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Chapter One: The Attack

12/19, TOPEKA, KANSAS

Jameson Residence

1:06 a.m.

 

The light from Brian Jameson’s tablet danced across his face in varying degrees of intensity: somber blues, soothing greens, and sometimes the alarming tinge of blood-red. The show’s layered soundscape coursed through his earbuds. Drizzling rain enveloped the muted dialogue of two detectives, their shoes crunching against gravel as they hunted an elusive killer. Somewhere offscreen, a gun exploded. Brian’s pulse pounded so hard it blended with the strengthening downpour.

Jesus, I didn’t expect that.

Brian waited for the scene to change, for stunned gasps, for those dainty footsteps to accelerate into a frantic sprint, but the pair of detectives continued their discussion as if they were taking a stroll through a scenic garden.

Brian paused the video and plucked out his earbuds. Silence. Darkness. A small square of light with an image frozen in time tilted against his knees.

Am I going crazy? I swear I heard a gunshot.

Abrupt knocks shook his bedroom door. Brian’s tablet fell to the bed as he swiveled his legs over the edge, muscles tensed—

“Bri! I heard a buncha loud sounds an’ I’m scared!”

Brian clicked his lamp on and rushed to open the door for his younger sister, stumbling over a still-packed suitcase. After he ushered her in, he shut the door. His racing heart slowed as he gripped her fragile shoulders. We might have heard the same thing. Thunder, or maybe fireworks from the redneck neighbors.

“It’ll be okay, Becks. Tell me what happened.”

Becky’s thin eyebrows knit above glistening pale-blue eyes. “A boom woke me up an’ I ran to Mommy and Daddy’s room, but I heard another boom in there an’—”

“Wait—in their room?”

Becky nodded.

Brian jerked his cell phone from the charger. He pressed the “9” from the emergency screen, Becky’s fearful gaze locked on his. A whimper escaped her as footsteps creaked in the hall outside. Shadow sliced the sliver of light beneath the door.

Brian abandoned the phone to reach for the door lock—but someone twisted the knob before he could get to it. A sturdy figure burst in and knocked Brian back. Becky cried, “Daddy!” and flung her arms around their father’s stocky legs. Their mother pushed into the room after him, collapsing to her knees as their father slammed the door and locked it. Brian caught the glint of a gun wrapped in her shaking hand.

While his father paced the room, phone pressed to his ear and daughter wrapped around his legs, Brian guided his mother onto the edge of his bed. Her distant gaze frightened him—she seemed to be looking at something only she could see. A memory, perhaps, something keeping her from the present. Her auburn waves clung to her shoulders in sweat-matted strands. Blood spatter stained the pink and yellow flowers of a nightgown. It framed four crimson gashes gleaming from her porcelain chest.

In the background, Brian’s father spoke to a muffled dispatcher. “My kids are terrified, we’re locked in my son’s bedroom, and there’s a fucking dead guy on my bedroom floor! Why? My wife shot him, that’s why! All I know is I woke up to gunshots, my wife screaming, and some nut springing out of our closet. He scratched her—even tried to bite her! He was out of his mind, stank like…I dunno. I dunno. Can you hurry, please? I’m worried about my wife.”

Brian’s father slumped onto the bed and ran a hand through his close-cropped hair. Becky squeezed between their parents, tiny hands clutching their father’s flannel pajama sleeve while he listened to the dispatcher. His free hand curled into a fist above his bouncing knee, knuckles tightening to white.

Brian’s skin grew clammy. Tingly. He tuned out the sights and sounds around him until they became a blur and buzz, a spinning funhouse tunnel of disorientation. She shot him. This crazy guy that broke in. God, he could’ve come after me and Becks if she hadn’t…

Distracted by the motion of his mother setting the gun on his bedside table, Brian looked at her. He recognized a forced smile he’d seen many times before. “We’ll make it through this one step at a time. We always do.” She glanced down at the bloody slashes, then back up to Brian. “I know this looks nasty, but it’s only a couple of scratches. I’m okay. I promise.”

She pulled Becky to her, giving her the attention their father couldn’t. Despite his muscular build and booming voice, Brian’s father often wilted in stressful situations—like the time he lost his job at the Topeka mall and Brian and his mother found him foaming at the mouth with an empty pill bottle beside his outstretched hand.

Brian’s father lowered his phone and looked at his wife and children, scoffing. “We have to stay in here and wait for them, barricade the door. The dispatcher said we’ll be safe and that we shouldn’t disturb the scene. Can you believe that? They made it sound like you were more of a criminal than the asshole you shot, Ellen!”

“Joel, language.” Brian’s mother covered Becky’s ears. She rested her chin atop Becky’s head and lowered her hands to stroke Becky’s lank hair. Brian’s father sat beside them, staring at the thin blue carpet between his bouncing knees.

“Brian, move your desk in front of the door.”

Any other time, Brian might’ve found his father’s condescension infuriating, but he was happy to have a distraction from the questions stirring within him. He dragged the desk over to the door, hyper-aware and jittery like he’d had too much caffeine.

When he finished, Brian sank onto the foot of his bed. He swept his tablet away, certain he’d never want to finish the episode frozen within it, and curled a quaking hand around his mother’s shoulder. “Mom, tell me what happened. Please.”

She nodded, taking in measured breaths as she threaded her fingers through Becky’s auburn curls. Becky took after their mother both in appearance and spirit. Although Brian possessed the same golden-blond hair and tan complexion as his father, he’d also inherited his tendency toward escapism.

His mother kept him going. She kept them all going. Even though she’d been hurt, she still held her daughter to her, still gripped her husband’s hand in hers, still smiled at Brian.

“Someone must’ve broken in while we were at Nana and Poppa’s,” she whispered. “He hid in our closet, waited until we were asleep… I-I don’t know why he attacked me. But I…I had to protect my family, so I…”

She didn’t say anything else. Becky’s unbearable whimpering forced Brian to voice the panic bashing against his skull. “Who the hell was that guy? Was he some homeless guy that broke in to get out of the cold? Why would he hurt Mom?”

“Bri, if I told you what I saw, you and your sister would have nightmares.” Brian’s father finally looked up and met Brian’s gaze. “Your mother and I will already have them, I’m sure of it. All I know is it was self-defense: they’ll clear your mother, get her checked out at a hospital, and we can go back to normal.” His lips tightened into a strained smile. He’d been fighting to earn Brian’s trust back ever since they found him on that locker room floor, but the sacred trust built between parent and child had been shattered irrevocably.

Brian’s eyes fell from his father’s. They drifted into silence and awaited the police. His gut soured and every nerve in his body tingled until the tips of his toes and fingers felt numb. One second, he’d been watching a by-the-numbers police procedural, the next he might as well have been starring in an episode of his own.

 

FROM THE JOURNAL OF BRIAN JAMESON:

 

12/20

It’s been a long time since I wrote in this, but some awful stuff happened. A crazy guy broke in while we were at Nana and Poppa’s for the weekend. He hid in Mom and Dad’s closet and ambushed Mom for some reason while she was asleep. She had to shoot him. Dad called 911 and we waited in my room until the cops showed up. They ordered us to put our hands in the air and asked Mom where the gun was, then loaded her into an ambulance and drove away. They took the rest of us to the station for questioning.

It all happened so fast I didn’t really have time to process it until now. It felt like some horrible dream I’d wake up from, but I never did.

 

12/21

They let us go home. We all took showers and tried to nap, but Dad was pissed they left a bunch of tape and stuff in his room. I’ve been sticking close to Becks while he vents.

Mom’s still in the hospital for observation. They won’t let us visit her yet. Hopefully tomorrow.

 

12/22

We got to visit Mom today. It seems she’ll get off on self-defense like Dad said. She might even be home for Christmas. Now that Dad knows she’s coming home, he’s chilled out. It’s the first time I’ve ever been more worried about her than him. As tough as Mom is, I can’t imagine what it must be like to kill someone. Poppa could tell me, I guess. He always talks about ’Nam.

 

12/23

They tested the dead guy’s fingerprints and got an ID: Jim Sullivan, from Wichita, Kansas. He disappeared after he murdered his wife and three kids. One was a baby. He plucked out their eyeballs and chewed off their noses and ears.

When I think of that happening to Mom, to Dad or Becks or me, I feel sick. I guess the guy snapped. When I searched for Jim Sullivan online, a bunch of results came up with news articles. They have headlines like: ATTACK ON ALL-AMERICAN FAMILY and JAMESONS WEREN’T SULLIVAN’S FIRST VICTIM. The descriptions of the guy are pretty gross: he “emitted a half-rotten stench like week-old garbage stuffed with meat,” “clawed into his victims with jagged talons,” and “his skin was scratched raw, peeled back, and his hair thinned into grease-clumped strings.” Worst of all, they mention his clouded eyes, the blood streaking his cheeks, and the “Glasgow smile stretching so far it tears the flesh, exposing molars and entrapped strips of meat from his victims.”

It’s so fucked up—like something out of a horror movie. How can this stuff happen in real life?

At least they let Mom out today.

 

12/24

Dad’s trying to get us excited for Christmas, but it’s not working. Mom won’t get out of bed. Dad practically has to force-feed her. When I go in to talk to her, she lays there staring at the wall. She doesn’t even notice I’m there.

Dad said he’d take Mom back to the hospital after Christmas. I wish he’d take her now, but he says they’ll be busy and we should enjoy our last Christmas before I leave for college.

 

12/26

Christmas was a bust. While we sat around the tree opening presents and listening to cheesy music, Mom sat on the couch and stared. She didn’t even open her gifts, just kept staring and smiling like she was keeping some secret to herself.

She started to smell like rotten fruit mixed with really bad BO, so Dad had to bathe her. But her hair’s still thin and greasy and those scratches look infected. The rest of her skin is pale and covered in sores and cracks. It reminded me of what they wrote about the guy who attacked her, so I made Dad read the articles. He actually listened to me for once and took her to the hospital immediately.

They ran some tests, expedited the results, and said she had anemia. As for the other stuff? PTSD. In other words, they think she’s traumatized by what happened and retreated inside herself. Bullshit.

Dad keeps saying “we have to do what the doctors say.” Yeah, right—pills don’t fix everything. Sometimes they cause more problems.

 

12/28

Mom’s getting worse.

Now she crouches in the corner of her bedroom, rocking herself and smiling. Sometimes she giggles. She tugs chunks of her hair out. Her eyes have gone all wide and crazy. Bloodshot. She smells like sour milk, vomit, and shit.

I’m aching for her. I don’t know what to do. Whenever I try to talk to her, she ignores me. She ignores all of us. She squats in the corner smiling, giggling, staring, scratching her skin and pulling her hair.

Dad says we’ll take her to the hospital tomorrow, but he keeps sighing as if it’s a hassle. Um, no, this is the woman you married, for better or worse, who you vowed to protect and support, who supported and protected you when you decided it was easier to kill yourself than accept that you lost your job. You owe her.

Maybe I’m being too hard on him. I don’t know what it’s like to vow to spend your life with someone or what it’s like to watch them suffer and feel helpless.

I just want it to end, for things to go back to normal, but deep down I know they never will.

 

BY SUNRISE, RENEWED determination shaped his father’s voice. “Wash up. Get dressed. We’re taking Mom to the hospital.” He went outside to start their battered old truck and get the heat going. Since it was the dead of winter, snow had already piled on their lawn and reduced the temperature to unbearable, teeth-chattering depths. Flakes still drifted down with deceptive fragility.

While Brian and Becky sat in the living room on a threadbare beige couch, staring at a Christmas tree still strung with ornaments and wrapped in glittering lights and tinsel, something shuffled into the kitchen. The refrigerator door opened. Brian whipped his head to see his mother withdrawing a package of ground beef their father was thawing for himself and the kids. Brian’s mother was a vegetarian.

She clawed into the container of raw meat, shoveling bloody chunks into her mouth. While she chewed, a strange, low sound came from her throat: something between a growl and a giggle.

“Hi, Mommy! Do you feel better now?” Becky called, leaning past Brian. The horror of what he was seeing kept him glued to his seat—unable to move, to breathe, to think.

Their mother turned, rivulets of red liquid dripping down her grinning face. Her bloodshot eyes focused on Becky. A tendril of wormlike meat dangled from her lips. She fell to her knees and crawled underneath the table on her hands and knees. Rasping snickers escaped her bloodstained lips as she stared at Becky.

The intensity of her gaze sparked some primal instinct in Brian. He shot up from the couch and snagged his sister’s hand, swiveled on his heel and rushed for the door as the table skidded across the linoleum floor. He flung open the front door—but something dragged him back. Becky’s hand clung to Brian’s as their mother wrapped her arms around his flailing, shrieking sister.

Brian pulled Becky with as much strength as he could muster, but his mother was winning the ghastly tug of war. Adrenaline surged through him, giving him a momentary edge until she let out a feral growl that stunned him. It reminded him of a dog guarding its food bowl.

How can this be my mother?

It only took one second of Brian’s hesitation for their mother to snatch Becky and dash for the master bedroom. Brian rushed after her, his gaze fixed on Becky’s frantic eyes and tear-streaked cheeks as the door slammed in his face. He jerked on the knob, tried to kick the door in—despite the crack of splintering wood, it didn’t give.

Did she push something in front of it?

While Brian puzzled over what kept him from breaking the door down—how his mother still had the forethought to keep him from getting in—a shrill wail penetrated the sturdy wood. His sister screamed his name, begging for help he couldn’t offer, making his gut curdle and summoning stinging tears to his eyes. He kicked and punched until his fists were bloody, until his legs ached from his knees to his feet, until he couldn’t bear to listen to the hysterical screeching coming from behind that door anymore.

Forced to accept momentary defeat, Brian dashed for the front door and stumbled down the steps. He met his father midway to the truck and grabbed his shoulders, tears streaming down his cheeks as the icy winter air pierced his exposed flesh. “Dad, i-it’s Mom. She…oh, God—she took Becky a-and locked her in your bedroom. You have to…you have to help her!”

He would’ve slumped to his knees right there in the snow, but his father gripped him by the arms. For once, his father’s eyes showed the strength and focus of a leader. A role model. Suddenly, Brian was a toddler on the seesaw again, knowing his father stood behind him, ready to catch him if he tumbled. “Bri, go sit in the truck and call the police, then call Nana and Poppa. If I don’t come back, drive to their house.”

Brian trudged over to the truck. Before he opened the door, he glanced back at the house. His father dashed toward it, a mirage fading in and out of the snowfall.

When Brian finally entered the cab, he locked the door and sat, trying to control his heaving chest and choked sobs. A man crooned through the speakers about how it was beginning to look a lot like Christmas. Brian lowered the volume, withdrew his cell phone from his pocket, and dialed 911 with shaking hands. He tried to articulate a detailed description of what happened but ended up blubbering a bunch of indecipherable nonsense that made the dispatcher repeatedly attempt to calm him. Eventually, he got the address across and hung up, and then dialed the number to his grandparents’ landline.

Nana picked up. “Hello?”

“N-nana, it’s Bri—”

“Oh, hi, Brian! You hardly ever call us! How was your Christmas? Joel said—”

“Nana, you have to listen: you know Mom…Mom’s been sick ever since that man hurt her. She…she took Becks and locked them in her bedroom. D-Dad’s going after them a-and the police are on their way—”

“My God…” Nana’s voice quieted to a whisper. “Oh, Brian… Are you…are you okay?”

“No. No, not really.” Brian wiped his snot-riddled nose and dried his sticky cheeks with his sleeve. “Dad told me to wait here for him. But if he…if he doesn’t come back, I’m supposed to go to your house.” He shuddered, taking in a shaky, sharp breath. “I guess I’ll see you soon.”

Silence lingered over the line. Brian pictured his sister trapped in the bedroom with their mother, relived her chilling screams and imagined the fear she must’ve felt, the confusion, the pain—

A blur of motion smacked against the driver’s side window. The truck lurched sideways. Brian jumped and dropped the phone.

Dad!

Brian leaned over to unlock the door. Before he could open it, his father scrambled in and knocked Brian back. He slammed the door shut behind him. His shaking hand clung to the pistol. He had a nasty injury on his neck and blood streaks pooling down into his collar. Glistening red gore covered his jacket.

“Dad, where’s Becks? Is she hurt? What’d you have to do to Mom? You had to shoot her, didn’t you? Oh, God…”

Brian ran out of breath, but his father didn’t answer him. He put the truck into gear and peeled away, losing traction on the icy roads. Brian curled against the door and tried to look out the window, to see anything other than the raw memories repeating in his mind’s eye, but dense fog obscured the scenery. His father stared ahead, his mind in another place.

The truck lurched forward, the radio filling the grim silence with ironic cheer. Brian muffled his sobs until the song abandoned him, fading out on the loop of the word “Christmas” almost as if it was taunting him.

 

THE TRUCK SQUEALED into his grandparents’ yard. They waited at the porch door, their little black mutt yapping and wagging its ragged tail as it jumped against the screen. Nana pulled Brian to her as soon as he trudged up the steps, wrapping him in a warm blanket of security. His father and Poppa spoke in whispers. Brian’s vision distorted, and the voices drifted further away, made nonsensical by the Doppler effect of dreams.

Once they stepped inside, Brian slumped into his favorite chair, a soft brown one with a loving dent worn into it. Flickers of conversation drifted into his ears as the dog tried to jump up with him.

“What about Becky?”

“Did what I had to—enough pain—”

“Can’t tell Bri—”

Brian’s father broke down into choked sobs soon escalating into mournful howls. Brian didn’t want to hear more. He shoved the dog off the chair. It yelped, racing away with its tail between its legs while Brian swatted at the ornaments still dangling from Nana and Poppa’s Christmas tree.

Nana wandered into the room, resting on a wooden cane. “Brian, your dad is going away for a little while. You’re going to stay here with us until he gets better, okay?”

Brian skirted her cool gray gaze. “You don’t have to sugarcoat it. I know he’s never going to get better.”

Poppa moseyed into the room as Nana sighed. Her eyes flitted from Brian to her husband as she wrung her liver-spotted hands. “Is Joel going back to meet with the police first?”

Poppa nodded. He scratched his reddened nose and sniffed, an old hunting cap clutched in his other hand. “Son, you want to say goodbye to your dad? I know you might not feel like it, probably relivin’ a lot of things you never shoulda lived through even once, but you might regret it if you don’t.”

Brian’s hands tightened into the velveteen material covering the chair’s arms. He tried to fight back his resentment and remind himself his father had been there for him as a kid, that he’d tried to be there for both of his children in the end. His failures had to hurt him more than Brian—whatever he’d seen in that bedroom, whatever he’d had to do to his wife and daughter, was worse than the slideshow of images transitioning through Brian’s mind.

Brian stood and followed Poppa, freezing at the metal strip between living room carpet and kitchen tile. His father sagged against the front door, his hands shielding his eyes as if confronting something unbearably bright. His shoulders bounced with every sob—a grim parody of private laughter.

“Dad,” Brian tried to say, but it came out as a stifled whisper. He cleared his throat and tried again. “Dad, I know…I know you’re sick. A-and I know why you overdosed: you felt helpless.” He paused, struggling to keep his thoughts together, to keep his voice from cracking and the rising tears from falling. “You did what you could, and that’s all that matters. You tried.”

Brian stepped forward with the intent of approaching his dad for a hug, but his father lowered his hands and shook his head. “Bri, stay away. That’s the best thing I can do for you now.”

His father stepped forward. His ruddy cheeks glistened below puffy eyes. Brian’s lips quivered, and his vision blurred. He swallowed, wiping his face, wanting to hide his weakness.

“Don’t give up like I did, Bri. You might feel like you’re alone, but Nana and Poppa will be here for you. And down the road, other people will be too.” Brian’s father managed a strained smile, a painful reminder of the woman they’d both lost. “I love you, kiddo.”

He turned, opened the door, and stepped through it before Brian could see the tears fall. Brian ran after him. His hands gripped the doorframe as his father disappeared into the flurry of snow. “Dad!” he shouted, his cries muffled by the gusting winter winds. “I haven’t told you this for a long time, but I…I love you.”

Uncertain if his father heard him or not, Brian fell to his knees and buried his face in his hands. He sobbed, occasionally straining to suck in a breath of air once his nose clogged, choking and sputtering on the copious amount of mucus draining in the back of his throat. Someone grabbed his shoulder, tried to encourage him to come inside, but Brian didn’t want to.

He wanted the cold to numb the pain.




Chapter Two: Escape

GRANTVILLE, KANSAS

Jameson Sr. Residence

 

1/15

I’ve been here two weeks now. Even though Nana’s food isn’t bad, I miss helping Mom cook dinner. I miss helping Becks with her art projects. I miss Dad coming home after work, cracking open a beer, and settling down in his recliner to watch TV. I miss the things I used to take for granted, the comfortable things. Our routines.

I miss them most of all.

Most of the time, I stay in my room—it used to be Dad’s. I flip through photos on my tablet of Becks goofing off, of Mom sitting in her pajamas with her laptop, of Dad doing yard work or fixing the truck. Even though they’re my family, it’s almost like I’m looking at someone else’s photos. The therapist says I’m trying to detach myself from reality to avoid grief. He might be right. When I remember that these are people I lost, that I’ll never see them doing the things in those photos again, I want to curl up into a ball and sleep forever. I keep reliving the night of the attack, that week with Mom, the moment she pulled Becky’s hand from mine and the door I couldn’t break down to save her—who’d want to live with those memories? That sense of loss, of helplessness?

It makes sense why Dad did it now. Sometimes I want to give up too, go wherever Mom and Becks went. But Dad’s still around, even if it won’t be for long.

The last time they let me visit him, he was in some kind of white-walled chamber with a bed and a plexiglass window for observation. That was about a week ago. He was already showing the same symptoms as Mom: pale skin, thinning hair, lack of energy and appetite. The smile and laughter weren’t there yet, but they will be soon.

A few times, Poppa answered the door to reporters who wanted to ask us questions—he yelled curses at them and slammed the door in their face. What do they want me to tell them? That my mom’s and sister’s bodies are still being held because of the “contamination” inside them? That even if they released them, I wouldn’t be able to go to their funeral because of all the media attention? That when my dad dies, they’ll keep his contaminated body too?

I couldn’t even say goodbye to them. I should’ve spent more time with them, spent less of it with my eyes glued to a screen. Instead, they’re gone, and I’m here with all these memories and regrets and not a goddamn thing I can do about them.

 

A WEEK LATER, Nana and Poppa’s corded phone rang during supper. Poppa left to answer, but Brian only heard half of the conversation. Poppa kept nodding and saying “mm-hm” while Nana watched, her fork gripped in her trembling hand. Bits of pot roast flaked off.

“I’ll be right there.” Poppa placed the phone in the receiver. His calm tone didn’t match the expression on his drained face.

Nana set the fork on her plate. “Do you need me to go too?”

“Stay here with Brian.” He leaned in and whispered something to her, but Brian couldn’t catch it. Nana gasped and nearly knocked her milk over.

“Is it Dad?”

Poppa placed a liver-spotted hand on Brian’s shoulder. “I’ll be right back. Ruby’ll be here with you.” He kissed his wife before he grabbed his keys and his worn tan coat and stepped through the front door into the blustering winter dusk.

Nana lifted her half-full plate and scraped the remnants of the roast into Rocky’s food dish. He lapped at it eagerly while she placed the plate in the sink. She smoothed her hands over her skirt and gave Brian a feeble smile. “Why don’t you watch the television for a bit, Brian? I need to run to the restroom.”

Once she left, Brian shoveled a final forkful of tasteless green beans into his mouth. He retreated to the living room and plopped into Poppa’s recliner, reaching for the remote. He cringed, disgusted by the layer of grime left by food-stained fingers pressing the buttons. Not in the mood for Poppa’s favorite show, The Beverly Hillbillies, Brian flipped the channels for something else to distract him. He settled on Family Feud. Not a vast improvement.

When Nana returned, she hobbled over to her easy chair and sank into it with a sigh. Rocky hopped onto her lap, oblivious to the worries outside his home. Laughter echoed in layers as game show sound effects zinged and dinged all over the place.

Brian drummed his fingers on the worn arm of the recliner. “Nana, who called and what did they want?”

She scratched her permed white hair but kept watching the answers for “foods you eat in bed” as they flipped over. “The hospital asked Poppa to come in. They didn’t want to discuss it over the phone.”

Brian’s voice rose with anticipation. “It had to be about Dad. But if he died, you’d go too. He hurt someone, didn’t he?” Nana didn’t say anything, but she stopped stroking Rocky’s fur and dug her fingers into it instead. “If he did, he’s going to infect other people. The only reason that Jim Sullivan guy didn’t spread it first is because he killed everyone he attacked. Mom was the only one who survived.”

“They don’t know much about what made your parents sick. About what that man was ill with.” Nana sighed and swallowed, the folds of her neck resembling a turkey’s wattle. “Poppa once worked with some cows that got sick. But it was hard to tell until it was too late. People ate the contaminated meat and caught ill too. That ‘Mad Cow’ thing. They don’t know how early this disease is contagious. They’ll have to quarantine people and test them all. They’re going to panic like the cows Poppa had to herd because people don’t want to be herded either.”

She took the remote from the table and raised the volume, an implicit signal their conversation was over.

 

POPPA RETURNED IN a disgruntled mood. Typically stoic and steadfast, his behavior concerned Brian: now, Poppa always seemed to slouch in his chair and watch the news or doze off. He barely ate. He sometimes cried himself to sleep late in the evening when he thought Brian and Nana had gone to bed.

Poppa didn’t tell Brian what he’d been summoned to the hospital for, so Brian turned to the internet. His father had broken free of his restraints and ambushed a nurse at the hospital. When the nurse didn’t report back to her superior, they sent a containment crew in to check on her. They found Brian’s father gnawing on an ear clutched in his hand, pearl earring and all. He slipped past them and darted through the open door, down the hall, out of the hospital, and into the woods. Brian’s passive father was gone; in his place, a vicious predator roamed.

But where did he go?

When the news cut in with an emergency bulletin at the end of Wheel of Fortune, Brian found out.

“This is an emergency broadcast from KSNT. The man who went missing from Topeka State Hospital, Joel Jameson, has been found after fleeing the scene of an attack on an unidentified motorist. Mr. Jameson was hiding in the trunk of the victim’s car. When the victim stopped for gas, Mr. Jameson crawled through the back seat and bit the victim. Customers at the gas station witnessed the attack and were able to chase and subdue Mr. Jameson. The victim is hospitalized in critical condition. In related news, several other reports of bizarre, cannibalistic attacks have been reported not only in Topeka but in other Midwestern states. It’s not yet clear how far these incidents have spread. Stay tuned for the latest information courtesy of KSNT, your source for local news.”

Poppa shut the TV off and stood. He plodded outside with Rocky at his heels. Brian sat in silence, letting the news sink in while his ice cream melted in a scratched plastic bowl.

He met Nana’s forlorn gaze as the front door swung shut. “Will Poppa be okay?”

Nana lifted her taped glasses from her gleaming eyes and rubbed them. “I don’t know. I don’t know if anything will ever be okay again. I think I’ll go to bed.” She stood and shuffled down the hall to her bedroom as if she was sleepwalking.

Brian followed Poppa out onto the porch. He sat smoking a pipe in a rickety rocking chair. When the tobacco sizzled, it lit the deep crevices of Poppa’s face with ashen radiance.

“Poppa, can I sit with you?”

“Go ’head.”

Brian sat in another rocking chair, inhaling Poppa’s pipe smoke. The sweet scent made him want to sneeze. Rocky hopped up on his lap, looking at him for pets. Brian obliged.

Poppa blew out a cloud of smoke along with a prolonged sigh. “Your daddy’s dead.”

“I know.”

A lone bird chirped as it flitted within the shadowed trees at the edge of the property.

Poppa tapped the pipe against a cracked gray ashtray. “You’ve been in our storm cellar, right? Remember where it is?”

Brian nodded, scratching behind Rocky’s ear. It surprised him how little he felt at the news of his father’s death, but in a way, he’d come to terms with its inevitability long ago.

“Good. I’ve got some things down there, but you’ll need to help me fetch more. We might be able to wait it out a few weeks once things get bad.”

“Poppa—” Brian curled his fingers against Rocky’s fur. “How bad is it going to get?”

Poppa’s blue gaze pierced Brian’s, bright with vigor despite the effects of age apparent on the rest of his face. “I won’t sugarcoat it for you: the world’s gonna go to shit real soon. We’re okay out here on the farm for a bit. I got me a .308 sniper and food to last. But eventually, either the sick ones or the folks that are left will find this place. Once this thing overwhelms the police and the military, it’ll be each man for themselves. Before that happens, I’m gonna teach you how to take care of yourself and defend yourself. I’m not a book-smart man, but I’m smart in the way that matters. These urban people with their phones and computers aren’t smart in the way that’ll save their lives. It’s the men who get their hands dirty who’ll survive.”

Brian thought of his mother. She’d succumbed to the illness, not the man attacking her. “And women.”

“Them too. World can’t go on without ’em. Ruby kept me goin’ through a lot. Maybe you’ll meet someone who keeps you goin’ too.” Poppa lifted the pipe to his lips and took a long, slow drag. “Rest up tonight. Tomorrow I’m gonna start teachin’ you all I know. Write it in that journal of yours so you ’member.”

Poppa blew smoke rings into the dark. They drifted away, floating up into the night sky until they disintegrated. There one second, gone the next, vanishing into the ether.



2/18

My first day of training coincided with my 19th birthday. Kind of annoying but appropriate, I guess. Poppa set up a range for target practice and let me try out his guns. The shotgun kicks too much, but I did pretty well with the handguns. Poppa has a rifle that was used to kill elephants in Africa, but I won’t use it.

The reason elephants are scared of mice is because they don’t want to step on them and kill them. Elephants understand that killing means taking life from something else. I think it’s cruel to kill anything capable of that awareness—especially anything that’s not trying to kill you.

 

3/9

The weather is going to get better soon. Nana spends a lot of time cooking and pickling food in jars. We have all this dry army ration stuff and even freeze-dried food that astronauts eat. But before we start going out and learning about hunting and gathering, Poppa wants me to help him inventory his survival kit. Nana helped me because he has so much shit. She says he was paranoid about getting nuked ever since he got back from the war, so he started stockpiling.

 

House/attic:

Gallons of water, 10

Cans of salmon, 5

Dried beans, 5 bags

Unsalted nuts, bulk cans, 3

Trail mix, 5 bags

Peanut butter jars, 10

Beef/turkey jerky, 3 bags

Instant coffee, 3 cans

Granola bar boxes, 5

Powdered milk, 3 cans

Toilet paper, 3 cases

Flashlight, 2

Batteries, D cell, 6 cases

Backpacks, 2

First aid case, 1

Lighters, 4

Waterproof matches, 12 cases

Bowie knife, 1

Chapstick, 5

Candles, 5 boxes of 12

Aspirin, 3 bottles

Water tablets, 5

Cooking stove, 1

Spoons, 4

Forks, 4

Plastic bowls, 4

Compass, 2

Can opener, 1

Tent, 1

Sleeping bags, 4

Remington pump action shotgun, 1

Shell cases, 5 boxes of 10 (50)

Scoped .308 hunting rifle, 1

Rifle rounds, 6 boxes of 12 (72)

.45 Semi-auto Glock Pistol, 1

.45 clips, 10

 

Shelter:

Backpack, 1

1-liter jugs of water, 4

Food bars, 4

Blankets, 4

Ponchos, 4

Moist towels, 12

Tissues, 4

Glow-sticks, 10

First aid kit, 1 (98 pieces)

Multi-function pocket tool, 1

Solar-powered flashlight/radio/phone charger station, 1

 

He even has this creepy old medical dummy. He made me practice first aid stuff on it like making a tourniquet and stitching up wounds. Tomorrow he’ll let me practice with a bow and arrows he made himself. He’s going to show me how to make them too.

I wish I could say I’m enjoying this stuff, but it’s only something to pass the time, to keep my mind off things. I still haven’t forgotten what happened. I never will.

 

4/12

I had to kill a deer. I feel sick even writing this. While I tracked it, I knew something it didn’t: that death was coming, and I was the one doing the honors. At first, I missed on purpose and the deer ran away. Poppa lectured me and made me track it all night. I decided I had to get it over with. The deer made this awful honking noise. Its ribcage swelled, fast and shallow, and it stared at me like it was asking why I’d done this to it.

I never want to kill anything again.

 

4/18

We heard a news report on the radio today. The man Dad infected hurt other people at the hospital. They were keeping him for observation, but he broke out and attacked a patient in the next room. Two nurses got injured trying to restrain him. Sedatives weren’t working, obviously.

Since the report said the CDC was getting involved, I went to their website. Too many people are starting to catch this disease, so they’re trying to identify and contain it. They were still calling it isolated but said things were happening in pockets. Their map showed Kansas with lots of threads going out from it.

People are still working, but they shut down the airport. Police barricades are set up at the state borders. I wonder if I’ll ever leave this place.

Kansas might’ve been home for Dorothy, but it’s hell for me.

 

5/21

Poppa set up an obstacle course for me. Sometimes I stop and do push-ups and sit-ups or use a punching bag. I think back to being unable to break down that bedroom door and pound the shit out of it until my fists hurt.

The CDC confirmed the disease spreads from person to person. Cuts from the infected get bacteria from their fingernails into the bloodstream. The bacteria destroy the part of the brain that regulates empathy: the anterior insular cortex.

What’s scary is sick people can still plan. The articles I read said the man in the hospital learned where the cameras were. He hid behind the door or under the bed so they’d go looking for him. When the guards opened the door, he ambushed them, but they were armored and didn’t get infected.

According to KSNT, people are being screened at hospitals and special centers now. The incubation period is one to two weeks. The CDC is working with samples to engineer a vaccine but haven’t had any success yet. If only those fucking doctors had taken us seriously. I’ll bet they’re regretting it too.

They’re calling it “The Stalker Disease” because of how the infected hunt: they hone in on their prey, watch and wait, then strike from a hidden location. They could be anywhere: under beds and tables, behind curtains, in closets, the dark corners of buildings, hidden in woods, caves—anywhere. Everywhere. I’d be just like that deer I hunted, blissfully unaware that something was watching my every move and waiting to kill me—or worse.

Poppa started working on barricading the doors and windows today. Next, we’re going to get rid of furniture people can hide in or under and move everything else against the walls. He already pulled the doors off the closets and emptied them. Nana thought he was crazy at first, but they had a long talk and she helped us. Poor Rocky can’t make up his mind between barking or hiding.

 

7/4

Happy Fourth of July (you can’t see me rolling my eyes). Nana made a bunch of food and Poppa is grilling. Rocky won’t leave him alone because he begs for scraps of meat and gets them.

The CDC still has us blocked in. Crime rates have gone up and there’s a lot of looting and rioting. People are quitting their jobs because it’s getting too dangerous. Luckily for Nana and Poppa, they’ve been retired for a while.

Tomorrow, we have to go out and get tested.

 

8/21

Our tests came back clean, but we’re still under quarantine. They want to force everyone into shelters, but a lot of people like Poppa refuse to go and now the police and civilians are fighting. The military is coming in.

The news reported a case in Colorado today. Poppa won’t leave the property. He sits in front of the TV all day and keeps a radio next to him in bed at night. Nana says she can’t sleep with the blasted thing blaring at her, so she knits and does crossword puzzles in the living room. Most of the time, she falls asleep out there, so I throw a blanket over her.

We started working on fortifying the fence around the house today. We made an air horn alarm with a trip wire attached and an explosive one out of matches to create a flash. That way we can sleep and not have to worry constantly about keeping an eye out for intruders.

 

9/23

More traps today. Poppa says no one is going to visit the property anymore, so we might as well be on the offensive. He got out his chainsaw and cut down a bunch of trees, and we made a swinging log trap. We dug pits and set up a bunch of sharp sticks and rusty railroad spikes in them. Nasty stuff.

 

10/11

Today we got back from making traps and found Nana in front of the TV holding on to Rocky for dear life. The screen looked distorted and the anchors kept stumbling on their words. Their hands shook while they read from their papers.

There was an attack in Idaho and several in Nebraska. The containment failed: it’s an epidemic.

The president cut into Our Regular Programming™ to declare a state of emergency because the riots got so bad the police went home to protect their families. The military is going to start setting up checkpoints. The streets are filled with looters. Stores are closed. The news station was shutting down and said the only future updates would be on the radio and the internet—while they lasted.

Then the TV buzzed, and the screen went fuzzy with static.

 

10/31

Happy Halloween, I guess.

Stalkers have spread to California and Florida. Poppa’s the only one who goes outside. He takes his shotgun everywhere, even into the bathroom. Radio reports say people have formed gangs to ransack and loot stores. They even try breaking into houses.

No one has tried here yet. The power is still on and the internet still works.

 

11/30

Now all that works is the radio. The power went out three days ago when the last employees stopped going to work at the power plants. Kansas is a ghost state. Everything in a five-hundred-mile radius is reaching peak frenzy. Seventy-five percent of the population has turned or been killed.

Because I’ve been stuck here on the farm, it didn’t really hit me how bad things were. Radios, TVs, and computer screens filter everything, make it seem fake. But Poppa took me out so I could see something in the real world: a Stalker trapped in one of our spike pits.

It looked worse than Mom. The skin was raw and torn, like someone with bad rashes who’d been scratching a lot. The stench of rotten eggs mixed with a Porta-Potty at a summer fair filled the air around it. The eyes staring up at us were milky white. Its scalp was bald and bloody. As always, it smiled.

Poppa made me take it out with an arrow. It stopped laughing, but a strange sound trickled out of it—a hiss mixed with a moan. Probably only its last breath, but what if it wasn’t? What if it was trying to say something? If there’s still a consciousness trapped in there, the same memories and thoughts of the person they once were?

When I heard those gunshots eleven months ago, I had no idea my life would change forever, let alone that I’d be at Ground Zero for some pandemic. Now everyone’s lives have changed—if they’re lucky enough to have one.

This might be the end of the world.




Chapter Three: Below/Above

12/4, GRANTVILLE, KANSAS

Jameson Sr. Residence

Just past midnight

 

The horrid screech of an air horn and strobe-like flashes of light woke Brian. He scrambled for the pistol he kept on his bedside table and peered through the boards covering his window, struggling to identify vague shapes in the erratic bursts of brightness.

The hair on the back of his neck stood on end when several figures slipped out from the edge of the moonlit woods and scurried toward the house.

“Brian!”

He spun around, heart thumping so fast and hard it hurt.

Poppa clutched his shotgun in both hands. “Grab what you need—you and Ruby are goin’ into the cellar.”

“But Poppa, I can help—”

Poppa jerked Brian away from the window. “No time, boy. Hurry up!”

Brian grabbed his backpack and ran after Poppa into the living room. Nana stood with a fleece coat on, covering her face with trembling hands. Rocky leaped against the boarded windows and barked until Poppa yelled at him to stop.

Poppa approached Nana and handed her something. “Ruby, take Brian to the shelter. I’ll distract ’em, join you when I can.”

“Buh-but Max—”

“I got to make sure you two are safe first.” Poppa grabbed Nana’s shoulders and pecked her cheek. She flung her arms around him and sobbed, afraid to let go. Adrenaline amplified Brian’s confusion—he wanted to go, to move.

“No time for cryin’.” Poppa pried himself from Nana’s arms. “Go on, now. Don’t worry about me.”

“I love you, honey!” Nana cried as she shuffled away from him.

“Love you too, sweetheart.” Poppa ran to the living room windows and swapped his shotgun for the rifle he kept nearby. “Stay low, in the shadows—I’m gonna fire a few shots to distract ’em. Look out for your nana, Brian.”

Brian guided his grandmother toward the back door by her sweaty palm. He opened the door and ushered Nana through, shutting it behind him. His other hand clung to his pistol as he crouched against the side of the house in the crisp night air.

A shot shattered the silence: Poppa’s rifle.

An excited flurry of voices followed. Not Stalkers.

People.

Brian and Nana slunk through the moonlit snow. He swept their footprints away to hide their path from the invaders. Another shot cracked the air. Brian moved faster, jerking Nana along with him as she muffled an anguished cry. Shadows slunk behind the barn about fifty feet away. One slumped into the snow after another shot discharged—a benefit of Poppa’s night-vision scope and keen eyesight.

When they made it to the hatch, Nana’s shaking hand struggled with the key. Brian snatched it from her and took over. He fumbled for the keyhole until the key slid in and turned with a click. Brian exhaled and lifted the hatch door.

“Hurry, Nana!” he whispered. He pressed his hand to her back and shoved her a little harder than he meant to.

Once she was down, he followed and lowered the lid until it blocked the luminous moon and shimmering stars overhead. It clicked shut, bolts interlocking with a reassuring clink. He felt for the rungs of the ladder until his feet grazed the ground.

A horrifying sea of darkness surrounded them, seemingly infinite.

 

12/6

We’ve been down here for two days.

There are two rooms: one for supplies and another with two small beds for sleeping. The floors are dirt and the walls are concrete. There’s an electrical outlet (powered by Poppa’s generator), but my phone has no service. My solar charger still had juice, so I hooked up my tablet and used that to pass the time. But it ran out, so here I am.

Nana sleeps most of the time. I keep wondering what’s going on above and if Poppa is okay. Just like Mom, he’s the glue that holds us together.

 

Bathed in the flickering glow of a lantern, Brian continued to write, tapping his foot to a song from his playlist. Something brushed his arm. His hand jerked, snapping the lead tip of his pencil. He yanked his earbuds out and swapped the pencil for the grip of a handgun.

“What is that, Brian?” The sound of Nana’s weary voice calmed him. The rustling noises coming from the hatch had the opposite effect. “You think that’s Max?”

“Shh.” Brian held a finger to his mouth and lowered his legs over the edge of his bed. Faint voices echoed through the door. He approached it to listen but couldn’t decipher any of the dialogue. More than one. Not him.

Bolt cutters wouldn’t work on the industrial deadbolts. The only way in was with a key taken from Poppa’s cold dead hands. Brian’s gut knotted.

The noise stopped.

He sat on Nana’s bed beside her, the pistol trapped between his knees as he tried to halt all the “what-if” scenarios circling in his mind.

When Nana spoke, he met her forlorn gaze. “Brian, we’ve lost him. The whole world’s lost it.”

A rigid smile strained Brian’s lips. “Nana, don’t give up. Poppa’s probably hiding somewhere.”

She curled up in bed with her fuzzy blue blanket. “I’m going to sleep for a little bit.”

Brian let her be, rummaging for the multi-tool to sharpen his pencil. It created a swirl of wood as if he was peeling an apple. The sharpened tip hovered over the bare space of his journal page, but it remained as blank as his mind had gone.

 

SINCE HE WAS unable to write, Brian had fallen asleep. When he woke, Nana was still out cold. He turned on a lantern and carried it over to her bed. “Nana?”

She didn’t answer. He reached out to shake her, his hand trembling in the milky-white glow. “Nana, you okay?”

Nothing. He swallowed as a wave of nausea traveled from his gut to the insides of his cheeks, filling them with bitter fluid.

He gripped her shoulder and turned her over. Glassy eyes stared back at him from above an open mouth with a stream of foam and half-dissolved capsules dried around it. Her frail hand clutched an empty orange container.

Brian collapsed to the ground, gasping for air, screwing his eyes shut in a bid to force away past and present. Tears fought their way past his eyelids and he wept until he couldn’t breathe, shuddering violently, gasping for air. He hugged his knees to his body, rocking back and forth, burying his face in them.

I’m alone. I’m alone I’m alone I’m—

He snatched the multi-tool and pressed the tip of a small knife into his left wrist. A drop of blood escaped, trickling down the vein.

But he couldn’t force himself to finish it.

He tossed it and reached for the pistol. The cold, bitter barrel entered his mouth. His finger trembled on the trigger.

Will someone find me down here with a gun in my hand and my brains on the wall? Find Nana bloated and starting to rot?

Or no one will find us at all.

The pain won’t last. I won’t feel anything ever again. The world will go on without me.

Fear gripped him deep inside, a black hole that spread outward until he hyperventilated. The concept of not existing, of not knowing what that meant, frightened him more than anything else ever could.

“Don’t give up like I did, Bri.”

He yanked the gun from his mouth.

I shouldn’t be thinking like this. Poppa didn’t spend all that time training me just so I could kill myself. He might be alive—I need to go out there and look for him.

But he couldn’t leave his grandmother. Pictures in the family photo albums showed her holding him in her lap, his chubby baby fingers straining for her glasses. He used to sit in the living room with her, butt planted in that dented brown chair, and talk about his favorite cartoons even though she didn’t watch them. When he and Becky begged her to take them to McDonald’s for the latest Happy Meal toys, she obliged without protest. Every Christmas, she baked them a tin of cookies to take home.

She was gone in body but lived on in spirit, in him, and she deserved better than this.

Brian took the camping shovel from Poppa’s stash and plunged it into the earth. The moist scent seeped into his nostrils. He inhaled heartily and dug for hours without pausing; despite his aching arms, he found the act cathartic.

He forced himself to rise and face Nana. He’d never forget this moment, the first time he’d ever been confronted with a dead body. A shell whose essence had been reduced to memories as intangible as air.

It wasn’t disgust that rose in his throat or curdled his stomach. It was the ache of loss, of permanence, another stolen goodbye.

He wrapped Nana’s already stiffening body in her pale blue blanket and struggled to lift her, surprised by how heavy she was despite her fragile bones and skin. Sobs choked him as he placed her in the hole and swept clumps of dirt over a beloved face warped by death.

Once he’d filled her grave, he packed the dirt and smoothed it over. He spelled “Ruby” above it with waterproof matches, then crawled into bed covered in dirt and sweat. Hot tears continued to trickle from the corners of his eyes right up to the moment he passed out.

 

ONCE BRIAN RECOVERED, he jotted an entry in his journal:

 

12/7

I’m leaving the cellar today. Wish me luck.

 

He grabbed the camping backpack Poppa kept stored in the cellar and squeezed as much of their supplies as he could into the various compartments. He slung it over his shoulders along with his bow and quiver. The overstuffed backpack might as well have been the weight of the world bearing down on him like Atlas.

Brian tugged on a sturdy pair of hiking boots and climbed the ladder with the pistol clutched in one hand. He paused, listening for noise before he pulled the lever to unlock the hatch. It slid with a resonant thunk that made him swallow.

Here goes nothing.

He pushed the cover up, squinting as his eyes adjusted to the brilliant midday sun. The sunshine was a sharp contrast to the weak flashlights and lanterns they’d used in the dim shelter.

A twittering bird created a misleading sense of calm. Brian poked his head through the open hatch to survey the driveway and yard: the barn doors were still shut, but the pig pen was open. A loose pig frolicked in the snow nearby. The chicken coop appeared to be undisturbed. Several dark objects lay in the distance, half-covered by white blankets. Clumps of snow coated the fringe of skeletal trees beyond the yard.

Brian emerged from the hatch, shut it, and beelined for the cover of Nana’s dead azalea bushes along the side of the house. He clung to the bow in case something emerged from the milky mist of falling snow. The occasional tinkle of wind chimes from the porch disrupted the eerie silence surrounding the farm.

Something had shattered the door to the porch into jagged chunks of wood. A trail of bloody swirls and streaks led into the house, left by a foot which had become intimately acquainted with Poppa’s homemade nail spikes.

Brian upended a patio couch and blocked the busted doorway with it. The front door hung open, revealing shadow-covered shapes within the kitchen. This was the point of no return: his grandparents’ comfortable home had been warped into a haven for Stalkers and survivors alike.

Brian opted for courage and silence, swapping the pistol for the bow and keeping the bowstring taut. Balancing the arrow over his fingers and maintaining the tension made his muscles ache. He stepped through the front door and entered the house.

The lights flickered on when he elbowed the switch. Poppa’s generator still had juice. But this didn’t mean he was still around; if the intruders had overcome him, they wouldn’t sabotage something as useful as a generator.

The state of the kitchen displayed a frightening picture. Cabinet doors hung open, stripped of all contents, and a dim sliver of light cracked through the refrigerator door. Plates, utensils, opened boxes, and jugs were scattered along the counter and dining room table. Near the sink, a gloved hand with a milk-caked spoon stretched across the floor. Brian inched toward it.

He let out a shaky breath. Not Poppa. Judging by the dark hole seared into the temple, it was one of Poppa’s victims. He’d taught Brian to aim for the temple, a clear trajectory through the brain.

Brian moved into the living room, tracking the smudged trail of blood left by the injured foot. A gigantic hole shattered the tube TV into a square of reflective shards. Someone’s body was draped over Poppa’s recliner, but another temple shot injected a surge of relief into Brian. The shot Poppa fired into this intruder had also destroyed the TV screen.

He followed the dried blood up the hallway. It detoured into the guest bathroom before continuing to the master bedroom. I have to check every room. Poppa could be in there. If not, I still need to take down anything that could take me down.

Using his foot, Brian nudged the cracked door all the way open. Bloody handprints smeared the shower’s tiled wall and the torn yellow curtain. The tub was empty. Someone had opened the medicine cabinet and scattered pills and capsules in the sink. Brian moved on.

Next, the spare bedroom where Brian had been staying. The rest of his belongings were still piled in a corner, untouched: clothes, toiletries, and shoes. Whoever’d made it this far hadn’t been interested in rummaging. They’d been in a hurry, in pain, on a different mission.

Only the master bedroom and the attic remained.

Droplets of dried blood led Brian to the master bedroom. His feet sank soundlessly into the thin, aged carpet. When he reached the doorframe, he pressed his side to it and poked his head around to peer into the room.

Poppa’s ancient computer sat near the window, surrounded by dusty books, a joystick, and boxes of PC games. Stacks of old magazines and yellowing sewing patterns were piled on a couch across from the window. Sunlight streamed through the sheer white window shade, illuminating Nana’s sewing machine.

She’ll never sew any of those patterns. Poppa will never play those games again.

Brian swallowed back his sentiments and rushed into the room. He swept into the blush-pink bathroom, arrow aimed, immediately scrunching his nose at a foul stench. A bullet casing lay at the bottom of the cloudy red toilet bowl. Bloodied tweezers and spools of Nana’s sewing thread were in the sink. The wound had been cleaned here—but where had the injured person gone next?

The shower curtain remained, imposing and as Pepto-Bismol pink as the rest of the bathroom. Brian pulled the bowstring taut, ready to sink an arrow into whatever hid behind the curtain.

But what if it’s Poppa?

Shouting his name would give Brian’s presence away. But how else could he be sure he wasn’t going to sink an arrow into his own grandfather?

If someone’s there, I need to trigger them to come out from behind the curtain.

He grabbed the clean end of the tweezers, backed away, and hefted them through the crack of the curtain into the tub. They clattered but quickly quieted. Nothing moved.

He reached for the curtain, his hand shaking.

Something clicked behind his head. He froze.

A man behind Brian said, “I’ll take that,” and the curtain ripped free of the shower rod with a metallic clatter. Brian ducked, but a suffocating weight trapped him in the vinyl. Someone yelled, something exploded—maniacal laughter followed. Fuck fuck fuck, one of them—

Brian stopped wriggling within the confines of the curtain. He stared up at vague shapes through the opaque vinyl, the rancid stench from earlier now clouded by gunpowder. The shadows shifted as the horrible laughter and shrieking moved away from the bathroom. Brian covered his mouth, staring up at hazy pink as he listened to the struggle.

Two ear-splitting explosions preceded a chilling scream. More screams, devolving into desperate pleas that abruptly cut off. Wet gurgling faded in and out. A groan followed, then a faint but constant squelching.

Brian tried to calm his rapid breaths. He’d heard those sounds before from behind his parents’ bedroom door. They haunted his nightmares. His sister’s pleas for him to save her—

I can’t go back. I’m here, now, trapped in a house with one of those things. Trapped underneath a fucking shower curtain.

If he waited, it might find him. He had to kill it while it was distracted.

If I move the curtain, it’ll hear me. Can it smell me? Does it know I’m here?

He hadn’t even seen it, only a blur of the curtain covering him. It hadn’t grazed him, he was sure of that—the tacky pink curtain protected him like it once protected Nana and Poppa’s vulnerable bathing bodies.

Brian tested the waters by moving the curtain. The wet sounds continued. He turned onto his stomach, still underneath the curtain. The munching paused. He held his breath. Immeasurable time passed before the noises resumed. He exhaled.

He lifted the curtain and poked his head out. The door to the master bedroom was open, revealing a pair of twitching feet on the floor.

Is…is that guy still alive?

Brian covered his mouth. The thought of being eaten alive filled him with a dread that chilled his bones and curdled his empty stomach. He prayed Becky had already bled out before she felt much more.

Stop thinking about things you can’t change. Don’t fuck this up.

Brian opted for the pistol over the bow, which would make too much vinyl-crinkling noise in his efforts to set the shot up. He steadied his right hand with his left and aimed down the pistol sights at the figure hunched over the man’s twitching legs. It seemed to be pulling something apart with its arms, like elevator doors that wouldn’t open. Both bodies were dressed in camouflaged hunting gear.

Once he edged over enough to see the thing’s head, Brian squeezed the trigger. The jerking motion of the slide startled him, but he followed through, not taking his finger off the trigger. The loud pop rattled the insides of his ears as he fired again, watching the bloodied head jerk back and fall forward. It collapsed onto its hapless victim, unmoving.

Brian flung the curtain from himself and entered the master bedroom. A strange hybrid of croaking and a persisting snicker kept him on the razor’s edge. He fired two more rounds, and everything fell silent.

The Stalker’s face rested in the torn chest of the man who’d held a gun to Brian’s back. The man’s glassy eyes stared at the ceiling and blood dribbled from the corners of his mouth. Unable to bear the image, Brian jerked the comforter from the bed—hand-knit by Nana—and tossed it over the forever-entwined bodies of victim and assailant.
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