Cooper? You okay?”

“I’m fine, darling. Any luck getting through to the police?”

“No. TV seems to be out, too and I—”

Karla’s comments are interrupted when the security lights go out.

“See? Told you the power’s next.” Mason mutters.

“Get back inside, Karla. Right now.” He grabs Mason’s arm and tugs. “Come inside with us.”

Mason doesn’t offer any resistance.

Once back inside the warm condo, Cooper ushers Karla and Mason into the living room. He addresses his distraught wife first. “Honey, I need you to keep calm. Something’s wrong, like you said, and Mason here is gonna share all the information he has about the situation with us. Right, Mason?”

Mason sinks into the soft folds of the couch and nods. Karla’s face blanches. Cooper knows she senses his own fear. Years of being the wife of a cop taught her to recognize dire situations.

“Mason? Start from the beginning and tell us everything you know. Don’t leave any details out. Okay?”

“If you really want to know what’s going on, watch this.” Mason holds out his phone. “I downloaded two videos from the news before the internet died.”

Cooper takes the phone with trepidation. Karla moves over behind him to view the screen. Taking a deep breath, his other hand instinctively finds his wife’s. By the time they finish watching the disturbing videos, his hands tremble, and Karla softly cries.

“How fast can you pack, honey?” Cooper whispers.

“Five minutes and we’re outta here.” Karla’s voice is thick with tears. She takes the stairs two at a time.

After handing Mason the phone, Cooper sighs. “Where’s home for you, son?”

“Phoenix and Santa Fe. We alternate between the two for my dad’s job.”

“You’re welcome to come with us. We could try to get you close to Santa Fe.”

Tears glisten in Mason’s eyes as he shakes his head. “I’m going to wait here in case my parents return.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea. Not after what we just watched.”


“I really don’t care what you think. I’m staying.” Mason rises and walks to the front door. “If…when…they come back, and I’m not here, they’ll come looking for me.”


Cooper glances at the kitchen then back to Mason. He senses the kid won’t budge, and he certainly has no right to make him. “Let me give you some extra food and water.”

Mason opens the door and steps out. “No thanks. I’ve got plenty. Good luck, Chief. Hope you make it home.”

“Stay safe, son.” He watches the kid walk away before closing the door.

“Honey? The bags are ready. Help me carry them, please.”

Without a word, he bounds up the stairs and helps tote their luggage down to the main floor. Karla is bundled in her ski gear, which will make additional packing difficult. “Let me bag up the food and water and then we’ll head out.”

Karla paces back and forth in front of the door. “Hurry, Cooper. I can’t get in touch with Charlie or Charlene. Jesus, what’s going on? Were those videos even real? How can they be? People were eating each other. That can’t happen! Maybe it’s a trick or something?”

Cramming the food and water into the big cooler they brought with them, he yearns to lie to his bride and smooth her frazzled nerves by telling her everything will be fine, and they’ll be home soon, yet he cannot utter the lies. He’s seen the real deal with his own eyes—even though he doesn’t want to believe what he witnessed.

If he lies to her, she won’t stay on guard and that might cost them both their lives.

“Yes, they’re real. Those boys I shot looked just like the ones on the videos. And they attacked the girls and…well, just like in the videos. We’ll talk about this once we’re on the road. Stay here and let me load up the truck. Okay?”

“Hell no. I’m not leaving your side. Ever. We go together.” Karla picks up a suitcase. “We can get all this in one trip. I want to go home. Now.”

Cooper finishes with the supplies and brings them into the living room. He can tell by the look on her face she isn’t going to change her mind. “Fine but let me go first. I’ll get the suitcases and you grab the food. Ready?”

“I’m ready to wake up from this awful dream.” Karla grabs the box of supplies.

“Hang on.” He moves over to the window, clicks the key fob, and remotely starts the SUV. “Go straight to the passenger side and get in. Don’t stop. Okay?”

Too frightened to respond, she simply nods. He picks up the two suitcases and motions for her to open the door.

The morning sun is bright and gives them plenty of light to see. As they make their way down the walkway and out to the parking lot, Karla gasps when she spies the bloody corpses. More random gunfire erupts in the distance and the screams intensify. Dark, thick smoke fills the sky.

“Dear Jesus.” Karla whispers. “Please protect us!”

They make it to the SUV. He opens the back hatch and tosses the suitcases inside while Karla stuffs the supplies in the backseat. He looks around once more when the sound of footsteps crunching on the snow near the passenger side reaches his ears. Assuming Mason changed his mind and decided to join them, he shuts the door.

“Cooper!”

Karla’s scream sends his heart rate sky-high. He moves too quick and loses his footing on the slick ice, landing hard on his ass.

“Oh, my God! Get away!”

Forcing his sore body to move, he stands, clinging to the bumper with one hand, using the cold metal as a safety measure. He gains steady footing and comes around to Karla’s side of the SUV.

What he sees makes his mind gridlock for a split second.

All three dead girls are on their feet, only steps away from his terrified wife. Karla claws at the door handle, desperate to get away from the bloodied monsters heading her way.

“Open that fucking door and get inside!” he screams.

The sound of his voice cases the three women to turn their attention on him. They shift direction and lumber toward him, giving Karla a chance to open the door and slip into the passenger seat.

Yanking his weapon from his back pocket, he blows the heads off the already-dead three girls. After they each fall to the ground, he feels dizzy and sick at the same time.

This. Isn’t. Happening. No way. I’m dreaming.

“Cooper! Let’s go!” Karla yells from inside the SUV.

The terrified plea from his wife snaps him back to reality. He spins around, slipping and sliding across the pavement until reaching the driver’s door. Once inside, he shoves the gear into reverse, tromps on the gas, thankful for the snow tires and four-wheel drive, and leaves the bloody mess in the parking lot.

Karla cries softly in the passenger seat. “So much for our Christmas and anniversary.”

Cooper doesn’t answer. He is too busy driving.

They make it out of the main part of town with only seconds to spare. Upon hearing the roar of U.S. fighter jets in the crystal blue skies above, he looks up in time to see wisps of smoke from missiles streak across the sky. The impact from numerous bombs makes the SUV shudder and shake as Steamboat Springs is obliterated.

By its own government.

The thought makes his stomach churn again.

***

The snow was thick and numerous times, Cooper nearly lost control of the vehicle after hitting patches of ice. By the time he and Karla arrived in the small town of Heeney almost twenty hours later, his fingers were numb from his death grip on the steering wheel. Karla had been catatonic after attempting several times to use her cell phone with no luck, and then listening to the EBS blare over the radio. Thankfully, once they entered the mountain passes, the radio went silent.

What they heard before it went static—and what they saw during their drive—terrified them both.

***

Now, he stands in front of the SUV he rented four days ago, his mind on the brink of shutting down. The entire town of Heeney is dark except for the solitary streetlight at the edge of the gas station they’d stopped at to refuel and use the restrooms. Shifting his gaze, he stares at the small storefront.

“You should’ve waited for me to clear the place, Karla. You fucking should’ve waited!”

He takes one final glance at his dead wife. The small bullet hole between her eyes, and the explosion of red behind her head on the snow, makes tears run down his face. He doesn’t know much about what sort of biological contagion the world is dealing with, but what he does know causes his head to spin as he relives what happened less than five minutes prior.

During the drive, Karla seemed fine, yet the minute they arrived at the gas station, that changed. She got out and ran toward the building to pee while he yelled for her to wait, but Karla was afraid she couldn’t hold it any longer. By the time he exited the SUV, Karla was at the front of the store. When she opened the glass doors, everything became blurred.

Four dead bodies lumbered out, groaning, moaning, lurching toward Karla. They moved fast and though she tried, she didn’t have a chance to run far because one latched onto her leg and she went down.

Cooper had pulled his gun and fired, but in the middle of the melee, he missed the head of the one on top of her, hitting the shoulder. Karla’s screams drove him to the brink of madness. The other three creatures closed the gap fast, so he popped them each in the head, dropping them in less than two seconds.

When he took aim again at the one on top of his wife, he was successful the second time, but unfortunately, he was too late. The creature had bitten a large chunk of flesh from her calf muscle.

He’d run to her side, yanking off his jacket to use as a tourniquet, wrapped her leg and tried to calm her, but she was in a complete state of panic. He finally convinced her to stop screaming and picked her up off the ground. He made it to the passenger door, opened it, set his wife on the seat, and then she screamed again.

“Cooper! Look out!”

He’d spun around, noticed another corpse at the back of the store, grabbed his weapon and fired.

Nothing happened.

He was out of bullets.

“Shit!”

He’d secured Karla in the seat then shut the door. His hands shook while fumbling around for the extra magazine in his jacket pocket. The frigid air numbed his exposed fingers to the point they were nearly useless.

He’d moved away from the SUV to draw the corpse away from her and it worked. After loading a fresh magazine, he fired., and the body collapsed in a heap less than ten feet away.

He’d run back to check on Karla, and that’s when his life changed.

His once beautiful wife was gone. Black, dead eyes stared back at him, the lovely, sweet lips that used to kiss him with passion, were pulled back into a snarl. She’d jumped out of the SUV and landed on top of him, growling, hissing, clawing at his face.

Overcome with sorrow and shock, Cooper had no choice. His sobs were drowned out by the sound of gunfire as he blew a hole in his beloved wife’s head.

“I can’t do this now! Fall apart later!”

Refusing to dwell any longer on the carnage he created, he wipes the tears away. To bring his focus back, he slams his head into the metal doorjamb several times. The impacts aren’t hard enough to knock him out, yet enough to ring his bell and clear his thoughts. With each smack, he repeats, “Charlie and Charlene. Charlie and Charlene. Got to get home and make sure my children are safe.”

Smacking some survival sense back to the forefront of his thoughts works. It is stupid and a waste of time to stand outside, weeping and puking like a child. Though no longer young children, the twins are only twenty-two, and they need their remaining parent to keep them safe.

“Yeah, like I did such a good job of keeping Karla alive.” With a final smack of his head, he dislodges the thoughts of incompetency by failing to protect his wife. “No, get it together and think. Stand out here any longer and I’ll just attract more of those things. I’m the Chief of Malvern Police Department for God’s sakes! I need to act like a man and move my ass!”

The SUV will require more gas to make it to his destination. He assumes a generator keeps the pumps and lights on since every other place previously passed didn’t have any power. A click from the gas pump, signaling the tank is full, brings him out of the funk. After returning the nozzle, he pauses.

“Think. Calm down and think. Stop looking at what I just did and plan ahead!”

Knowing he has more than a thousand miles to go before making it back home to Arkansas—alone because he just shot and killed his lovely wife—he trudges through the snow toward the door to the station. He reasons if the power grid is down way up here in the mountains, it is probably down everywhere. Finding working gas stations along the way may prove to be impossible, so he decides to look for anything inside he can use to fill with fuel.

He welcomes the distraction—any distraction—to keep from going insane.

He finds four empty gas containers and takes them outside before returning inside and grabbing several plastic bags from the counter. With precision, he fills them up with water bottles, protein bars, cans of soup, and some cereal boxes until the bags are nearly bursting. Slipping out the door, he stows the bags in the backseat then turns his attention to filling the containers with gasoline.

Once the gas is put away, he struggles to walk away. The thought of leaving Karla’s body behind makes him woozy. It is wrong to just leave her corpse in the snow, alone, without a proper burial. Charlie and Charlene would never forgive him.

Returning to the inside of the store, he scours the place, looking for anything suitable to dig a grave with yet finds nothing. The only thing of use is a snow shovel, and it certainly isn’t strong enough to tear up frozen ground with, but he takes it anyway.

Stopping in front of Karla’s body, tears stream down his face while grappling with the awful truth—he killed his wife.

“No, that wasn’t Karla. It was just her shell. Her soul’s gone to Heaven.”

After looking around once to ensure he is still alone, he scoops shovelfuls of snow on top of Karla’s stiff corpse, welcoming the flowing tears because they blurred the image.

Once finished hiding the monstrosity, he looks over at the others he shot earlier. Though they aren’t human any longer, they once had been, just like his wife. Before they got sick from whatever the hell is in the air, they’d been loved by someone. Sons, fathers, uncles. It isn’t right to leave them out in the open either.

It takes him almost twenty minutes to cover the bodies with fresh snow.

Satisfied he’s done all he can, he sets the shovel down, saying a silent prayer for all of them.

For the world.

For his children.

For himself.

After climbing behind the wheel, he cranks the engine over. Without looking back, he eases out onto the main road, numbed by the events of the last twenty-four-plus hours. While driving, he wonders what fresh hell awaits him in Denver, and all the other major cities he must drive through to get home. On the drive from Steamboat, they hadn’t passed a single, live person.

“No matter. I’m going to get my kids. Ain’t no one gonna stop me, either. No one and nothing. Don’t matter if I’m the last survivor. I’m going home.”

“You aren’t the last survivor, Chief.”

Cooper nearly runs off the road. His foot automatically steps on the brake and the SUV slides across the road. Once it comes to a stop, he spins around and finds Mason Hall staring sheepishly from the floorboard.

Cooper is flabbergasted. “What…how?”

Mason tosses off the blanket he’s been hiding under and climbs into the back seat, minding the full bags. “I snuck in while you were fighting off those girls in Steamboat.”
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