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  For James J. Wilson, a fellow bad boy taken too soon
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  PART 1




  The Behavior of Sheep




  

    

      May the Lord destroy all the tyrants of the church. Amen.


—Michael Servetus
  

  


  




  



  





  ONE




  “Please, for the love of Christ, STOP THAT INFERNAL BELLYACHING FOR ONE BLESSED MINUTE!!” The tall man behind the steering wheel struggles to keep the

  battered Escalade on the road and maintain his speed without clipping another jackknifed semi or cluster of dead things milling about the edges of the two-lane. His voice is hoarse from all the

  yelling. It feels as though every muscle in his body is on fire. He has blood in his eyes from an oozing wound along the left side of his scalp. “I told you, we’re gonna getcha medical

  attention come sunup—soon as we clear this dad-blasted herd!”




  “Just sayin’ . . . ain’t doin’ too good, Rev. . . . Think one of my lungs is punctured!” The young man in the backseat—one of two passengers in the

  SUV—leans his head against the broken rear window as the vehicle rumbles past another cluster of ragged, dark figures dragging along the road’s gravel shoulder, fighting over something

  dark and wet.




  Stephen Pembry looks away from the window, blinking at the pain, wheezing miserably, wiping tears. A pile of bloody cloths torn from his shirttail litters the seat next to him. A gaping jagged

  hole in the glass blows a slipstream of wind through the dark backseat, stirring the rags and tossing the young man’s blood-matted hair. “Can’t breathe right—can’t get

  a good breath, Rev—I mean, the point is, we don’t find a doctor soon, I’m gonna be uppa creek without a paddle.”




  “You think I ain’t aware of that?!” The big preacher grips the steering wheel tighter, his huge, gnarled hands going ashen white. His broad shoulders—still clad in a

  black, battle-tattered church coat—hunch over the dash, the green lights of the instruments illuminating a long, deeply lined, chiseled face. He has the face of an aging gunslinger, pocked

  and creased by many hard miles. “Okay . . . look . . . I’m sorry I got cross with ya. Listen, Brother. We’re almost to the state line. Sun’ll be up soon, and we’ll

  find help. I promise. Just hang in there.”




  “Please make it soon, Rev,” Stephen Pembry murmurs around a hacking cough. He holds himself as though his guts are about to spill out. He gazes out at the moving shadows behind the

  trees. The preacher has put at least two hundred miles between them and Woodbury, and yet signs of the super-herd still riddle the countryside.




  Behind the wheel, Reverend Jeremiah Garlitz glances up into the hairline fractures of the rearview mirror. “Brother Reese?” He scans the shadows of the backseats, studies the other

  twenty-something young man slumped against the opposite broken window. “How you holding out, son? You okay? Talk to me. You still with us?”




  The boyish face of Reese Lee Hawthorne becomes visible for just an instant as they pass the distant orange glow of a fire, either a farm or a forest or a small survivor community, all of it

  going up in flames, a mile-long conflagration that spews snowflakes of ash up into the atmosphere. For a moment, in the flickering light, Reese looks as though he’s unconscious, either asleep

  or blacked out. All at once he blinks his eyes open and convulses in his seat as though electrocuted. “Oh—I was just—oh Lord—I was having a wing-dinger of a dream.” He

  tries to get his bearings. “I’m okay, I’m good . . . bleeding’s stopped. . . . But sweet Jesus that was one nasty dream.”




  “Keep talking, son.”




  No response.




  “Tell us about the dream.”




  Still no reply.




  They drive in silence for a spell. Through the gore-smudged windshield, Jeremiah can see his headlight beams illuminating the rushing white lines of leprous asphalt, mile after

  mile of wreckage-strewn road churning under them, a never-ending landscape of The End, a desolate wasteland of rural decay after almost two years of the plague. Skeletal trees on either side of the

  highway blur in the preacher’s burning, teary gaze. His own ribs pang intermittently with each twist of his midsection, taking his breath away—maybe a fracture, maybe worse, his wounds

  sustained in the tumultuous confrontation between his minions and the people of Woodbury.




  He assumes Lilly Caul and her followers all perished in that same vast mob of walkers that had wrought such havoc on the town, barreling through barricades, overturning cars, burrowing into

  homes and buildings, eviscerating the innocent and guilty alike, and ruining Jeremiah’s plans to stage his glorious ritual. Was the Good Lord offended by Jeremiah’s grand scheme?




  “Talk to me, Brother Reese.” Jeremiah smiles at the reflection of the haggard young man in his rearview. “Why don’t you tell us about the nightmare. After all . . . got a

  captive audience here, right?”




  For another moment, the awkward silence continues, the white noise of the wind and the drumming of the tires providing a hypnotic soundtrack to their misery. After a long, girding breath, the

  young man in the backseat finally begins murmuring in a soft, scratchy voice: “I don’t know if it’ll make any kinda sense . . . but we was back in Woodbury, and we was . . . we

  was about to end it all and go to paradise together as planned.”




  A pause.




  “Uh-huh. . . .” Jeremiah nods encouragingly. In the mirror, he can see Stephen trying to ignore his wounds and listen. “Go on, Reese. It’s okay.”




  The young man shrugs. “Well . . . it was one of them dreams you have once in a while, you know . . . so vivid, it’s like you can reach out and touch it? We was in that racetrack

  arena—it was just like it was last night, matter of fact—and we was all set to perform the ritual.” He looks down and swallows hard, either from the pain or the reverence

  for such a glorious moment, or maybe both.




  “Me and Anthony, we was bringing in the sacred drinks, comin’ down one of them passageways toward the infield, and we could see the arc light at the end of the tunnel, and we could

  hear your voice getting louder and louder, saying something about how these offerings represent the flesh and blood of your only son, sacrificed so that we may live in eternal peace . . . and then

  . . . and then . . . we get to the arena, and you’re standing there at the podium, and all our brothers and sisters are lined up in front of you, in front of the bleachers, fixin’ to

  drink the sacred drink that’s gonna send all of us to Glory.”




  He pauses for a moment to get himself back from the edge, his eyes glittering with horror and anguish. He takes another deep breath.




  Jeremiah watches him closely in the rearview. “Go on, son.”




  “So, this here’s the point where it gets a little dicey.” He sniffs and winces at a sharp pang in his side. Amidst the chaos of Woodbury’s ruination, the Escalade had

  overturned, and the men were banged up pretty severely. Several vertebrae in Reese’s spine had dislocated. Now he stuffs the pain down his throat. “One by one, they start takin’

  sips of whatever was in them Dixie cups—”




  “My guess?” Jeremiah interrupts, his tone turning bitter and rueful. “That old hillbilly Bob, he replaced the liquid with water. I’m sure he’s pushing up daisies

  himself by now, though. Or maybe he’s turned, along with the rest of them people. Including that Jezebel of a liar, Lilly Caul.” Jeremiah snorts. “I know it ain’t exactly a

  Christian thing to say, but them people got what they deserved. Busybodies . . . cowards. Heathens, all of them. I say good riddance to bad rubbish.”




  Another beat of tense silence stretches, and then Reese continues in his feeble monotone: “Anyway . . . what happened then, in the dream . . . I can hardly . . . it’s so terrible I

  can hardly describe it.”




  “Then don’t,” Stephen chimes in from the shadows across the seat, the wind flagging his long hair. In the darkness, his narrow, ferret-like features, smudged with

  caked-on blood and gore, make him look practically Dickensian, like a chimney sweep left in a chimney too long.




  Jeremiah lets out a sigh. “Let the young man speak, Stephen.”




  “I know it’s just a dream, but it was so real,” Reese insists. “All our people, most of them gone now, they each took a sip, and I saw their faces darken like shades had

  come down over windows. Their eyes shut. Their heads bowed. And then . . . and then . . .” He can barely bring himself to say it. “They each . . . turned.” He fights his

  tears. “One by one, all them good folks I grew up with . . . Wade, Colby, Emma, Brother Joseph, little Mary Jean . . . their eyes popped open and they wasn’t human no more . . . they

  were walkers. I saw their eyes in the dream . . . white, milky, shiny . . . like fish eyes. I tried to scream and run but then I saw . . . I saw . . .”




  He abruptly goes silent again. Jeremiah shoots another glance at the mirror. It’s too dark in the backseat area to see the expression on the kid’s face. Jeremiah glances over his

  shoulder. “You okay?”




  A jittery little nod. “Yessir.”




  Jeremiah turns back to the road ahead. “Go on. You can tell us what you saw.”




  “I don’t think I want to go there.”




  Jeremiah sighs. “Son, sometimes the worse things just shrivel up when you talk ’em out.”




  “I don’t think so.”




  “Stop acting like a baby—”




  “Reverend—”




  “JUST TELL US WHAT YOU SAW IN THE GODDAMN DREAM!!” Jeremiah flinches at a stabbing pain in his chest touched off by the force of his outburst. He licks his lips and breathes deeply

  for a moment.




  In the back, Reese Lee Hawthorne trembles, wiping his mouth nervously. He exchanges a glance with Stephen, who looks down and says nothing. Reese looks at the back of the preacher’s head.

  “I’m sorry, Rev, I’m sorry.” He swallows a gulp of air. “What I saw was, I saw you . . . in the dream I saw you.”




  “You saw me?”




  “Yessir.”




  “And . . . ?”




  “You was different.”




  “Different—you mean turned?”




  “No sir, not turned . . . you was just . . . different.”




  Jeremiah chews the inside of his cheek, thinking it over as he drives. “How so, Reese?”




  “It’s kinda hard to describe but you wasn’t human anymore, your face . . . it had changed . . . it had turned into . . . I don’t even know how to say it.”




  “Just spit it out, son.”




  “I don’t—”




  “It was a gall-darned dream, Reese. I ain’t gonna hold it against you.”




  After a long pause, Reese says, “You was a goat.”




  Jeremiah goes still. Stephen Pembry sits up, his eyes shifting. Jeremiah lets out a little puff of air that’s part chuckle, part incredulous grunt, but he can’t form any kind of

  response.




  “Or you was a goat-man,” Reese goes on. “Something like that. Reverend, it was just some crazy fever dream that don’t mean nothin’!”




  Jeremiah takes another look at the reflection of the backseat in the rearview, his gaze latching on to Reese’s shadow-draped face.




  Reese gives a very uncomfortable shrug. “Looking back on it, I don’t even think it was you. . . . I guess it was the devil. . . . It sure as shit wasn’t human. . . . It was the

  devil in my dream. Half man, half goat . . . with them big curved horns, yellow eyes . . . and when I laid my own eyes on him in the dream, I realized . . .”




  He stops himself.




  Jeremiah looks at the mirror. “You realized what?”




  Very softly now: “I realized that Satan was running things now.” His raspy voice, raked with the fear, is so low as to be barely a whisper. “And we was in hell.” He

  shudders slightly. “I realized this is the afterlife we’re in now.” He closes his eyes. “This is hell, and nobody even noticed the changeover.”




  On the other side of the backseat, Stephen Pembry braces himself, waiting for the inevitable explosion from the man behind the wheel, but all he hears is a series of low, breathy sounds coming

  from the front seat. At first, Stephen thinks the preacher is hyperventilating, maybe going into some kind of cardiac arrest or seizure. Chills stream down Stephen’s arms and legs, the cold

  terror constricting his throat, when he realizes with great dismay that the huffing, wheezy noises are the beginnings of laughter.




  Jeremiah is laughing.




  All at once, the preacher tosses his head back and lets out a chortle—a full-bodied guffaw that takes both young men completely aback—and the laughter builds. The preacher shakes his

  head in hilarity, slams his hands down on the steering wheel, hoots and cackles and snorts with great, lusty abandon—as if he’d just heard the funniest joke imaginable. He’s just

  begun to double over with uncontrolled hysterics when he hears a noise and looks up.




  The two men in back cry out as the Escalade’s headlights illuminate a battalion of tattered figures shuffling directly into their path.




  Jeremiah tries to swerve out of the way, but he’s going too fast and there are far too many of the dead.




  Anybody who has struck a walker with a moving vehicle will tell you the worst part is the sound. While it’s undeniable that witnessing such a horrible sight is no easy

  thing, and the stench that engulfs one’s conveyance is unbearable, it’s the noise that lives in the memory—a series of greasy crunching sounds that brings to mind the

  thunk of an axe through cords of rotting, termite-infested wood. The horrible symphony continues as the dead are ground to paste beneath the moving chassis and wheels—a quick series

  of dull pops and cracks as mortified organs and bladders are squashed, bones turned to kindling and skulls burst open and flattened—mercifully bringing an end to the torturous journey of each

  monster.




  This hellish noise is the first thing that registers with the two young men in the backseat of that battered, late-model Cadillac Escalade.




  Both Stephen Pembry and Reese Lee Hawthorne let out great yawps of shock and revulsion, holding on to the seat-backs with viselike grips as the SUV bucks, shudders, and fishtails across the

  slimy detritus. Most of the unsuspecting cadavers go down like dominoes, pulverized by the three tons of careening Detroit metal. Some of the excess flesh and hurling appendages tumble across the

  hood, leaving ghastly leech-trails of rancid blood and fluids on the windshield. Some of the body parts go pinwheeling into the air, arcing across the night sky.




  The preacher remains silent and hunched, his jaw set, his eyes fixed on the road. His muscle-bound arms wrestle with the jiggering steering wheel as the massive vehicle goes into a skid. The

  engine revs and keens as it reacts to the loss of traction, the squeal of the huge steel-belted radials adding to the din. Jeremiah is yanking the wheel back the other way, turning into the skid as

  best he can in order to avoid spinning out of control, when he notices that something has gotten lodged in the gaping hole in his side window.




  The disembodied head of a walker, only inches away from his left ear, its rictus of teeth chattering softly, has gotten caught on the jagged maw of broken glass, and now the thing ratchets and

  gnashes its blackened incisors at the preacher, fixing its silver diode eyes on him. The sight of it is so grisly, so awful, and yet so surreal—the creaking jaws snapping at him with the

  hollow, autonomic force of a ventriloquist’s dummy—that Jeremiah lets out another involuntary chortle, this one akin to a laugh, but darker, angrier, edgier, tinged with insanity.




  He jerks away from the window, registering over the space of a single instant the fact that the reanimated cranium was torn from its upper body upon impact with the SUV, and now, still intact,

  continues to go about its business of seeking live flesh, forever seeking, forever masticating, swallowing, and consuming, and never finding nourishment.




  “LOOK OUT!!”




  The scream comes from the flickering darkness of the rear seats, and in all the excitement, Jeremiah can’t identify the source—whether it’s Stephen or Reese—but the issue

  is moot, because the preacher essentially mistakes the meaning of the cry. In the split second during which his hand shoots out and fishes through the contents of the passenger seat—rifling

  through the maps, candy wrappers, rope, and tools, frantically searching for the 9-millimeter Glock—he assumes that the warning cry is an admonishment to look out for the snapping jaws of the

  amputated head. He finally gets his hand around the grip of the Glock and wastes no time swinging it up in one fluid motion toward the window and squeezing off a single point-blank blast into the

  brow ridge of the grotesque face skewered there. The head comes apart in a blossom of pink mist, splitting melonlike and sending splatter into Jeremiah’s hair before being launched into the

  wind. The vacuum left behind in the broken window throbs noisily.




  Less than ten seconds have transpired since the initial impact, but now Jeremiah sees the true reason that one of the men in back has howled such a warning. It has nothing to do with the

  reanimated head. What they’re screaming about back there—the thing Jeremiah is supposed to look out for—is now looming on the opposite side of the highway, coming up quick on

  their right, closing in as they continue to skid out of control on the spoor of dead things.




  Jeremiah feels gravity shift as he swerves in order to avoid the mangled wreckage of a VW Bug, scuds across the gravel shoulder, then plunges down a steep embankment into the dark unknown of a

  wooded grove. Pine boughs and foliage scrape and slap at the windshield as the vehicle bangs and clamors down the rocky slope. The voices in the back rise into frenzied ululations.




  Jeremiah feels the land level out, and he manages to keep control of the vehicle long enough to find purchase in the mud. He slams down the accelerator and the Escalade lurches forward under its

  own power.




  The massive grille and gigantic tires grind through the thickets, cobbling over deadfalls, mowing down wild undergrowth and tearing through scrub as though it were smoke. For seemingly endless

  minutes, the bumpy ride threatens to compress Jeremiah’s spine and rupture his spleen. In the blurry image of the rearview, he gets a brief glimpse of the two injured young men holding on to

  the seat-backs for fear of bouncing out of the vehicle. The front end hits a log, and the impact nearly cracks Jeremiah’s back molars.




  For another minute or so, they career willy-nilly through the trees.




  When they burst out of the brush in an explosion of dirt, leaves, and particulate, Jeremiah sees that they’ve inadvertently come upon another unidentified two-lane road. He slams on the

  brakes, causing the men in back to head-butt the seat-backs.




  Jeremiah sits there for a second, taking deep breaths and getting air back in his lungs. He looks around. The men in back let out collective moans, settling back into their

  seats, holding themselves. The engine idles noisily, a rattling sound introduced to the low rumble, probably a bearing knocked loose in the improvised off-road adventure.




  “Well now,” the preacher says softly. “That’s one way to take a shortcut.”




  Silence from the backseat, the humor lost on the two young disciples.




  Above them, the black, opaque sky is just beginning to lighten with a purple predawn glow. In the dull, phosphorescent light, Jeremiah can see enough detail now to realize that they’ve

  landed on an access road, and the woods have given way to wetlands. To the east, he can see the road winding through a fogbound, soupy backwater—probably the edge of the Okefenokee

  Swamp—and to the west, a rust-pocked sign says “State Road 441—3 mi.” No sign of roamers in either direction.




  “Judging from that sign up there,” Jeremiah says, “I believe we just crossed the Florida state line and didn’t even know it.”




  He puts the vehicle in gear, carefully makes a U-turn, and starts down the road in a westerly direction. His original plan—to try and find refuge in one of the larger towns along the North

  Florida citrus belt, such as Lake City or Gainesville—still seems viable, despite the fact that the engine continues to ping and complain. Something has come loose during the plunge through

  the woods. Jeremiah doesn’t like the sound of it. They need to find a place to stop soon, look under the hood, get their wounds looked at and dressed, maybe find some provisions and fuel.




  “Hey! Look!” Reese speaks up from the shadows of the rear seats, pointing off to the southwest. “At the end of that lot.”




  Jeremiah drives another hundred yards or so and then brings the Escalade to a stop on the gravel shoulder. He kills the engine, and silence crashes down on the Escalade’s interior. Nobody

  says anything at first; they just stare at the roadside sign in the middle distance. It’s one of those cheap, translucent, white-fiberglass jobs, set on wheels, with the big removable plastic

  letters—common in the rural U.S. outside everything from flea markets to tent revivals—this one still bearing the letters:




  

    

      C-A-L-V-A-R-Y B-A-P- -I-S-T C-H-U-R-C-H




      A-L-L W-E- -C-O-M




      S-U-N-D-A-Y 9 - & - 11


    


  




  Through the spindly cypress trees and columns of pines that line the two-lane, Jeremiah can see the luminous white gravel of a deserted parking lot. The long, narrow lot leads

  to the front of a slumped frame building, its broken stained glass windows partially boarded, its steeple caved in on one side and scorched as though devastated from the sky in a bombing raid.

  Jeremiah stares at the edifice. The huge steel cross at the top of the steeple—which is covered with a patina of rust—has come loose from its moorings.




  It now lies upside down, dangling by the remaining threads of its rotted hardware.




  Jeremiah stares. He gets very still, gazing up at that ruined, upended cross—the sign of satanic influence—but the symbolism of an upside-down cross is only the beginning. Jeremiah

  realizes that this may very well be a sign that they’ve been left behind, and this is the Rapture, and the world is their purgatory now. They must deal with what remains, like junkyard dogs,

  like vermin scouring a sinking ship. They must destroy or be destroyed.




  “Remind me,” Jeremiah says at last, almost under his breath, not taking his eyes off the building in the distance. One of the windows in the rear has a dull yellow incandescent glow

  behind it, the chimney spewing a thin wisp of smoke up into the lightening sky. “How much ammunition did y’all manage to scavenge before we left Woodbury?”




  In the rear seats, the two young men give each other a quick look.




  Reese says, “I got one of them thirty-three-round mags for the Glock, and a box of two dozen .380s for the other pistol, and that’s it.”




  “That’s more than I got,” Stephen grouses. “All I managed to grab ammo-wise was what’s in the Mossberg, which I think is like eight rounds, six maybe.”




  Jeremiah picks his Glock up from the seat, counting the number of times he’s fired since they left Woodbury. He’s got six rounds left. “All right, gentlemen . . . I want you to

  bring all of it, all the hardware, locked and loaded.” He opens the door. “And look alive.”




  The other two men get out of the vehicle and join the preacher in the golden light of dawn. Something is wrong. Reese notices his hands shaking as he injects the fresh magazine into the hilt of

  his pistol. “Rev, I don’t understand,” he says finally. “Why we loading up for bear? I doubt there’s anything in there but scared church people. What are we

  doing?”




  The preacher has already started toward the derelict church, his Glock gripped tightly in his huge hand, dangling at his side like a calling card. “This here’s the Rapture,

  boys,” he murmurs casually, as though informing them it’s Presidents’ Day. “There ain’t no such thing as ‘church’ anymore. It’s all up for

  grabs.”




  The two young men glance at each other for a moment before hurrying to catch up with the preacher.




  





  TWO




  They approach the property from the rear, through a grove of sickly eucalyptus trees that mark the outer edges of the church’s lot. Jeremiah can smell the cloying stench

  of menthol and ammonia in the air as he creeps across the weed-whiskered gravel, careful not to make too much noise when his big boots crunch on the pea stones. The light in the chapel’s rear

  window has dwindled with the advent of the morning sun, and the roar of crickets has faded. Now the silence lies like a pall over the area, making Jeremiah’s heart throb in his ears.




  He pauses behind a tree about twenty-five feet away from the lighted window.




  With a few quick hand signals, the preacher rouses the two younger men, who are hiding behind a nearby oak. Stephen limps as he moves out from behind cover, carrying the pistol-grip shotgun

  against his solar plexus like a vestigial appendage. Reese moves in behind his friend, wide-eyed and jumpy, flinching at twinges of pain. These two are not exactly the crème de la

  crème of the world’s new survivor class, Jeremiah realizes, nor are they the greatest disciples imaginable for a spiritual leader such as himself. But perhaps, the preacher should see

  these young men as they truly are: clay to be molded in this new world, this hell on earth. As Jeremiah’s old man used to say, quoting Thessalonians 5:1, “The day of the Lord will

  come like a thief in the night, and while people are saying, Peace and safety, destruction will come on them suddenly, as labor pains on a pregnant woman, and they will not escape.”




  Jeremiah issues another signal, stabbing a finger at the rear of the building.




  One by one, the three men move in toward the small, wood-sided annex off the rear of the chapel—Jeremiah in the lead, his pistol gripped in both hands, muzzle downward. The closer they

  get, and the more the sun dawns over the horizon, the more they realize something isn’t right. The windows of the rear building—the rectory or the deacon’s quarters,

  maybe—are lined in aluminum foil. The screen door has been ripped off its spindle, and the inner door has been nailed shut and crisscrossed with lumber. The stench of walkers permeates the

  air, and it gets stronger as they approach.




  Jeremiah reaches the building first, and he gently stands with his back against the boarded door, signaling to the others with a finger to his lips.




  They approach as quietly as possible, stepping lightly over the trash and dead leaves that are skittering across the back deck on the morning breeze. Stephen stands on one side of the preacher,

  Reese on the other, both keeping weapons at the ready. The preacher reaches down to his scuffed Wellington boot and pulls a twelve-inch Randall knife from the inner lining. He carefully wedges the

  point under one of the boards near the door’s latch and yanks.




  The door proves stubborn. Jeremiah pries at it repeatedly with the knife—making more racket than he cares to, but he has no choice; they would make even more noise if they tried to break

  through one of the windows. The nails give slightly, the rusty squeal sounding amplified in the hushed air of dawn. He has no idea what they’re about to find inside this building, but

  he’s fairly certain now that both humans as well as walkers inhabit this place.




  Walkers don’t build fires; and the average survivor with access to soap and water doesn’t usually smell like death warmed over.




  The door finally gives, and the two younger men move in closer, guns up now.




  They enter one at a time.




  They find themselves in an empty room, illuminated by dim, yellow, incandescent light and smelling of stale smoke and BO. Jeremiah slowly crosses the floor, his heavy boots

  making the floorboards creak. He makes note of the small potbelly stove still radiating the heat of dying embers, the braided rug stained with old blood, the solitary cot in one corner, the rolltop

  desk littered with tea bags, chafing dishes, candy wrappers, gossip magazines, empty MD 40-40 bottles, and crumpled cigarette packs.




  He goes over to the desk and looks down at a display of playing cards arranged in the classic solitaire pattern. It looks like somebody—very likely a single person—was here only a

  moment ago and left in a hurry. A noise from behind an inner door suddenly yanks at Jeremiah’s attention. He whirls. Reese and Stephen both stand across the room, gazing sheepishly back at

  their leader.




  Again, Jeremiah puts a forefinger to his lips, giving them the shush sign.




  The two men wait by the door, eyes aglow with nervous tension. On the other side of the door, shuffling noises build—the telltale, languid dragging of clumsy feet. There’s also the

  reek of mortified flesh as acrid as methane, and it’s getting stronger. Jeremiah recognizes the noises as well as the odors—a number of undead trapped in an enclosed space—and he

  turns and points to Stephen’s shotgun.




  A few silent hand gestures later, Stephen understands that he’s supposed to blow the lock off the door and Reese is supposed to back them both up. Neither young man is very happy about

  this plan. Stephen looks ashen, and Reese is drenched in sweat, both of them nursing severe wounds and perhaps even internal bleeding. Neither seems very gung ho about fighting off an undetermined

  number of biters. But Jeremiah is an irresistible leader, the mere look in his eyes enough to quell any dissension in the ranks. He holds three fingers up. He begins to count down.




  Three, two . . .




  A pale blue hand covered with mold bursts through a weak spot in the lumber.




  Nothing in reality ever seems to play out the way Stephen Pembry imagines it will. As a sickly, skinny kid growing up in Macon, Georgia, he lived the life of a pint-sized

  Walter Mitty—always rehearsing his heroic exploits standing up to bullies, saving fair maidens from evildoers, and generally being a badass. But life on the playground can quickly

  short-circuit your fantasies, and many black eyes later, Stephen turned to God and free weights to build up his resistance to the real world. He was never going to be Superman, but he would always

  be able to defend himself.




  Unfortunately, the devil has a way of throwing curves at a person, and ever since the plague broke out, Stephen Pembry has constantly been thwarted. Like the time he got that woman killed in

  Augusta, or the time he dropped that fresh clip of ammo down the sewer grating and got chewed out for days by Brother Jeremiah. Even now, Stephen feels the world around him quickly gaining an

  advantage.




  He trips on his backward-shuffling feet and falls to the floor. The pain in his ribs explodes, the injury jostled by the impact. The Mossberg goes spinning. At the same time, another pair of

  hands have thrust their way through the busted slats of the door, and Jeremiah has pulled something from his boot. Stephen watches as the dull gleam of a Buck knife streaks through the air. A

  butcher trimming a stubborn ham hock couldn’t have amputated the gray, fleshy extremities faster or more decisively. Jeremiah drives the blade through tissue and cartilage, sawing through

  bone.




  Hands flop to the floor as neatly as knotted limbs being pruned.




  Stephen watches. He tries to sit up. His gorge clenches and burns and threatens to upchuck the paltry contents of his stomach. Things are moving quickly now. Reanimated hands are flopping around

  Stephen like fish on a boat’s deck, slowly growing still as the electrical impulses from reanimated central nervous systems drain out. Stephen’s vision blurs, his mind swimming,

  dizziness gripping him as his wounded lungs labor to get air.




  Jeremiah has already scooped the fallen shotgun from the floor, pumping shells into its breech with a single jerk of his arm as he turns back to the door. Stephen manages to lever himself back

  up to a standing position, kicking the ghastly hands out of the way. Jeremiah slams a work boot into the door, and the door implodes, revealing the interior of the dark chapel.




  Stephen gets a fleeting glimpse of the sanctuary before the first blast shatters the tableau.




  Once a quaint little nave of burnished pine pews, maroon carpet, and stained glass panels depicting scenes of the Resurrection, the chapel now resembles an abattoir from the ninth circle of

  hell. The dead number in the dozens—maybe as many as forty or fifty—most of them chained to the pews with makeshift tethers of rope and electrical cord. They react to the light of the

  outer room as if Jeremiah had just turned over a rock and exposed a colony of vermin.




  Insensate faces jerk toward the noise, their metallic eyes reflecting movement. Most of the parishioners sport their Sunday best—off-the-rack woolen suits and bargain-basement sundresses,

  fancy hats and wilted corsages—and the sight of their formal garb seizes Stephen’s heart. Most of the dead appear to have once been African-American, although the lividity and gray

  rigor mortis of death have homogenized and camouflaged their original ethnicity. Stranger still, in that terrible instant before the first flash of the 12-gauge, Stephen sees that somebody

  apparently tried to minister to these beings after they reanimated.




  Hymnals, their bindings cracked, lie open in front of each captive like dead birds. Morsels of food, pieces of roadkill, or unidentifiable human remains are scattered in the pews next to each

  being. Candles still burn in the sanctuary on advent stands at the front of the room on the modest little altar. Somewhere the buzz of a live microphone drones. The air smells of mortified sewage

  perfumed with acrid disinfectant.




  It almost appears as though an outside party has tried in vain to keep the daily services going.




  Stephen gets one final glance at Jeremiah before the air lights up, and the look on the preacher’s face is horrifying: a mixture of sorrow, rage, loss, madness, and regret—the look

  of a man confronting the merciless abyss. Then the shooting starts.




  The first blast flashes and takes the closest walker down in a puff of cranial tissue, the shell ripping through skull and taking a chink out of the lintel above the door. Three subsequent

  blasts boom in the flickering gloom, making Stephen’s ears ring and vanquishing the other three creatures who had apparently managed to slip free of their bonds. Already covered with

  blowback, his anguished face stippled and spattered, Jeremiah now moves deeper into the chapel and starts in on the others.




  It takes only a few minutes—the air flashing like a fireworks display—as Jeremiah goes from pew to pew, either vaporizing skulls or thrusting his Randall knife through putrefied

  nasal cavities before the parishioners even get a chance to bite at the air. Stephen staggers toward the open doorway to get a better view, and he notices Reese just inside the chapel entrance,

  crouched on the floor, gaping in horror at the proceedings.




  Jeremiah has the strangest look on his face now as he finishes off the last of the monsters with hard, quick slashes of the knife. The Mossberg has been emptied, eight shells of tactical shot

  peppering the walls behind heaps of moldering flesh. Completely slimy with blood, his eyes burning with inscrutable emotions, the preacher looks almost beatific as he dispatches the last reanimated

  corpse.




  For one terrible moment, watching all this from the doorway, Stephen Pembry thinks of a man having an orgasm. The preacher lets out a voluptuous sigh of relief as he impales the skull of an

  elderly woman in a frilly dress made of ruffles and chintz. The crone sags against the back of her pew. She was once somebody’s mother, somebody’s neighbor. She may have once baked

  cookies for her grandchildren, served her famous bread pudding at ice cream socials, and laid to rest her beloved husband of forty-seven years in the kudzu-lined cemetery out behind the

  rectory.




  The preacher pauses to catch his breath. Staring down at the woman, he starts to silently pray. His head is bowed, his lips moving, when all at once he abruptly stops and looks up and narrows

  his eyes. His head cocks to one side as he listens closely to something in another part of the building. At last, he fixes his gaze on Reese and says softly, “You hear that?”




  Reese manages a slow shake of his head.




  The preacher looks up at the railings of the choir loft twenty feet above them. He reaches for his knife, pulling the bloodstained instrument from his belt. Then he signals for his men to

  follow.




  They find the woman in the second-floor bathroom, just down a narrow passageway from the choir loft. A portly African-American gal in a filthy gingham mourning dress, ancient

  tennis shoes, and a hairnet, she huddles inside a stall, shivering with terror as the men enter the ladies’ room. Jeremiah kicks open the stall door and sees the woman’s enormous

  derriere sticking out from behind the commode. “Come on outta there, ma’am,” Jeremiah says softly but firmly, as though addressing a family pet.




  The woman twists around and pokes a small .38 caliber police special in his face. “Back off, motherfucker! I’ll use it, I swear!”




  “Whoa!—WHOA!” Jeremiah raises both hands, eyebrows rising as Reese and Stephen move in behind him with muzzles up and ready. “Let’s all take a breath now. . . . All

  right . . . no cause to go all O.K. Corral on each other.”




  “Them people down there,” the woman says, and then stops herself, her expression faltering. Her gun lowers. She slumps, a single tear tracking down her plump face, making a leech

  trail across her ashy brown cheek. “Them people . . . they was . . . they was my family . . . they was all in my choir and they . . . they needed to go . . . I know that. . . . I just

  didn’t have the heart.”




  Jeremiah holsters his knife inside his boot, and kneels beside her. “Take a deep breath, Sister.”




  The woman starts to sob. She drops her gun. Her head lolls forward and her tears and saliva drip into the toilet. “Oh Lordy . . . Lordy . . . what a life.”




  “It’s all right now.” The preacher reaches out, puts an arm around her. Reese and Stephen back off, lowering their weapons. “It’s all right, Sister.” He pats

  her tenderly. “Let it out.”




  “I don’t know what I was thinking.” She sobs, shaking her head. “Keepin’ them in there like that.” Drool loops off her chin. She pulls a handkerchief from her

  moist cleavage and dabs her face. “I played organ for them sometimes. . . . Other times I would read the Bible through the PA system.” She snorts and blows her nose. “Like it was

  doing any good. I didn’t have the heart to put them outta their misery.” She sniffs, dabs her bloodshot eyes. “I don’t know what the Good Lord wants anymore.”




  Jeremiah smiles. “Look at me, Sister. What’s your name, if I may ask.”




  “Norma.” She swallows hard and looks up through her tears at him. “Norma Sutters, sir.”




  “You know what the Good Lord wants from you, Norma?”




  “No sir.”




  “He wants you to survive.”




  She swallows and nods, and then gives him a heartbreaking look. “Yessir.”




  “C’mere, Sister.”




  Jeremiah leans in and puts his big arms around her, and she hugs him back, and they stay like that for quite some time, the woman clinging to the preacher like a child waiting for a bad dream to

  fade.




  “We lost our pastor early on,” the woman says, taking another sip of Mad Dog from an unlabeled bottle and wincing at the burn. “Brother Maywell shot him in

  the head and buried him out behind the sacristy.” She sits in the back room at her desk, a tattered woolen blanket wrapped around her significant girth. Her face glistens with agony. The pale

  morning light seeps through the seams of the boarded windows. “Lord, Lord, Lord . . . what a time we in right now.”




  “How did all them folks down there die?” Jeremiah sits back pensively in a desk chair, the bones of the chair creaking with his weight. His head throbs. The bandage the woman applied

  to his scalp a few minutes ago is too tight. Behind him, Stephen sits on the edge of the windowsill, listening intently, gauze wrapped around his fractured ribs. He wheezes slightly. On the other

  side of the room, Reese shivers in a folding chair, his forehead crisscrossed with Band-Aids. The woman has already proven to be a gold mine of resources. In addition to medical supplies and first

  aid kits, she has stashes of canned goods, batteries, candles, dry clothes, bedding, liquor, cigarettes, tools, reading material, an extra box of .38 caliber rounds for the police special, and

  three sealed boxes of newly printed hymnals that will never be opened, and never be sung.




  The woman hangs her head. “It only takes one,” she says softly.




  “Pardon?”




  She looks up at the preacher. “Before this whole tribulation started up, I was a damn teetotaler. Drinking had gotten the better of me so I quit. ‘It only takes one drink,’

  they used to say at them meetings.” She shakes her head slowly and looks down, the immensity of her grief making her shoulders slump and her lower lip tremble again. “Even after the

  outbreak, we kept on with the services. Even after Reverend Helms passed. We kept on. We just figured . . . that’s what you do.”




  She pauses.




  Jeremiah leans forward on his swivel chair. “Go on, Sister.”




  She breathes in a pained breath. “One day, one of our regulars, a family, they brought in a kid with them to our Sunday service. Kid had been bit.” She pauses, swallows the urge to

  weep. “Guess they thought the Lord would take care of things. It only takes one . . . know what I’m sayin’? It took less than a week for it to spread. The

  screaming—y’all should have heard it. I locked them all in the chapel; it was all that I could think of doing. Before long, I was the last one . . . holed up in this dirty-ass office,

  all by my lonesome, listening to the scratching and clawing.” Pause. “I guess you get so you don’t hear it no more.”




  Reese speaks up from across the room. “Why didn’t you just get on outta here, pack up and leave?”




  She chuckles ruefully. “I don’t know if y’all have noticed, but a person’s odds ain’t too good out there all alone.”




  Silence.




  Jeremiah smiles at her. “Well, you ain’t all alone no more.”




  The woman gives Jeremiah a look. “You is a big one, ain’t ya?”




  “Yes, ma’am.”




  “Heard them callin’ ya ‘Brother’ and ‘Rev’—you a preacher, too?”




  “Yes, ma’am, guilty as charged.” He sniffs, tries to put the tumult of the past few days into words. “I had a grand vision once, and the Good Lord decided it didn’t

  measure up, and He left us all behind.”




  She cocks her head at him. “You one of them Rapture preachers?”




  “Right at this moment, I don’t rightly know what I am.”




  She shudders. “You sure seemed to know what you were doing down there in that chapel.”




  “I’m sorry you had to see that.”




  She chews on the inside of her cheek, thinking, pondering. She gives Jeremiah a strange look. “Can I trust y’all?”




  Jeremiah looks at the others, then looks back at the zaftig choir mistress. “Yes, ma’am, you can trust us . . . you got my word on that.”




  The black woman purses her lips. “Reason I ask . . . I might know a way we can improve on our situation a little bit.” She looks around the room at each man. “It’s a long

  shot, but if y’all are up to it . . . we just might make it.”




  She takes their silence as a sign of mild interest, so she explains further.




  





  THREE




  It takes them the rest of that day to find enough fuel to get them where they need to go. They pack a wheelbarrow and three large satchels with supplies, including a

  twenty-five-gallon container of gasoline from the toolshed behind the building. By the time the light in the southwestern sky has begun to soften, fading from pale gray to pink over the coastal

  backwaters of the panhandle, they’re ready.




  They slip outside through the rectory’s side door and creep single file along the edge of the property.




  Jeremiah takes the lead, periodically glancing over his shoulder for any sign of the herd that had crossed the highway around the state line. He carries his Glock with a full magazine. Crickets

  roar, and the dusky air gets clammy and cool on the back of Norma’s neck as she follows them toward the abandoned Escalade.




  They hurriedly climb in, stowing their provisions in the rear cargo bay. Jeremiah kicks the engine on, and Norma settles down in the passenger seat next to him, unfolding a dog-eared map.

  “They usually stick pretty close to the ocean,” she says, almost to herself, calculating the mileage between them and the gulf. “Probably should start our search down around Perry

  or Crawfordville.”




  She senses movement ahead of them, through the windshield, on the road, and glances up in time to see a couple ragged shadows emerging from the woods about a hundred yards away, drawn to the

  noise of their engine. The garbled growls can be heard above the drone of crickets, the smell like a faint trace of garbage on the breeze.




  Norma feels a slight hitch of chills in her solar plexus. Considering the fact that the world has been infested with these things for almost two years now, she still hasn’t seen that many

  of them out in the open like this. She feels like Rip Van Winkle—as though she’s been asleep inside that church for a hundred years—and now the light and space of the outdoors is

  making her dizzy.




  The preacher gooses the accelerator, and the Escalade lurches away.




  Norma sinks into her seat as they roar down the road, swerving to avoid the half a dozen or so walkers now skulking out of the woods and blocking their path. They sideswipe one of the creatures,

  tearing a chunk out of its shoulder and the side of its face, spattering gore up across the glass of her window.




  “You get used to it, sis,” the preacher mutters after Norma flinches.




  The woman takes deep breaths, smooths her dress across her wide belly, and tries to avoid looking at the splatter outside her window: flecks of bone chips, a long smudge of black bile. “I

  ain’t sure a person could ever get used to this crazy-ass shit,” she comments.




  Night falls, and the darkness deepens behind the trees on either side of the road. Most of the streetlights in this part of the country have gone the way of the Internet and

  broadcast television, so the road gets darker and darker as they head south toward the steaming thickets and festering swamps of the coastal lowlands.




  The going is slow. Most of the two-lane is crowded with rusted-out wreckage and the carcasses of cars and trucks so old now that the weeds and switch grass have begun to grow up through the

  metal endoskeletons. The two young men in the backseat breathe heavily, thickly, half asleep, while the preacher drives and softly hums gospel hymns. They had passed around the beef jerky and grape

  Kool-Aid a few minutes ago—their standard supper fare while on the run—and now their bellies growl and their eyelids droop with exhaustion.




  Sitting in the shotgun seat, her plump, tawny hands folded nervously in her lap, Norma is still trying to wrap her brain around this good old boy preacher who calls himself Brother Jeremiah. On

  one hand, he seems trustworthy enough—friendly, a good listener, courteous, and capable of single-handedly taking out an entire chapelful of reanimated corpses—but on the other, he

  seems like a walking time bomb, a human hair trigger that could go off at any moment.




  The sad fact is, Norma Sutters doesn’t have a large array of options. Staying hunkered down in that claustrophobic rectory for the rest of her life, listening to the drooling groans of the

  dead in the next room while she drained the last of her Mad Dog supply, was quickly beginning to lose its charm. Watching the preacher clean house back there with that big hunting knife had given

  Norma a strange sort of charge—a cathartic release—but now it’s starting to worry her a little bit. If this dude is capable of such violence, God only knows what he’s

  capable of doing to a plump little sister-girl from Macon with flat feet and no living relatives. But Norma also knows that she would never be able to find the caravan on her own. She really has no

  choice but to go along with these scruffy-ass men and hope for the best.




  Fortunately, Norma has grown accustomed to taking risks. Born poor and fatherless in the Pleasant Hill area of South Macon, the youngest in a family of six kids, she quit school her sophomore

  year in order to support her family after her mama passed. She played organ in bars and taverns, sang the blues in horrible places, and took a lot of shit from men who thought they were better than

  her. Maybe that’s why she never hooked up with anybody. She saw men at their worst—drunk, abusive, arrogant, getting thrown out of clubs, throwing their weight around, acting like

  babies. Her faith got her through those years, and led her to a job as assistant choir director at Calvary Baptist in Jasper, Florida. This was where she had hoped to find men at their best:

  God-fearing men, decent men, faithful men. No such luck. Here the men were just as bad, but now the shenanigans were coated with a slimy veneer of hypocrisy.




  Miles Littleton was the exception. Who would have thought a twenty-three year old former meth-head from Atlanta—a convicted car thief who had gotten clean in rehab and gotten right with

  the Lord at Calvary Baptist—would restore Norma’s faith in men? Miles was the little brother whom Norma Sutters had always wished for, and their relationship had blossomed in those

  quiet months before the Turn, a friendship both platonic and healing.




  Unfortunately, after the outbreak had taken everything to hell on a horse, Miles had started raving to Norma about this magical caravan that he had heard about from Pastor Helms. Norma

  hadn’t believed a word of it—Reverend Helms had been known to tip a few now and again—and after the walkers had gotten to the minister, there was nobody left to confirm these tall

  tales. But young Miles had been such a believer that he had finally decided to set out in his beat-up muscle car to find the Travelers. Norma had always believed that one day he would return to

  save her.




  But that day had never come.




  Now she is putting all her chips down on the hopes that Miles hadn’t been crazy and he’s still alive and the caravan is real.




  “That sign back there . . . said ‘Cross City 12 Miles.’ ” Norma glances up from the map and gazes out the side window at the stewing darkness of Dixie County, Florida.

  “I got a feeling we’re getting close.”




  The vast patchwork of wetlands passes in a blur on either side of them, the land oozing a low blanket of methane, as gray as mold and clinging to the shadows of pine thickets and gullies like

  dirty lace. The air smells briny and rotten with dead fish. Every few miles they pass the ruins of a small town or a wreckage-strewn trailer park. No signs of survivors in these parts, though, only

  the occasional silhouette of an upright corpse shambling through the trees, its eyes like twin yellow reflectors in the darkness.




  “We can’t just keep burning gas all night,” Stephen says from the backseat, his voice all cranked up with pain and panic. “And we can’t just go on

  feelings.”




  “We’re in the right ballpark,” Norma persists. “Believe me, gonna be hard to miss ’em.”




  “Do we know exactly what we’re looking for, though?” Jeremiah grips the steering wheel with his huge hands, his jaw working overtime on a piece of gum, snapping and chewing

  compulsively as he drives. “For instance, how many vehicles they got in this convoy?”




  “No idea . . . but it’s quite a few, I can tell ya that for sure.”




  “That’s pretty general.”




  “They’ll be easy to spot,” Norma says, gazing out at the darkness. “Our best bet is to just to follow the coast. They like to keep close to the water.”




  “Why is that?”




  She shrugs. “According to Miles, they keep their eyes peeled for ships . . . or any possible way they might get their asses the hell outta this place. Most of the big boats around here

  been destroyed in the hurricane that hit a couple years ago, so it’s a long shot they’re gonna find anything.”




  Reese speaks up from the back. “Why didn’t this Miles dude come back for you?”




  Norma glances down at the floor mats. “We had a little bit of a falling-out.” She wipes her mouth. “It was my fault, and I ain’t too proud of it.”
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