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    Behold, evil is going forth from nation to nation. And a great storm is being stirred up from the remotest parts of the earth.




    —Jeremiah 25:32


  




  





  




  Twenty miles off the coast of Guantánamo, Cuba, on the small island of Ile de la Lumière, a man awakens early to a vague feeling that trouble is headed his way.




  At first, the man has no idea what form this trouble will take, but it very likely will have something to do with the sky, a portion of which he can now see from the vantage point of his cot. Twenty feet above him, the corrugated tin roof of his prison dormitory—battered by recent storms—has lost a single rusty panel to the winds. Through the narrow gap, the man lying on the cot can now see the agitated heavens. Soupy gray clouds have blown in from the south. Something cold and sharp like a bullwhip intermittently lashes the side of the building, making an incessant rattle. An epic storm is brewing.




  Rafael Rodrigo Machado sits up and stretches his weary joints. This morning marks his 1825th day in prison, and his emaciated limbs and sun-dried skin reflect his solitary confinement on this godforsaken spit of desolate beaches, rocky cliffs, and tangled, snake-infested rain forests. Over the last five years, every last guard, administrator, and fellow prisoner has either fled or swallowed the barrel of their 9 millimeter. The suicides—as far as Rafael can tell—have put these men to rest, their bodies left to rot in the unforgiving sun. Maybe they’ve gone to purgatory. Who knows? The only certainty for Rafael Machado now is that he has grown accustomed to being alone. But being alone is not the same as being lonely. Rafael is happy to keep to himself inside the hermetically sealed safety of this ramshackle prison, especially after what he has seen transpiring around him for the last four years or so.




  He gets up and begins the same morning ritual that has comforted him for the last fifty-eight months, three weeks, and two days. He goes to the porcelain basin, washes up with rainwater, and harvests breakfast from his meager garden (he has subsisted on sweet potatoes and collards since being abandoned by the prison staff). At this stage of the ritual, he invariably takes a moment to peer through the slats of the prison walls in the futile hope that things on the island have changed.




  Today, he gazes down the steep, rocky slope to the west and sees the same slumped roof pitches of Igreja do Sagrado Coração—the sad little chapel upon which he has gazed each morning for many months. He sees the same wind-damaged steeple, the cross hanging—ironically—upside down on its broken moorings. He sees the same thirteen parishioners aimlessly wandering the gated courtyard, snarling and spitting like animals, possessed by os demonios do inferno.




  Rafael has seen so many fall prey to the Satan over the last couple of years. He has seen guards succumb to unclean spirits and attempt to eviscerate each other. He has seen fellow prisoners escape only to leap to their deaths off the cliffs to the east. He has seen distant columns of smoke rising off the rooftops of coastal villages, and he has heard the eerie choruses of the possessed at night like the singing of jackals. He believes he has witnessed the ushering in of Los Dias Finales—the End of Days—and for some reason he has remained unscathed in his little purgatory of tin, razor wire, mortar, and Tipuana tipu wood.




  He wonders sometimes if he’s one of those left behind, the orphans of the cosmos. Not that he’s complaining. Since the coming of the End of Days, he has been blessed by the solitude of this crumbling prison, the embrace of these walls—once built to keep felons in, now repurposed to keep monsters out. He has plenty of food and water. He has enough room to take walks inside the periphery. And he has enough time to pray for forgiveness, to sketch on his bark, to play dominoes, and mostly to think. In fact, his routine has remained unchanged for many, many months . . . until this morning.




  Now he sees the black sky approaching from the South Atlantic, the crackling light around the edges like tendrils of flame. He gapes at the sickly gray curtains of rain—still a few kilometers away but closing fast—and he notices with mounting horror the silver chaos of the sea, the tidal wave off in the distance like a mouth opening its maw. It’s as if the entire ocean is possessed by the same eternal hunger as those poor souls down in the chapel.




  He knows what all this means. As the wind curls around the feeble walls of the prison, shaking the bones of the place as a giant, petulant child might shake a toy building, Rafael swallows back his terror and slowly turns in a 360-degree circle of panic. He knows what he has to do. He just has to wait for the right moment, and he has to accomplish the task quickly . . . before the entire world collapses around him.




  He doesn’t have to wait long. At precisely 11:41 A.M. Cuba Daylight Time, the gale force winds take down the south wall adjacent to the garden. The timbers crack like pistol shots, and the entire section bows outward from a shockwave of air pressure while Rafael cowers behind a pillar.




  Clad in a bright-yellow rain slicker from the deserted guards’ quarters, boots that have been sealed with tape, a tactical knife on his hip, and a scarf tight around his lower face, he jerks at the earthshaking vibrations of the wall slamming down on the ground outside the cell block. Horizontal rain crashes into the yard with the force of a battering ram, vaporizing the garden and tossing into the ether anything that’s not nailed down. Rafael gathers himself, takes a deep breath, and then plunges into the flickering pandemonium of the larger world.




  Halfway down the slope, he slips and falls, careening on his ass nearly a hundred meters. He lands in a thicket of wild sumac, the rain lashing him, scourging his face. Already he is drenched and feels as though his lungs are filled with cement. The wind whistles like a runaway train. He wills himself to his feet and staggers the rest of the way down the hill to the rugged strip of sand lining the north end of the island.




  The impound yard lies in the boiling gray mist half a kilometer away. Rafael lowers his head and charges as fast as he can toward the graveyard of confiscated vehicles, aircraft, weapons, and other accouterments of the drug trade. As a pilot for one of the largest cartels in South America, Rafael never sampled his product, never imbibed in his cargo. He always thought of himself as a professional. He loathed the messier aspects of the trafficking business, the blood feuds, the assassinations, the infighting, the spread of addiction among the poor and the young. Rafael considered himself above it all, a simple deliveryman. Now he prays that his old Bell Jet Ranger helicopter is still chained to its blocks out by the pier, the confiscated items still locked up in the shed next to it. He knows time is of the essence. He probably has less than half an hour before 90 percent of the island—including the impound yard—is underwater.




  Through veils of rain and swirling vortexes of debris, the impound yard materializes a hundred meters away. At first, the ghostly outlines of rusted-out Humvees, motorbikes, and bullet-riddled wreckage appear almost as a mirage, an anachronism from days gone by, a time when gasoline and electricity and crooked politicians were plentiful. Now, Rafael struggles through the deluge and the rising winds, squinting into the mist as he scans the lot.




  His heart pumps when he sees the old chopper chained to the far corner of the gravel apron, the shed next to it still intact and standing. His prayers turn to the Jet Ranger’s fuel tank. He trudges through the storm, goes over to the shed, and kicks the padlocked door repeatedly until its rusted hinges snap. Inside, amid the cobwebs and dust motes, he finds the old arsenal, a cornucopia of firearms, all gauges and calibers, enough to equip an insurgency.




  By this point, the wind has kicked up several degrees of intensity, and a gust smashes into the side of the shed, ripping the entire structure free of its foundation, and knocking it over with Rafael still inside. Guns and ammo cartons spill across the rain-lashed sands. Hyperventilating, Rafael gathers an armload, wrapping a nylon strap from one of the guns around it like bundling cordwood. He struggles to his feet. He has to cross only ten meters or so to get to the helicopter, but it’s an excruciating ten meters. The wind blows the rain in his mouth and up his sinus cavities.




  By the time he reaches the chopper, the tide has reached the edge of the impound lot. Somehow, with rain-slick, frozen fingers, Rafael gets a shell into a cut-down pistol grip shotgun. He aims the muzzle at the mooring chain and jacks the trigger. The gun roars. The blast sends the chain into oblivion.




  Then, over the course of the next hundred seconds or so, Rafael Machado gets lucky. He pries open the chopper door and hurls the weapons and himself into the fuselage. The springs squeak under the seat as he sits down and frantically scans the gauges. Miraculously, the battery has some juice left, the intermittent tone beeping as Rafael flips the power switch. He reaches up and makes sure all the fuses are in, and then he sets the throttle to neutral.




  Meanwhile, the flood tide has pummeled the beach, and now seawater rages under the Jet Ranger’s belly, its skids starting to skate sideways. Rafael thumbs the Start button, and the turbine engine begins to sing. The craft pitches left as the floodwaters swirl under it. The rotor begins to turn, fighting the winds.




  The tsunami hits.




  It feels to Rafael as though his stomach has been yanked into his crotch as the water crashes against the Jet Ranger, tossing it side-ward. Rafael twists the throttle, pulls back on the stick, and prays a little bit, as the currents take the aircraft backward down the beach. The chopper is sinking, sliding back toward the black void of the open sea.




  “Vamos!” Rafael’s voice is sandpaper rough, out of practice, speaking in the Portuguese patois of his native Brazil. “VAMOS! VAMOS! VAMOS!”




  The Jet Ranger begins shaking convulsively up through its frame, feeling to Rafael as though it’s about to pop its rivets.




  He gives the throttle all he’s got, and he feels the fulcrum of the rotors tugging, tugging, tugging . . . until finally, blessedly, mercifully, the contraption detaches from the waters and levitates upward into the dark, violent world of the storm.




  At some point, somewhere over the northern coast of Haiti, tossed and whiplashed by the roller coaster of shifting winds, Rafael blacks out.




  He knows this because one moment he’s looking at the gauges, wrestling with the stick, trying to navigate through a gray wall of rain, and the next moment he’s slumped over, staring at the floor between his legs.




  Shaking off the disorientation and the pounding headache from banging the top of his head on the ceiling, he manages to pull out of the nosedive only seconds before crashing into the ocean. He gets back on course. He uses the instruments to nudge the Jet Ranger back on a northerly trajectory. He estimates that he is a little over three hundred miles from the coast of Florida.




  The next hour is a horrendous battle to outrun the beast roaring across the Caribbean. The Jet Ranger fishtails, lurches, and slides sideways. It shudders, it rattles, and it bangs over turbulent patches. The passage of time crawls, Rafael’s hands slick with blood from holding an iron grip on the stick for such a prolonged period. And to make matters worse, he sees that he has only enough fuel in his reserve tank to keep this speed up for another couple hundred miles. He’s going to be cutting it close to the bone. Fortunately, it’s the kind of calculated risk with which he is not completely unfamiliar.




  Over the years, he has fled the authorities through impossible conditions. He has been in high-speed, high-altitude dogfights with heavily armed Federales. He has landed his aircraft on uncharted airfields in the middle of firefights. He has flown less than thirty feet above the rocky earth through mountain passes in Brazil. He has served the most brutal, ruthless, amoral cartel in South America for years, choosing a ten-year prison sentence over becoming an informant.




  Somewhere west of the Bahamas, he gets blown off course. With his fuel down to fumes, his engine sputtering, he pulls his belt from his jeans and shackles his hand to the stick. The chopper groans and leans and starts losing altitude. The clouds begin to break, and through the wisps of vapor he sees the vast pale sea spreading out below him. He sees the whitecaps looming closer and closer.




  He realizes he’s going to die. But he can’t stop staring down at those magnificent breakers rolling under him . . . which is when he remembers what waves and whitecaps mean when they appear in increasing profusion.




  Way in the distance, on the unbroken horizon line, a green necklace of islands comes into view. He remembers the Florida Keys from his childhood, his grandmother taking him from São Paulo to Key West to visit his aunt Anita. The Jet Ranger coughs and shudders. The engine is running on fumes. Rafael can see the surface of the ocean less than twenty feet below him.




  The rotors begin to fail. He sees the ashen sand of a deserted key two hundred meters away. His heart races. His hand is on fire, icy hot on the stick as he yanks it back to no avail. The Jet Ranger lists at a forty-five-degree angle, and then drifts, and finally goes down.




  The impact slams him into the instrument panel as water rushes into the cabin. He kicks the hatch open. He grabs the bundle of weapons and two life preservers. The chopper starts sinking. He struggles to pull the bulky load and himself out the narrow hatchway.




  The aircraft vanishes into the sea as Rafael starts dog-paddling madly toward the white sandy coastline less than a hundred meters in the distance. Something deep inside Rafael drives him on. It would be a shame to come this far, through all that he’s been through, only to drown within sight of America.




  The last twenty meters are pure agony. Rafael paddles and paddles, his lungs blazing with pain, his vision going haywire. When he finally reaches shallow water, he starts coughing and gasping. He has swallowed seawater. He knows enough of it can kill him. Then he feels the mushy sand beneath his feet, and he heaves the bundle of firearms onto high, dry land. Then he staggers onto the beach, collapses, and vomits milky, salty bile across the white sands.




  He rolls onto his back. The world is spinning. Night is closing in. The dusky clouds hang low—the storm will reach these shores soon. But he feels thankful that he has made it to America.




  America will be his savior. The Americans will know what to do. John Wayne, Tony Montana, Snoop Dogg, the Dallas Cheerleaders, Pam Grier, and General George S. Fucking Patton. Rafael finds these American icons from his childhood rattling around his brain as he stares at the sky. An American sky. Thank God, thank God, thank God. He made it. He is free, and safe, and in America, and he knows that the Americans will have the answers.




  That night, the storm unfurls around him as he trudges inland. He finds an old deserted picnic shelter, builds a campfire under a thatched roof of cypress and banana leaves, rests, and dries out. Billowing curtains of rain envelop the shelter, making Rafael feel as though he’s in a space capsule drifting alone in the black void of the universe.




  The first creature makes itself known around dawn the next morning.




  Rafael is dozing when the thing materializes in the rain, trundling out of the adjacent woods. Drawn by the glowing embers of the fire, it’s a large male in tattered work clothes, maybe a former fisherman, apparently possessed by the same demons that gripped the poor souls inhabiting Rafael’s island. This one is bloated and slimy-wet from exposure to the elements, and it smells of the abattoir.




  Rafael has no time to be heartbroken—he had hoped America would be free of this inexplicable Satanic rule—as the thing lunges at him with its mouth working hungrily, chewing its ghastly cud, its eyes filmed in white. Rafael manages to get his hand around the grip of a Beretta .45 ACP semiauto and asks no questions. He fires three rounds into the thing’s cranium, chunks of its skull flinging off on contrails of blood.




  Science has its trial and error, its control groups and repeated experiments, and its close observation leading to general hypotheses. Rafael stands there for a moment, thunderstruck by the sight of the head-shot creature folding to the ground. The demon has been vanquished by . . . what? Brain death? The magical countermeasure of breaching the skull? Rafael remembers first observing the phenomena on Lumière, one of the guards ranting, “Solo la cabeza!—SOLO LA CABEZA! Only the head! Only a shot to the head takes them!”




  Now Rafael watches the creature collapsing backward into the fire, tossing sparks into the air, ragged clothing catching, flames licking up its body, cocooning it in blazing light. How odd, Rafael muses silently, watching the abomination, that flames alone do not vanquish the damned. Could it be that they are now creatures of hell? Alas . . . Rafael has no time to make any further deductions. The savage, corrupted noises of the possessed rise above the rain all around the shelter.




  As the shadowy figures converge on the oasis of light, Rafael quickly gathers his arsenal. By this point, he has fashioned a shoulder strap from a rope he found along the way, as well as a tarp to keep the guns dry. He hurriedly slings the bundle of weapons over his shoulder and secures them with his belt, then fires a few errant gunshots into the oncoming swarm.




  He kicks the embers across the shelter, catching a few of the creatures on fire and causing enough of a diversion to slip away into the dawn.




  Somewhere in the distant recesses of his memory, Rafael Machado remembers happier times. He recalls crossing the overseas highway that connects the hundred-mile chain of Florida Keys to the mainland. He remembers traveling the “All-American Road” in his aunt Anita’s battered Ford Galaxy, traversing dozens of bridges, feeling as if he were on a magic carpet, floating over the sun-spangled waters of the Gulf, singing joyous, off-key choruses of “Se Essa Rua Fosse Minha” (“If This Street Were Mine”).




  Now, the pitiful condition of the road weighs heavily on Rafael’s heart as he slogs along the elevated highway in the rain with his mobile arsenal on his back. Weather-beaten wreckage litters the pavement, some of it appearing to have been there for so long the salt winds have rubbed the metal down to the primer. Many of the cars have been stripped, the tires gone, and the glass broken out—stalks of sea grass and weeds growing out of the cavities. Bodies lay strewn here and there, bleached by the sun into skeletons, some of the skulls petrified into black puddles of their own fluids now as hard and shiny as onyx.




  It takes two days to make it to Marathon—the halfway point on the overseas highway—and by that time, Rafael has become dangerously dehydrated and pathologically weak. He hasn’t eaten for seventy-two hours and has subsisted only on the occasional few drops of rainwater collected in bottles found along the way. He can barely walk as he circles around a former colony of luxury beach house condominiums, now infested with the possessed.




  In his personal lexicon, Rafael has started thinking of these desecrated souls as Hunger Demons or monstro da fome—“Hungries,” for short—and has chosen to avoid them whenever possible rather than wasting ammunition. He also has yet to see any other living human beings. Could Rafael be the last man on earth? The possibility chills him to the bone. But instead of dwelling on it, he focuses his efforts on a singular goal—survival. And right now, survival means finding water and food.




  Marathon, Florida, turns out to be a ghost town. An atomic bomb could have been dropped here and it wouldn’t make the place much more desolate than it already is. Trash blows through the corridors of once-grand resort hotels. Alligators wander the sidewalks outside boarded cafes. The air smells of decay—mold and dead flesh—punctuated by the ambient drone of mortified vocal cords.




  Rafael is about to give up his search and keep heading north when he stumbles upon a storage unit behind one of the condos that appears to still be intact. Making as little noise as possible, he snaps the crumbling padlock and unearths a treasure trove.




  “Obrigado, Deus—thank you—thank you, God,” he mumbles almost reverently as he sorts through the contents of the unit. Most of the items are the useless and ephemeral trappings of resort life—long-ago-deflated beach balls, dusty Frisbees, disassembled patio tables, folded-up beach chairs, boogie boards, and various flotation toys. But there’s also a pair of rucksacks with shoulder straps, a large jug of sealed bottled water, a picnic basket filled with dishes and utensils, a family-sized box of individually wrapped packs of Pringles potato chips (still shrink-wrapped), a plastic ten-gallon container marked gas, and the pièce de résistance, a small all-terrain three-wheeler in showroom condition.




  An hour later, Rafael departs Marathon, Florida, on his ATV, with a full fuel tank in back, his newly acquired provisions, and a belly full of stale processed potato product and tepid drinking water.




  Over the next few days, as the rains descend upon the southern United States, Rafael averages just under two hundred miles per day. He uses the main highways whenever possible, skirting intermittent pockets of Hungries by taking rural access roads, and keeping a lookout for any sign of survivors. Along the way, he siphons gas from abandoned cars and finds extra ammunition on the floor of a tour bus. Around Orlando, near dusk one night, he sees lights burning in some of the buildings, perhaps powered by generators, but he decides to play it safe and keep moving. He has been in prison far too long to get trapped, ambushed, or cornered. Orlando doesn’t feel right. The next day, around Gainesville, he sees a group of people on horseback along a highway overpass, and he waves, and they do not wave back, and that is the extent of the interaction. He keeps moving. The key to everything, he realizes now, is to keep moving.


  At the end the third day, at precisely 7:13 P.M. Eastern Daylight Time, he passes a bullet-riddled, sun-faded sign posted along the gravel shoulder:
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  Rafael notices an almost instantaneous change in the terrain. The scrubby, sun-bleached orange groves of northern Florida soften and darken and plunge into the rolling patchwork hills of thick piney woods and leafy, kudzu-covered tobacco farms.




  He stops for the night at a derelict rest area, the ruins of the restroom building now a burned-out shell of scorched timbers, crumbling plaster, and exposed rebar sticking up like bare bones. He sleeps out back under the cover of another picnic shelter, hidden from view of the highway, safe within a perimeter of makeshift trip wires and tin cans. He dreams of his old girlfriend, and his mother’s death, and the execution-style murder of his friend Ramon, who was caught skimming off the cartel. He wakes up drenched in a cold sweat, the wind blowing intermittent rain across the shelter. Ironically, he feels invigorated. He has a weird feeling that fate brought him here. He has no idea why or how it will play out, but for the first time in his life, he feels as though he has a purpose.




  Later that day, about seventy-five miles north of the state line, he begins to learn the specific nature of this purpose when the needle on the ATV’s fuel gauge hits E, and he pulls off the two-lane to hunt for more gas.




  For over an hour, he wanders the back roads like a ghostly revenant in his yellow rain slicker, searching for a stray abandoned vehicle or a gas station that hasn’t been completely ransacked. He carries the bundle of firearms on his back, tucked into the rucksack, the muzzles sticking out the top like so many pieces of kindling. All the barns and farmhouses have been stripped of every last resource. The shells of old vehicles lie belly-up in the rain like the carcasses of dead animals tangled in vines and ironweed. All the tanks behind the feed and seed stores are as dry as flint. Adding to his misery is the fact that the woods are exceedingly rife with the pathetic spoor of Satan. Every five minutes or so, Rafael has to dodge another pack of them. He is tempted to open fire but he knows now the noise will draw more of them out of the shadows.




  He is beginning to formulate an alternative course of action, maybe look for a horse to steal, when he hears the first signs of his destiny off in the trees to the north, near a small town called Thomaston.




  Rafael slips into a stand of hardwoods and crouches down to listen. A single voice carries on the wind, barely audible under the droning white noise of the rain. It sounds male to Rafael, gravelly, taut with fear, maybe anger—it’s hard to parse out the exact emotion at this distance.




  Rafael has a modest understanding of the language—his aunt Anita taught him rudimentary English when he was a boy—and he has picked up a few of the more colorful expressions over the years from his dealings with North American drug lords. But there’s something about this man’s voice that sinks a hook into Rafael—something humane, intelligent, even friendly—which is ironic considering the fact that the man keeps hollering the word stupid. Rafael knows the meaning of the word, and it intrigues him enough to pull a sniper rifle from his pack and move closer.




  It takes a few minutes to make his way up the adjacent wooded slope, the leaf-matted earth dangerously slick. The rains have turned the brick-red Georgia soil to the slimy consistency of axle grease. He reaches the apex of the ridge and sees movement down in a clearing below, about thirty yards away. He looks through the scope to get a better view and sees a solitary middle-aged man dressed in a shopworn jacket, jeans, and hiking boots, surrounded on all sides by at least a dozen possessed souls. The man in the Windbreaker waves a makeshift torch—a thick pine bow, one end most likely dipped in some kind of accelerant—which now blazes and sputters and smokes in the rain, momentarily keeping the twelve or so Hungries at bay. In the narrow, magnified field of the scope’s vision, Rafael sees that the hapless man in the jacket has gray hair swept off his forehead, eyes wet with emotion, and wounds on his face and neck that appear to be third-degree burns. His clothing also looks like it’s been scorched and burned.




  “Stupid—stupid!—STUPID!” the man keeps repeating, and Rafael realizes that the man is referring to himself. Rafael is not sure how he knows this but he just does. Either by the man’s body language or the tone of voice or something inchoate about the whole scene unfolding now. The demonic souls press closer to the unfortunate man in the Windbreaker, their blackened mouths working, their eyes like those of barracudas. The torch has limited power over the damned, the fire merely a distraction, the heat having no effect on the monsters’ deadened nervous systems.




  All at once, a number of emotions and conclusions course through Rafael. He feels a tremendous wave of empathy for this man in the silk roadie jacket. But for the grace of God, Rafael could easily be down there, alone, surrounded, terrified, doomed. On top of that, the sardonic tone of voice and the way that the poor fool keeps repeating the word stupid—most likely a comment on his foolish mistakes that got him surrounded in the first place—resonate with Rafael. He gently puts his finger on the trigger pad and aims the crosshairs at the head of the closest possessed soul.




  The first shot barks, the small spurt of blood mist visible in the scope, puffing off the skull of the first target. The possessed creature collapses. The man in the jacket jerks with a start, glancing over his shoulder for a second, but only for a second. He still can’t safely take his eyes off his assailants for more than an instant. He waves the torch. A comet tail of sparks trail through the air as the rain douses the flame. Rafael injects another round into the breach with the cocking lever, aims at the second target, and fires.




  Through the scope, the man reacts again with a start as the second attacker goes down, bewilderment and apprehension on the man’s face. He throws another glance over his shoulder, and through the scope Rafael can sense the strange frisson of sudden eye contact with a man fifty yards away. It’s possible that the Remington’s barrel is visible glinting out of the foliage.




  Rafael takes another breath and holds it, just as he learned in military school many years ago, and then proceeds to fire on the other assailants—one at a time, yanking the lever and injecting more shells in a rhythmic series of movements—systematically taking down the entire baker’s dozen.




  After the final shot is fired, and the man down in the clearing is the only one left standing, and the cloud of cordite and gun smoke engulfing Rafael clears, the man in the silk jacket looks up. He doesn’t yell. He doesn’t wave. He doesn’t change his expression from utter vexation. He simply moves his lips, the words inaudible from Rafael’s vantage point, but obvious to anyone who has a passing interest in reading lips. “What. The. Fuck.”




  Rafael ejects the last shell, the dull clatter of the hollow metal bouncing off the rocks at his feet reverberating through the air, faintly discernible above the monotonous thrum of rain. The noise seems to put a strange punctuation at the end of this—what would Rafael call it? An act of mercy? An exorcism?




  The figure down in the clearing has not moved from his frozen tableau. He continues to gape up at the ridge, his expression unchanged. It remains fixed, seized up with awe. The silence stretches. The rain continues unabated, soaking the ground around the fallen monsters. Then the man in the jacket looks down at the human remains strewn across the clearing around him, the sad lumps of dead flesh now as inert and harmless as animal droppings. He tosses aside the makeshift torch, the flame already guttered and reduced to a dying ember.




  Rafael lowers the scope and wipes his face, the hood of his rain slicker dripping profusely. He can’t think of what to do or what to say. Should he withdraw and flee the scene? Does he trust this man? He waits. Exactly what he’s waiting for he could not say. As he waits, he puts the optical cup back to his eye and takes a closer look at the man in the roadie jacket.




  Through the crosshairs, upon further scrutiny, Rafael sees that the man is ruggedly handsome—or perhaps was handsome earlier in life—and has a spark of intelligence in his droopy eyes, despite the severe burns marring half his face. His neatly trimmed goatee is iron gray, and his hair, drenched and matted to his skull, is streaked with silver. The man also looks older than he first appeared, the crow’s-feet around his eyes deep and prominent, the lines on his face abundant and etched into every corner.




  At last the man in the clearing calls out, “If you think you’re hiding from me, that yellow raincoat is about as subtle as a scream in the dark.”




  “¿Habla inglés?” the man in the silk jacket inquires after they’ve gotten out of the rain, keeping their distance at first, standing at opposite ends of a deserted covered pedestrian bridge two hundred yards north of the clearing.




  The man waits patiently for an answer, wiping his face with a handkerchief.




  “Sí . . . I mean . . . yes,” Rafael replies, his hand resting on the grip of a pistol. “But I’m not Spanish.”




  “Oh yeah?” The other man’s eyes glint with mild interest. “I thought I detected an accent.”




  “Brazilian.”




  “Ah, of course, my bad.” Despite his injuries, the older man smiles. “In that case, I’m sure you speak better English than I do Portuguese.”




  Rafael shrugs. He shivers, his skin crawling with goose bumps. He can smell the sharp tang of decay all around him. The bridge—which once provided a quaint passageway for hikers, bicyclists, and nature buffs—spans a small creek, which has now flooded and risen to the point of saturating the adjacent woods and bubbling up through the cracks and seams of the bridge’s warped flooring. The air inside the structure is fetid and moldy, and the unrelenting rain rings off the bridge’s roof, so noisy it practically drowns the voices of the two men.




  “Name’s Stern,” the man says above the drone. “First name David. Or Dave, if you prefer. Although the wife hates it when people call me Dave. Barbara says it reminds her of the Wendy’s hamburger guy.”




  Rafael only comprehends about 50 percent of what David Stern is saying. “Rafael,” he says finally. “My name . . . it is Rafael Machado.”




  “Nice to meet you, Rafael. I appreciate the save back there.”




  Rafael shrugs, not fully understanding.




  David looks at him, then nods at the weapon. “You seem pretty handy with that sniper rifle.”




  “I was . . . soldier . . . long time ago.” Rafael shrugs again. “I saw the Hungries had you. What is the word?” Shrug. “Surround? Surrounded . . . trapped?”




  David Stern chuckles, then lets out a chortle of laughter. He wipes his eyes with the back of his hand. “ ‘Hungries’ . . . I like that.”




  “They are possessed, no?”




  David’s laughter dies. “Wait . . . what? Possessed? Like by demons, you’re talking about?”




  “Demons, yes . . . Diabo . . . um . . . what you would call Satan, yes?”




  David sighs. “First of all, I’m Jewish, so . . . there’s really no such thing in my religion. Second of all, you mind if I ask you a personal question?”




  Rafael chews the inside of his cheek, hesitating for a moment, comprehending most of the words. He’s not sure how much he should tell this man. What if this is all an elaborate trick? What if this is a scheme of o Diabo to capture his soul? Finally, Rafael says, “I guess so.”




  “Where did you come from?”




  “Here and there.”




  “Look . . . Rafael, is it?”




  “Yes.”




  “You saved my life. You seem heavily armed. I’m hurting. I’ve been through some stuff. It doesn’t matter. But maybe we can help each other. Whaddaya say?”




  Rafael takes a deep breath, and for a brief instant, he envisions himself being alone in this apocalyptic world, living off scraps, surrounded mostly by unclean spirits dogging him at every turn. He flashes back on those lonely five years he survived solely on sweet potatoes, collards, rainwater, and a thin tissue of hope. He remembers those nights he hunkered in the dark, listening to the jackal calls, nearly losing his mind curled up in the corner of that tawdry outdoor pen, exposed, insane, completely alone. He looks up at the injured man in the jacket. “Yes, that would be good . . . we should help each other.”




  And then—for the first time in years—Rafael Rodrigo Machado proffers another human being a good, clean, sincere smile.




  They pool their resources. David Stern has stashed away a horse and buggy about a mile from there, and they walk the distance side by side in the rain, keeping an eye on the periphery of the woods, getting to know each other, as well as keeping tabs on the shadowy nooks and crannies of the flooded landscape, watching for any errant Hungries.




  On the way to the drop point, David explains that he respects all religions, but one thing he can assure Rafael is that the Hungries—or walkers, as David and many other Americans call them—are neither Satanic nor supernatural in any way. Nobody knows for sure what biological processes brought about such a bizarre plague upon humanity—specifically the dead reanimating and literally feeding off the living—but whatever catastrophic pathologies were involved, it is David Stern’s unshakable belief that the gods have decided to sit this one out. Whatever caused this horrific outbreak, David can guarantee Rafael one thing: the living—in all their imperfect, lazy, narcissistic glory—started the domino that set off the chain of events.




  “Here we go,” David says, pausing behind the cover of an enormous tangle of deadfall logs and boulders. The rainwater bounces up and into the wind as David yanks a tarp off an old modified VW Beetle with the front end chopped off. The sound of a horse nickering and fidgeting nearby draws Rafael’s attention over to movement behind a wall of foliage. There, in the shadows, an old gray spotted draft horse scrapes at the mud, obscured behind the limbs of an ancient live oak. “That’s Shecky over there.” David gestures. “I was out trying to find some vegetation to feed him when I got pinned down by those walkers in the clearing.”




  In the unyielding rain, which has now turned the earth to pudding, they mount up the horse. They stow the weapons and picnic basket full of provisions in the Bug’s backseat area, and they climb in. They sit side by side in the makeshift horse-cart, and David snaps the reins, and old Shecky drags them out of the mire and onto a crumbling blacktop road that David is fond of calling a shit strip.




  “May I ask you something?” Rafael says moments later, as David weaves though a row of overturned, fossilized wrecks still blocking the two-lane.




  David keeps his eyes on the road, gripping the reins. “Of course.”




  “What is it that you were doing? Out here all by yourself?”




  “Looking for my wife.”




  “Barbara?”




  David gives him a look. “Very good. Yes. Barbara. She got kidnapped.”




  “When did this happen?”




  David sighs. “Little over six months ago. Everything was going so well, too. We lived inside the walls of a sweet little town. Name of Woodbury. About two dozen survivors. All ages and types. Got along pretty well, too, considering. It was safe, sustainable, had solar cells, organic farming. But . . . I guess we were a target.”




  “A target?”




  David shoots him a glance. “For a while it seemed like every meth-head, drifter, biker gang, and crazy within a hundred-mile radius who hadn’t turned wanted to steal our shit, take over, fuck with us. And the ones that turned wanted to have us for lunch. But we fought back with everything we had, and we repelled most of them.”




  “Is this why your wife was kidnapped?”




  David stares at the road, the horse clopping noisily, accentuating the pause. “To this day, I don’t know why my wife was taken away from me. It happened one day when most of our people were out working in the fields.” He looks down and takes a labored breath as though the very telling of the story is exhausting and toxic. “This paramilitary group invaded us and took every last child. I think Barbara was taken to keep the kids calm.” His eyes well up. “Babs was always good with kids. Never had any of our own. She was the perennial favorite aunt.”




  Rafael frowns. “So they took children? Why would they do that?”




  David wipes his eyes and shrugs. “That’s a good goddamn question. Anyway, we all thought for sure they took Babs and kids north to Atlanta—it’s about seventy miles away—and we sent out a rescue team. Gal named Lilly Caul led the group. She was the town leader, a badass, but she vanished as well. I’ve spent the last three months combing that town, and haven’t found shit. Place is overrun with walkers and a small number of survivors you’d be better off avoiding . . . so searching for somebody is a losing proposition.”




  “How is it that you got burned? It looks . . . how would you say? Recent?”




  David gives him a nod. “Happened last week, been on the run ever since.” He takes a deep breath. “When I was looking for Babs in Atlanta, I realized I might be making the oldest mistake in the book.”




  Rafael struggles a bit with the phrase. “In the book? What book? I’m sorry I don’t—”




  “It’s an expression, it just means I might be violating a classic axiom, a simple rule, an oldie but a goodie. When you and your loved ones have gotten separated, you don’t go out looking for them. You just stay put. Let them find you. If you’re both looking for each other, your paths might never cross. The point is, I got bogged down in Atlanta trying to find them and it hit me. They could be looking for me. I should get my ass back to Woodbury.”




  Rafael nods. “Okay . . . I understand. So how did you get burned?”




  “Needless to say, when I got back to our little town, things were not as I expected them to be. While I was away, and the town was essentially deserted, a bunch of bottom feeders moved in. Half the town was infested with walkers, the other half with bandits. They had taken over our homes, our resources—most of these rascals barely old enough to buy liquor. They were feral, they were animals. Actually that’s an insult to animals.” He falls silent for a moment, giving one of the reins a snap and urging the horse around a tight turn crowded with wreckage.




  A few walkers mill about the shoulder and reach for the buggy as it passes.




  David’s voice grows thicker, coarser with rage. “I saw one of those bastards wearing one of Barbara’s scarves wrapped around his greasy head, I just lost it. I was hiding in the sticks, watching our little town go down for the last time, and I just couldn’t take it anymore. I didn’t know if I would ever see Babs or Lilly or the others again . . . and I just . . . I lost it.”




  He goes silent again, and the hiss of rain blends with the clopping of the horse’s hooves. Rafael waits, then says, “What happened? What did you do?”




  “I burned the place to the ground.” David slumps in his seat, his head lolling. For a moment, it’s hard to tell whether he’s going to laugh, cry, or scream. Then the tears track down his cheeks. His shoulders tremble. He swallows the pain and guilt and shame, and he wipes his eyes with the back of his hand. “We had a row of old propane tanks that we found, and I snuck in, and I just opened them all up. Rolled them under the courthouse. Set fire to the feed store where the booze was kept and the methane in the alley out back was thick enough to cut with a knife.”




  Again his words dwindle into silence. Rafael sits there, thinking about it. “So you got burned by fires? That is how you got some wounds?”




  David Stern looks up at the younger man, and his scarred features tighten into a crooked, demented smile. The taut skin makes his eyes look almost feline. “Not as much as those sons of bitches.”




  Rafael stares at him for a moment, then gazes out one of the open windows at the passing landscape of rotting woods and moving shadows. Rafael can’t imagine the strings of the world’s destiny not being operated by the Devil right now. He turns back to the older man. “Have you given up?”




  David looks at him. “Given up on what?”




  “For finding your wife? Finding Barbara?”




  David lets out a pained, breathy sigh. “I’ll never give up on that.” He takes a deep breath and seems to shake off his doldrums. “I gotta believe they’re out there somewhere . . . alive. Babs, Lilly, Tommy, Norma, Jinx, Miles, and those poor sweet little kids . . . they’re out there . . . somewhere even better than Woodbury . . . where they have water and food, and they have a warm place to live . . . and they’re secure, safe . . . comfortable. I truly believe this. I believe they’re out there, and they’re alive, and they’ve found a place to call home.”




  





  PART 1




  Exodus




  

    Let the groans of the prisoners come before you; according to your great power, preserve those doomed to die.




    —Psalm 79:11


  




  





  ONE




  At first glance, the figures now wandering through this grid of perfectly decorated interiors might be mistaken for masters of the manor, residents of some gracious old mansion strolling the confines of their burnished mahogany corridors and richly appointed parlors. They bump into each other occasionally, and sometimes they lift their pasty white faces to the ceiling to let out primordial, snarling yawps, but for the most part they look at home in these showrooms and alcoves arranged with such pristine taste. One of the denizens has now accidentally fallen backward onto a Scandinavian-designed divan, his ropy purple intestines spilling out of him in braided glistening strands. The former auto mechanic—still clad in a tattered work shirt with the needlepointed name fred still visible on its breast pocket—slouches languidly there for a moment as if taking a break from his aimless meandering, his head drooping, his mouth oozing black tarry drool. A stark art deco lamp next to the creature—which is currently running off a generator—illuminates the scene with soft, diffuse, flickering light as delicate as moth wings. Other cadavers mill about a dining room sectioned off in onyx, lacquered dividers with Chinese calligraphy etched into the creamy surfaces. A tall Hepplewhite mirror framed in gleaming teak and cherrywood reflects a cluster of the dead scraping past walnut bookcases filled with artificial facades of book spines. These imitation books are stamped with the gilded titles of tomes nobody reads anymore because the reading of fictional strife has become such a luxury: To Kill a Mockingbird, Treasure Island, War and Peace, and Tales of Mystery and Imagination. Beyond the reflection, stretching in all directions, myriad variations of these high-quality, modestly priced rooms in all manner of styles and arrangements create a maze in which dozens more reanimated corpses now mill about and shuffle like slow-moving laboratory rats . . . until the first shot rings out.




  It comes from the darkness beneath an emergency exit sign on the far side of the floor. It’s a small-caliber blast—the report dampened by a noise suppressor—which makes a sound like a hammer striking metal. The walker on the divan whiplashes, a fountain of blood mist and fluids spraying out the back of its skull, creating an impromptu Jackson Pollock blot across the designer drapes behind it. The creature instantly slides down across the front of the cushions, collapsing onto the lovely handwoven Bjork-series throw rug.




  More shots ring out from other directions—mostly .38-caliber and under—blowing tunnels through the heads of at least half a dozen more of the dead. Skulls burst open and bodies plunge to the floor en masse, defacing the sparkling furniture with the vandalism of cranial fluids, bile, and blood.




  The commotion gets the attention of the remaining fifteen or so walkers, most of them slowly, drunkenly pivoting toward the noise and confusion of their brethren falling around them. Rancid mouths gape open, the creaky vocalizations like steam emanating from the dead concavities of their throats. Figures press in from the shadows behind the monsters, slipping through the gaps between austere oriental room dividers and glass-fronted knickknack shelves.




  A stout black woman in a do-rag and dashiki drives a fireplace poker into the temple of the closest walker. An olive-skinned bodybuilder in a wifebeater and love beads closes in from the other side of the floor, swinging a machete in quick succession, shearing open the tops of three dead skulls with the efficiency of a gardener weeding a garden. Behind the bodybuilder, the woman who fired the first shot approaches. Thin, weathered, auburn hair in a tight ponytail, green eyes like a cat, dressed in a Georgia Tech T-shirt, with black cigarette jeans and combat boots, she grips her Ruger .22-caliber pistol in the classic Weaver position—Israeli commando style—her free hand cupped under the grip for stability. She has a full magazine in the firearm, ten rounds, one already gone, and she expertly picks off nine more creatures, one at a time, hardly pausing between blasts.




  More humans appear on the periphery—an older, balding man in wire-rimmed eyeglasses, a beefy, bearded, potbellied man in denim, and a teenage boy with sun-freckled skin and an earnest face—each firing on the remaining few walkers with their handguns.




  Within seconds, the unexpected infestation of walkers on the ground floor of the huge Atlanta Ikea is foiled in a haze of blue smoke, the ensuing silence as jarring as an earthquake. The store’s inhabitants stand around for a moment, stunned by the abrupt absence of sound (other than a faint dripping noise), looking at each other expectantly. Eventually all eyes turn to the woman with the auburn ponytail—the leader—for further direction.




  Lilly Caul slowly holsters her pistol. She can hear the faint evidence of intruders lurking nearby, their breathing barely audible above the dripping noises. Lilly puts her right index finger to her lips, shushing everybody and indicating that no one should relax quite yet. One last task remains to be performed. She points at Tommy, then at Boone, then at Stankowski, and then at Norma, gesturing for them to move behind the cover of the room dividers.
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