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This is for all of the kids and teens who find the courage to do what is right, to accept a code of ethics, and to always be warrior smart.


And, as always, for Sara Jo.
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PART ONE


FIRST NIGHT



This Is How the World Ends.








FROM NIX’S JOURNAL


ON FIRST NIGHT


(PRIOR TO ROT & RUIN)


My name is Phoenix Riley. My friends call me Nix.


I was born right around the time the world died. A plague turned everyone into zombies. Actual living dead.


No one knows where it started. Or how. Or why.


It spread fast, though. By the time people realized that there was a problem, the problem was biting them. Then everything went crazy. There was a day the survivors call First Night. That was the point at which no one could ignore the problem. No one could say that it wasn’t really happening, or even if it was, it wasn’t happening here. It was happening everywhere.


The year I was born, the United States Census Bureau estimated that there were 6,922,000,000 people alive on planet Earth. My mom says that probably a billion people died on First Night. And over the next few days and weeks, nearly everybody died. They used to have something called the “Internet.” Before that went down, the estimates of the global death toll were at three billion and climbing. After that there were no more news reports. There was no one left to report it. And after the power grids failed, there was no way to report it.


The world went dark and it went silent.


Except for the sound the dead make. Moans. Like they’re hungry.


And they are hungry. All the time.


They want to eat people.


Animals, too. They’ll eat anything alive. That’s why the world’s so empty. The dead rose and they ate everyone.


Well, not everyone, I suppose. My teachers say that the dead killed enough people for everything to fall apart. My history teacher said the outbreak destroyed what he called “the infrastructure.” Which is police and government and hospitals and like that. My health class teacher says it was disease, malnutrition, and bad water that killed most of the others.


Problem is, no matter how someone dies, they come back to life as a zombie.


Everyone.


Which meant that the survivors kept having to run to find a safe place to hide. And to find food and stuff. To find medicine.


Mom ran. She took me with her.


I used to have a dad, and brothers. I never knew them. I was too little, and when Mom ran . . . she was running from them. Or from what they had become.


Mom doesn’t talk about that. I don’t think she can.


I grew up in Mountainside. It isn’t a real town, or at least it didn’t use to be. Before First Night it was a reservoir built against a mountain wall in Mariposa County in the Sierra Nevada Mountains of central California. Not too far from Yosemite National Park. A bunch of people who were on the run found it. The reservoir had a fence, and that kept the people alive. Then more and more people found it, and when the big panic started to settle down, the people sent out teams to raid local houses and towns and stores for building materials, food, beds, clothes, and all sorts of stuff. They found a construction supply company a few miles from here, and they brought back miles of chain-link fence. Pretty soon they had a kind of town.


That was fourteen years ago.


Since then people have built eight other towns along the Sierra Nevadas. At the New Year’s census, the total population of the nine towns here in central California is 28,261. Mom’s friend Tom Imura says that there are maybe five hundred to a thousand people living outside the towns. Out in the Rot and Ruin. Out where the zoms are. Loners, scavengers who raid towns for supplies, bounty hunters, and a bunch of crazy monks who live in old gas stations and who think the zoms are the meek who were supposed to inherit the earth. Add them to the people in the towns, and there are still fewer than thirty thousand people left.


Thirty thousand of us and nearly seven billion zoms.


I’ve never been outside the fence line. Neither have most of the people in town. People here hardly even talk about what’s out there. They talk about the other towns as if they’re in different countries. We get news from them, and once in a rare while a traveler goes from one town to another. But everything else is the Rot and Ruin.


My mom wants me to live here. To “be content” because I’m safe and alive.


Behind the fences.


In a cage.


Sometimes I think the fence isn’t just for keeping the zoms out. I think it’s to keep us in. We built it and we locked ourselves in.


I hate it.


I can’t live in a cage.


I won’t.


But . . . I don’t know how to escape the cage when everything outside is the Ruin. Out there, everything wants to kill you. Everyone says that.


Still . . . if I have to live my whole life in a cage, then I know I’ll go crazy.


There has to be a way out.


There has to be.





Sunset Hollow
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Tom Imura’s Story


(This story takes place on First Night,


fourteen years before Rot & Ruin)
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The kid kept crying.


Crying.


Crying.


Blood all over him. Their blood. Not his.


Not Benny’s.


Theirs.


He stood on the lawn and stared at the house.


Watching as the fallen lamp inside the room threw goblin shadows on the curtains. Listening to the screams as they filled the night. Filled the room. Spilled out onto the lawn. Punched him in the face and belly and over the heart. Screams that sounded less and less like her. Like Mom.


Less like her.


More like Dad.


Like whatever he was. Whatever this was.


Tom Imura stood there, holding the kid. Benny was eighteen months. He could say a few words. “Mom.” “Dog.” “Foot.”


Now all he could do was wail. One long, inarticulate wail that tore into Tom’s head. It hit him as hard as Mom’s screams.


As hard. But differently.


The front door was open, standing ajar. The back door was unlocked. He’d left through the window, though. The downstairs bedroom on the side of the house. Mom had pushed him out. She’d shoved Benny into his hands and pushed him out.


Into the night.


Into the sound of sirens, of screams, of weeping and praying people, of gunfire and helicopters.


Out here on the lawn.


While she stayed inside.


He’d tried to fight her on it.


He was bigger. Stronger. All those years of jujutsu and karate. She was a middle-aged housewife. He could have forced her out. Could have gone to face the horror that was beating on the bedroom door. The thing that wore Dad’s face but had such a hungry, bloody mouth.


Tom could have pulled Mom out of there.


But Mom had one kind of strength, one bit of power that neither black belts nor biceps could hope to fight. It was there on her arm, hidden in that last moment by her white sleeve.


No.


That was a lie he wanted to tell himself.


Not white.


The sleeve was red, and getting redder with every beat of her heart.


That sleeve was her power, and he could not defeat it.


That sleeve and what it hid.


The mark. The wound.


The bite.


It amazed Tom that Dad’s teeth could fit that shape. That it was so perfect a match in an otherwise imperfect tumble of events. That it was possible at all.


Benny struggled in his arms. Wailing for Mom.


Tom clutched his little brother to his chest and bathed his face with tears. They stood like that until the last of the screams from inside had faded, faded, and . . .


Even now Tom could not finish that sentence. There was no dictionary in his head that contained the words that would make sense of this.


The screams faded.


Not into silence.


Into moans.


Such hungry, hungry moans.


He had lingered there because it seemed a true sin to leave Mom to this without even a witness. Without mourners.


Mom and Dad.


Inside the house now.


Moaning. Both of them.


Tom Imura staggered to the front door and nearly committed the sin of entry. But Benny was a squirming reminder of all the ways this would kill them both. Body and soul.


Truly. Body and soul.


So Tom reached out and pulled the door closed.


He fumbled in his pocket for the key. He didn’t know why. The TV and the Internet said that they couldn’t think, that something as simple and ordinary as a doorknob could stop them. Locks weren’t necessary.


He locked the door anyway.


And put the key safely in his pocket. It jangled against his own.


He backed away onto the lawn to watch the window again. The curtains moved. Shapes stirred on the other side, but the movements made the wrong kind of sense.


The shapes, though.


God, the shapes.


Dad and Mom.


Tom’s knees gave all at once, and he fell to the grass so hard that it shot pain into his groin and up his spine. He almost lost his grip on his brother. Almost. But didn’t.


He bent his head, unable to watch those shapes. He closed his eyes and bared his teeth and uttered his own moan. A long, protracted, half-choked sound of loss. Of a hurt that no articulation could possibly express, because the descriptive terms belonged to no human dictionary. Only the lost understand it, and they don’t require further explanation. They get it because there is only one language spoken in the blighted place where they live.


Tom actually understood in that moment why the poets called the feeling heartbreak. There was a fracturing, a splintering in his chest. He could feel it.


Benny kicked him with little feet and banged on Tom’s face with tiny fists. It hurt, but Tom endured it. As long as it hurt, there was some proof they were both alive.


Still alive.


Still alive.
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It was Benny Imura who saved his brother Tom.


Little, eighteen-month-old, screaming Benny.


First he nearly got them both killed, but then he saved them. The universe is perverse and strange like that.


His brother, on his knees, lost in the deep well of the moment, did not hear the sounds behind him. Or if he did, his grief orchestrated them into the same discordant symphony.


So no, he did not separate out the moans behind him from those inside the house. Or the echoes of them inside his head.


That was the soundtrack of the world now.


But Benny could tell the difference.


He was a toddler. Everything was immediate; everything was new. He heard those moans, turned to look past his brother’s trembling shoulder, and he saw them.


The shapes.


Detaching themselves from the night shadows.


He knew some of the faces. Recognized them as people who came and smiled at him. People who threw him up in the air or poked his tummy or tweaked his cheeks. People who made faces that made him laugh.


Now, though.


None of them were laughing.


The reaching hands did not seem to want to play or poke or tweak.


Some of the hands were broken. There was blood where fingers should be. There were holes in each of these things. In chests and stomachs and faces.


Their mouths weren’t smiling. They were full of teeth, and their teeth were red.


Benny could not even form these basic thoughts, could not actually categorize the rightness and wrongness of what was happening. All he could do was feel it. Feel the wrongness. He heard the sounds of hunger. The moans. They were not happy sounds. He had been hungry so many times, he knew. It was why he cried sometimes. For a bottle. For something to eat.


Benny knew only a dozen words.


Most of them were names for food and toys.


He stopped crying and tried to say one of those names.


“Tuh . . . Tuh . . . Tuh . . .”


That was all he could get. “Tom” was too difficult. Not always, just sometimes. It wouldn’t fit into his mouth now.


“Tuh . . . Tuh . . . Tuh . . .”
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It was a strange moment when Tom Imura realized that his baby brother was actually trying to say his name.


Because saying it was also a warning.


A warning was a thought that Tom wouldn’t have credited to a kid that young.


Could toddlers even think like that?


A part of Tom’s mind stepped out of the moment and looked at the phenomenon as if it were hanging on a wall in a museum. He studied it. Considered it. Posed in thoughtful art-house stances in front of it. All in a fragment of a second so small it could have been hammered in between two of the Tuh sounds.


Tom.


That’s what Benny was saying.


No. That’s what Benny was screaming.


Tom jerked upright.


He turned.


He saw what Benny had seen.


Them.


So many of them.


Them.


Coming out of the shadows. Reaching.


Moaning.


Hungry. So hungry.


There was Mrs. Addison from across the street. She was nice but could be mean sometimes. Liked to tell the other ladies on the block how to grow roses, even though hers were only so-so.


Mrs. Addison had no lower lip.


Someone had torn it away. Or . . .


Bitten it?


Right behind her was John Chalker. Industrial chemist. He made solvents for a company that sold drain cleaner. He always brought the smell of his job home on his clothes.


Now he had no clothes. He was naked. Except for his hat.


Why did he still have his hat on and no clothes?


There were bites everywhere. Most of his right forearm was gone. The meat of his hand hung on the bones like a loose glove.


And the little Han girl. Lucy? Lacey? Something like that.


Ten, maybe eleven.


She had no eyes.


They were coming toward Tom and his brother. Reaching with hands. Some of those hands were slashed and bitten. Or gone completely. None of the wounds bled.


Why didn’t the wounds bleed?


Why didn’t the damn wounds bleed?


“No,” said Tom.


Even to his own ears his voice sounded wrong. Way too calm. Way too normal.


Calm and normal were dead concepts. There was no normal.


Or maybe this was normal.


Now.


But calm? No, that was gone. That was trashed. That was . . .


Consumed.


The word came into his head, unwanted and unwelcome. Shining with truth. Ugly in its accuracy.


“Tuh . . . Tuh . . . Tuh . . .”


Benny’s voice was not calm.


It broke Tom.


It broke the spell of stillness.


It broke something in his chest.


Tom’s next word was not calm. Might not actually have been a word. It started out as “No,” but it changed, warped, splintered, and tore his throat ragged on the way out. A long wail, as unending as the moans of his neighbors. Higher, though, not a monotone. Not a simple statement of need. This was pure denial, and he screamed it at them as they came toward him, pawing the air. For him. For Benny. For anything warm, anything alive.


For meat.


Tom felt himself turn but didn’t know how he managed it. His mind was frozen. His scream kept rising and rising. But his body turned.


And ran.


And ran.


God, he ran.


They, however, were everywhere.


The darkness pulsed with the red and blue of police lights; the banshee wail of sirens tore apart the shadows of the California night, but no police came for him. No help came for them.


The little boy in his arms screamed and screamed and screamed.


Pale shapes lurched toward him from the shadows. Some of them were victims—their wounds still bleeding—still able to bleed; their eyes wide with shock and incomprehension. Others were more of them.


The things.


The monsters.


Whatever they were.


Tom’s car was parked under a streetlamp, washed by the orange glow of the sodium vapor light. He’d come home from the academy, and all his gear was in the trunk. His pistol—which cadets weren’t even allowed to carry until after tomorrow’s graduation—and his stuff from the dojo. His sword, some fighting sticks.


He slowed, casting around to see if that was the best way to go.


Should he risk it? Could he risk it?


The car was at the end of the block. He had the keys, but the streets were clogged with empty emergency vehicles. Even if he got his gear, could he find a way to drive out?


Yes.


No.


Maybe.


Houses were on fire one block over. Fire trucks and crashed cars were like a wall.


But the weapons.


His weapons.


They were right there in the trunk.


Benny screamed. The monsters shambled after him.


“Go!” Mom had said. “Take Benny . . . keep him safe. Go!”


Just . . . go.


He ran to the parked car. Benny was struggling in his arms, hitting him, fighting to try to get free.


Tom held him with one arm—an arm that already ached from carrying his brother—and fished in his pocket for the keys. Found them. Found the lock. Opened the door, popped the trunk.


Gun in the glove compartment. Ammunition in the trunk. Sword, too.


Shapes moved toward him. He could hear their moans. So close. So close.


Tom turned a wild eye toward one as it reached for the child he carried.


He lashed out with a savage kick, driving the thing back. It fell, but it was not hurt. Not in any real sense of being hurt. As soon as it crashed down, it began to crawl toward him.


And in his mind Tom realized that he had thought of it as an it. Not a him. Not a person.


He was already that far gone into this. That’s what this had come to.


He and Benny and them.


Each of them was an it now.


The world was that broken.


It was unreal. Tom understood that this thing was dead. He knew him, too. It was Mr. Harrison from three doors down, and it was also a dead thing.


A monster.


An actual monster.


This was the real world, and there were monsters in it.


Benny kept screaming.


Tom lifted the trunk hood and shoved Benny inside. Then he grabbed his sword. There was no time to remove the trigger lock on the gun. They were coming.


They were here.


Tom slammed the hood, trapping the screaming Benny inside the trunk even as he ripped the sword from its sheath.


All those hands reached for him.


And for the second time, a part of Tom’s mind stepped out of the moment and struck a contemplative pose, studying himself, walking around him, observing and forming opinions.


Tom had studied jujutsu and karate since he was little. Kendo, too. He could fight with his hands and feet. He could grapple and wrestle.


He could use a sword.


Twice in his life he’d been in fights. Once in the seventh grade with a kid who was just being a punk. Once in twelfth grade when one of the kids on the hockey team mouthed off to a girl Tom liked. Both fights had been brief. Some shoves, a couple of punches. The other guy went down both times. Not down and out, just down. Nothing big. No real damage.


Never once in his twenty years had Tom Imura fought for his life. Never once had he done serious harm to another person. The drills in the police academy, even the live-fire exercises, were no different from the dojo. It was all a dance. All practice and simulation. No real blood, no genuine intent.


All those years, all those black belts, they in no way prepared him for this moment.


To use a sword on a person. To cut flesh. To draw blood.


To kill.


There is no greater taboo. Only a psychopath disregards it without flinching. Tom was not a psychopath. He was a twenty-year-old Japanese-American police academy cadet. A son. A stepson. A half brother. He was barely a man. He couldn’t even legally buy a beer.


He stood in the middle of his own street with a sword in his hands as everyone he knew in his neighborhood came at him. To kill him.


Video games don’t prepare you for this.


Watching movies doesn’t prepare you.


No training prepares you.


Nothing does.


Nothing.


He said, “Please . . .”


The people with the dead eyes and the slack faces moaned in reply. And they fell on him like a cloud of locusts.


The sword seemed to move of its own accord.


Distantly, Tom could feel his arms lift and swing. He could feel his hands tighten and loosen as the handle shifted within his grip for different cuts. The rising cut. The scarf cut. The lateral cut.


He saw the silver of the blade move like flowing mercury, tracing fire against the night.


He felt the shudder and shock as the weapon hit and sliced and cleaved through bone.


He felt his feet shift and step and pivot; he felt his waist turn, his thighs flex, his heels lift to tilt his mass into the cuts or to allow his knees to wheel him around.


He felt all of this.


He did not understand how any of it could happen when his mind was going blank. None of it came from his will. None of it was directed.


It just happened.


The moaning things came at him.


And his sword devoured them.
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Three terrible minutes later, Tom unlocked the trunk and opened it.


Benny was cowering in the back of the trunk, huddled against Tom’s gym bag. Tears and snot were pasted on his face. Benny opened his mouth to scream again, but he stopped. When he saw Tom, he stopped.


Tom stood there, the sword held loosely in one hand, the keys in the other. He was covered with blood. The sword was covered with blood.


The bodies around the car—more than a dozen of them—were covered with blood.


Benny screamed.


Not because he understood—he was far too young for that—but because the smell of blood reminded him of Dad. Of home. Benny wanted his mom.


He screamed and Tom stood there, trembling from head to toe. Tears broke from his eyes and fell in burning silver lines down his face.


“I’m sorry, Benny,” he said in a voice that was as broken as the world.


Tom tore off his blood-splattered shirt. The T-shirt he wore underneath was stained, but not as badly. Tom shivered as he lifted Benny and held him close. Benny beat at him with tiny fists.


“I’m sorry,” Tom said again.


All around him was a silent slaughterhouse.


And then it wasn’t.


From the sides streets, from open doors, more of them came.


More.


More.


Mr. Gaynor from down the block. Old Lady Milhonne from across the street, wearing the same ratty bathrobe she always wore. The Kang kids. Delia and Marie Swanson. Others he didn’t know. Even two cops in torn uniforms.


“No more,” Tom said as he buried his head in the cleft between Benny’s neck and shoulder. As if there was any comfort there.


No more.


But there was more, and on some level Tom knew there would always be more. This was how it was now. They’d hinted about it on the news. The street where he lived proved it to be true.
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He kicked his way through them.


He kicked old Mr. Gaynor in the groin and watched the force of the kick bend him in half. It should have put him down. It should have left him in a purple-faced fetal ball.


It didn’t.


Gaynor staggered and went down to one knee. His face did not change expression at all. Nothing. Not even a curl of the lip.


Then Gaynor got heavily, awkwardly to his feet and came forward again. Reaching for Benny.


Tom kicked him again. Same spot, even harder.


This time Gaynor didn’t even go down to one knee. He tottered backward, caught his balance, and moved forward again.


Tom cursed at him. Shrieked every foul thing he could muster at him.


Benny squealed each time Tom kicked, and he hoped he wasn’t crushing his brother as he exerted himself to lash out at the things around him.


He kicked once more, changing it from a front thrust to a side thrust. Lower. To the knee instead of the groin. The femur broke with the sound of a batter hitting a hard one down the third-base line.


Sharp.


Gaynor went down that time. Not in pain, not yelling. But down. Bone speared through the cotton of his trousers, jagged and white. Tom stared at him, watching the man try to get back up again. Saw gravity pull him down, saw how the ruined scaffolding of shattered bone denied him the chance to stand.


Not pain.


Just broken bone.


Tom backed away, spun. Ran. Holding Benny, who kept screaming.


He dodged between parked cars, jumped over a fallen bike, blundered through a narrow gap in a row of privet hedges, staggered onto the pavement. Two teenagers, strangers, were there on their knees, faces buried in something that glistened and steamed.


A stomach.


Tom couldn’t tell who it had been. But he saw the dead hands twitch. The teenagers recoiled from their meal, staring briefly with vacuous stupidity as the half-consumed body began shivering. The corpse tried to sit up, but there were no abdominal muscles left to power that effort. Instead it rolled onto its side, sloshing out intestines like dead snakes. The teenagers got to their feet, turned, looked, and sniffed the night.


Then they turned toward Tom.


And Benny.


Benny screamed and screamed and screamed.


It was then, only then, that the shape of this fit into Tom’s mind. Not the cause, not the sense, not the solution.


The shape.


He backed away, turned, and ran again.


The lawns behind him were filled with slow bodies. Some sprawled on the grass like broken starfish, lacking enough of their muscles or tendons to move in any useful way. Others staggered along, relentless and slow.


Tom ran fast, clenching Benny to him, feeling the flutter of his brother’s heart against his own chest.


The street ahead was filled with the people who had lived here in Sunset Hollow.


So many of them now.


All of them now.
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Then another figure stepped out from behind a hedge.


Short, female, pretty. Wearing a torn dress. Wild eyes in a slack face.


She said, “Tom—?”


“Sherrie,” he said. Sherrie Tomlinson had gone all through school with him. Second grade through high school. He’d wanted to date her, but she was always a little standoffish. Not cold, just not interested.


Now she came toward him, ignoring his sword, ignoring the blood. She touched his face, his chest, his arms, his mouth.


“Tom? What is it?”


“Sherrie? Are you okay?”


“What is it?” she asked.


“I don’t know.”


He didn’t. There were news stories that made no sense. An outbreak in Pennsylvania. Then people getting sick in other places. Anywhere a plane from Philly landed. Anywhere near I-95 and I-76. Spreading out from bus terminals and train stations. The reporters put up numbers. Infected first, then casualties. In single digits. In triple. When Tom was racing back from the police academy, trying to get home, they were talking about blackout zones. Quarantine zones. There were helicopters in the air. Swarms of them. When he got home, the TV was on. Anderson Cooper was yelling—actually yelling—about fuel air bombs being deployed in Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, Baltimore. Other places.


London was about to go dark.


L.A. was on fire.


On fire.


That’s when he stopped watching TV. That’s when they all stopped. It was when Dad came in from the backyard with those bites on his neck.


And it all fell apart.


All sense. All meaning.


All answers.


“What is it?” asked Sherrie.


All Tom could do was shake his head.


“What is it?”


He looked at her. Looked for wounds. For bites.


“What is it?” she repeated. And repeated it again. “What is it?”


And Tom realized that the question was all Sherrie had left. She didn’t want an answer. Couldn’t really use one. She was like a machine left on after its usefulness was done. An organic recording device replaying a loop.


“What is it? What is it?” Varied only by the infrequent use of his name. “What is it, Tom?”


The only other changes were in the hysterical notes that ebbed and flowed.


The inflection, the stresses put on different words as something in her head misfired.


“What is it?”


“What is it?”


“What is it?”


Like that. Repeated over and over again. A litany for an apocalyptic service without a church.


It reminded Tom of that old song.


“What’s the Frequency, Kenneth?”


REM. From an album called Monster.


Now there was irony.


“What’s the Frequency, Kenneth?”


The title was a reference from an attack by two unknown assailants on a newsman. Dan Rather. Someone Tom’s father used to watch. Someone his older brother, Sam, used to know. They kept whaling on Rather and demanding, “Kenneth, what’s the frequency?”


Only Sherrie’s message was simpler.


“What is it?”


Tom didn’t have a word for it.


“Infection” was too shallow, and this ran a lot deeper.


“Pandemic” was a TV word. It seemed clinical despite its implications. A word like that was too big and didn’t seem to belong to this world. Not the world of the police academy; not here in sleepy little Sunset Hollow.


“What is it, Tom?”


The guy on Fox News called it the end of days. Like he was a biblical prophet. Called it that and then walked off to leave dead air.


End of days.


Tom couldn’t tell Sherrie that this was the end of days. It was the end of today. And maybe it was the end of a lot of things.


But the end? The actual end?


Even now Tom didn’t want to go all the way there.


He moved on, walking faster in hopes that she’d stop following him. She didn’t. Sherrie walked with legs that chopped along like scissors. “What is it, Tom?”


She seemed to be settling into that now. Using his name. Latching onto him. Maybe because she thought that he knew where he was going.


He said, “I don’t know.”


But it was clear Sherrie didn’t hear him. Or maybe couldn’t.


Benny kept squirming, and Tom felt heat against his hip. Wet heat. Leaky diaper.


Damn.


Only pee, but still.


How do you change a diaper during the end of the world? What’s the procedure there?


“What is it, Tom?”


He wheeled around, wanting to scream at her. To tell her to shut up. To hit her, to knock those stupid words out of her mouth. To break that lipstick structure so it couldn’t hold the words anymore.


She recoiled from him, eyes suddenly huge. In a small and plaintive voice she asked, “What is it, Tom?”


Then the bushes trembled and parted.


There were more of them.


Them.


“Sherrie,” Tom said quickly, “go to my car. It’s right over there. It’s unlocked.”


“What is it?”


“Get in the damn car.”


He pushed her away, fumbled with the door handle, pushed Benny inside. No time for car seats. Let them give him a ticket. A ticket would be nice.


“Sherrie, come on!”


She looked at him as if he was speaking a language composed of nonsense words. Vertical frown lines appeared between her brows.


“What is it?” she asked.


The people were coming now.


Many more of them.


Most of them strangers now. People from other parts of the town. Coming through yards and across lawns.


Coming.


Coming.


“Jesus, Sherrie, get in the damn car!”


She stepped back from him, shaking her head, almost smiling the way people do when they think you just don’t get it.


“Sherrie—no!”


She backed one step too far.


Tom made a grab for her.


Ten hands grabbed her too. Her arms, her clothes, her hair.


“What is it, Tom?” she asked once more. Then she was gone.


Gone.


Sickened, horrified, Tom spun away and staggered toward the car. He thrust his sword into the passenger foot well and slid behind the wheel. Pulled the door shut as hands reached for him. Clawed at the door, at the glass.


It took forever to find the ignition slot, even though it was where it always was.


Behind him, Benny kept screaming.


The moans of the people outside were impossibly loud.


He turned the key.


He put the car in drive.


He broke his headlights and smashed his grille and crushed both fenders getting down the street. The bodies flew away from him. They rolled over his hood, cracked the windows with slack elbows and cheeks and chins. They lay like broken dolls in the lurid glow of his taillights.
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Tom and Benny headed for L.A.


They were still eighty miles out when the guy on the emergency broadcast network said that the city was gone.


Gone.


Far in the west, way over the mountains, even at that distance, Tom could see the glow. The big, ugly, orange cloud bank that rose high into the air and spread itself out to ignite the roots of heaven.


He was too far away to hear it.


The nuclear shock wave would have hit the mountains anyway. Hit and bounced high and troubled the sky above them.


But the car went dead.


So did his cell phone and the radio.


All around him the lights went out.


Tom knew the letters. He’d read them somewhere. EMP. But he forgot what they stood for.


That didn’t matter. He understood what they meant.


The city was gone.


An accident?


An attempt to stop the spread?


He sat in his dead car and watched the blackness beyond the cracked windshield and wondered if he would ever know. On the backseat, Benny was silent. Tom turned and looked at him. His brother was asleep. Exhausted and out.


Or . . .


A cold hand stabbed into Tom’s chest and clamped around his heart.


Was Benny sleeping?


Was he?


Was he?


Tom turned and knelt on the seat. Reaching over into the shadows back there was so much harder than anything else he’d had to do. Harder than leaving Mom and Dad. Harder than using his sword on the neighbors.


This was Benny.


This was his baby brother.


This was everything that he had left. This was the only thing that was going to hold him to the world.


No.


God, no.


His mouth shaped the words, but he made no sound at all.


He did not dare.


If Benny was sleeping, he didn’t want to wake him.


If Benny was not sleeping, then he didn’t want to wake that, either.


He reached across a million miles of darkness.


Please, he begged.


Of God, if God was even listening. If God was even God.


Please.


Of the world, of the night.


Please.


How many other voices had said that, screamed that, begged that? How many people had clung to that word as the darkness and the deadness and the hunger came for them?


How many?


The math was simple.


Everyone he knew.


Except him. Except Benny.


Please.


He touched Benny’s face. His brother’s cheeks were cool.


Cool or cold?


He couldn’t tell.


Then he placed his palm flat on Benny’s chest. Trying to feel something. Anything. A breath. A beat.


He waited.


And around him the night seemed to scream.


He waited.


This time he said it aloud.


“Please.”


In the backseat, Benny Imura heard his brother’s voice and woke up.


Began to cry.


Not moan.


Cry.


Tom laid his forehead on the seat back, held his hand against his brother’s trembling chest, and wept.





FROM NIX’S JOURNAL


ON TOM IMURA


(BEFORE ROT & RUIN)


Tom hated it when anyone said that he was a hero.


He was a hero, but he always said he wasn’t.


My mom thinks he is. I think Mom is in love with him. So is Mrs. Murphy, who runs the Wash-N-Soak over on Cranberry Street. So is Jenn, the librarian at school. And Lupita and her sister. They make knives and tools, and Tom is in their store all the time. They stand at the window and stare at him when he leaves. I mean total googly-eyed stare.


Even the mayor’s wife, Mrs. Kirsch, stares at him a lot. I’ve seen it when I go over to the Imura place to hang out with Benny. Mrs. Kirsch seems to find a lot of reasons to come out in the yard whenever Tom’s out there working in his garden or just coming back from a run. And don’t get me started on what happens when Tom’s out back with his swords.


Tom uses swords. It’s a thing with him. He calls it kenjutsu, which is a Japanese word (I looked it up) that means “the art of the sword.” It’s what the samurai, the warriors of ancient Japan, used to practice. Tom started studying it, and some unarmed stuff called jujutsu and karate, way back before First Night. He started when he was a little kid. His dad was born in Japan, and so was his older brother, Sam. They’re both dead now. Sam went missing during First Night, and Tom and Benny’s dad died during the outbreak. Benny’s mom, too. She wasn’t Tom’s mom, though. Both of Tom’s parents were Japanese, but his real mom died of cancer. His dad married an Irish-American lady, so that makes Benny his stepbrother. Or half brother. Not sure which is right. (NOTE: Look that up.)


Anyway, when Tom’s outside training with his sword, he sometimes does it with no shirt on. It’s funny, but when he wears a shirt he looks kind of skinny, but when he takes it off, he’s got all these muscles. They aren’t huge—not like Mr. Williams, who has muscles on his muscles on his muscles. Tom’s muscles are more like Mr. Olivetti, our gym teacher at school.


When Tom’s in his yard working with his sword, Mrs. Kirsch seems to find a lot of reasons to water her flowers, even if it just rained. Or to put seed in the bird feeder, even after they’ve migrated south. Sometimes she has her friends over. They sit on the porch and seem to drink a lot of wine no matter what time of day it is.


I don’t get it. I mean, sure, Tom’s cute, but he’s old. If he was twenty on First Night, then he’s at least thirty-four. That’s almost as old as my mom. Kind of gross.


Now Benny . . .


Yeah, that’s different.


He’s older too, but only by a year. He just turned fifteen.


Benny’s so cute. God.


He doesn’t mess around with swords, though. And he can’t stand Tom. He thinks Tom’s a jerk. He thinks Tom ran away and didn’t try to help their folks when the outbreak happened.


Benny said he ran away and left them there to die.


Benny hates Tom.


I asked Mom about that, and she said that Benny’s wrong. She says Tom is a hero because he saved Benny. That he saved a lot of people.


I don’t know what to believe. Benny seems so sure.


It makes me wonder, though . . . what exactly is a hero?


I’ll have to look that up too.





Jack and Jill


[image: Images]


Stebbins County, Pennsylvania


During the Outbreak


(On First Night, fourteen years before Rot & Ruin)
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Jack Porter was twelve going on never grow up.


He was one of the walking dead.


He knew it. Everyone knew it.


Remission was not a reprieve; it just put you in a longer line at the airport. Jack had seen what happened to his cousin, Toby. Three remissions in three years. Hope pushed Toby into a corner and beat the crap out of him each time. Toby was a ghost in third grade, a skeleton in fourth grade, a withered thing in a bed by the end of fifth grade, and bones in a box before sixth grade even started. All that hope had accomplished was to make everyone more afraid.


Now it was Jack’s turn.


Chemo, radiation. Bone marrow transplants. Even surgery.


Like they say in the movies, life sucks, and then you die.


So, yeah, life sucked.


What there was of it.


What there was left.


Jack sat cross-legged on the edge of his bed, watching the weatherman on TV talk about the big storm that was about to hit. He kept going on and on about the dangers of floods, and there was a continuous scroll across the bottom of the screen that listed the evacuation shelters.


Jack ate dry Honey Nut Cheerios out of a bowl and thought about floods. The east bend of the river was three hundred feet from the house. Uncle Roger liked to say that they were a football field away, back door to muddy banks. Twice the river had flooded enough for there to be some small wavelets licking at the bottom step of the porch. But there hadn’t ever been a storm as bad as what they were predicting, at least not in Jack’s lifetime. The last storm big enough to flood the whole farm had been in 1931. Jack knew that because they showed flood maps on TV. The weather guy was really into it. He seemed jazzed by the idea that a lot of Stebbins County could be flooded out.


Jack was kind of jazzed about it too.


It beat the crap out of rotting away. Remission or not, Jack was certain that he could feel himself die, cell by cell. He dreamed about that, thought about it. Wrote in his journal about it. Did everything but talk about it.


Not even to Jill. Jack and Jill had sworn an oath years ago to tell each other everything, no secrets. Not one. But that was before Jack got sick. That was back when they were two peas in a pod. Alike in everything, except that Jack was a boy and Jill was a girl. Back then, back when they’d made that pact, they were just kids. You could barely tell one from the other except in the bath.


Years ago. A lifetime ago, as Jack saw it.


The sickness changed everything. There were some secrets the dying were allowed to keep to themselves.


Jack watched the Doppler radar of the coming storm and smiled. He had an earbud nestled into one ear and was also listening to Magic Marti on the radio. She was hyped about the storm too, sounding as excited as Jack felt.


“Despite heavy winds, the storm front is slowing down and looks like it’s going to park right on the Maryland/Pennsylvania border, with Stebbins County taking the brunt of it. They’re calling for torrential rains and strong winds, along with severe flooding. And here’s a twist . . . even though this is a November storm, warm air masses from the south are bringing significant lightning, and so far there have been several serious strikes. Air traffic is being diverted around the storm.”


Jack nodded along with her words as if it was music playing in his ear.


Big storm. Big flood?


He hoped so.


The levees along the river were half-assed, or at least that’s how Dad always described them.


“Wouldn’t take much more than a good piss to flood ’em out,” Dad was fond of saying, and he said it every time they got a bad storm. The levees never flooded out, and Jack wondered if this was the sort of thing people said to prevent something bad from happening. Like telling an actor to break a leg.


On the TV they showed the levees, and a guy described as a civil engineer puffed out his chest and said that Pennsylvania levees were much better than the kind that had failed in Louisiana. Stronger, better maintained.


Jack wondered what Dad would say about that. Dad wasn’t much for the kind of experts news shows trotted out. “Bunch of pansy-ass know-nothings.”


The news people seemed to agree, because after the segment with the engineer, the anchor with the plastic hair pretty much tore down everything the man had to say.


“Although the levees in Stebbins County are considered above average for the region, the latest computer models say that this storm is only going to get stronger.”


Jack wasn’t sure if that was a logical statement, but he liked its potential. The storm was getting bigger, and that was exciting.


But again he wondered what it would be like to have all that water—that great, heaving mass of coldness—come crashing in through all the windows and doors. Jack’s bedroom was on the ground floor, a concession to how easily he got tired climbing steps. The house was 115 years old. It creaked in a light wind. No way it could stand up to a million gallons of water, Jack was positive of that.


If it happened, he wondered what he would do.


Stay here in his room and let the house fall down around him.


No, that sounded like it would hurt. Jack could deal with pain—he had to—but he didn’t like it.


Maybe he could go into the living room and wait for it. On the couch, or on the floor in front of the TV. If the TV and the power were still on. Just sit there and wait for the black tide to come calling.


How quick would it be?


Would it hurt to drown?


Would he be scared?


Sure, but rotting was worse.


He munched a palmful of Cheerios and prayed that the river would come for him.
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“Mom said I can’t stay home today,” grumped Jill as she came into Jack’s room. She dropped her book bag on the floor and kicked it.


“Why not?”


“She said the weatherman’s never right. She said the storm’ll pass us.”


“Magic Marti says it’s going to kick our butts,” said Jack.


As if to counterpoint his comment, there was a low rumble of thunder way off to the west.


Jill sighed and sat next to him on the edge of the bed. She no longer looked like his twin. She had a round face and was starting to grow boobs. Her hair was as black as crow’s wings, and even though Mom didn’t let her wear makeup—not until she was in junior high, and even then it was going to be an argument—Jill had pink cheeks, pink lips, and every boy in sixth grade was in love with her. Jill didn’t seem to care much about that. She didn’t try to dress like the middle school girls, or like Maddy Simpson, who was the same age but who had pretty big boobs and dressed like she was in an MTV rap video. Uncle Roger had a ten-dollar bet going that Maddy was going to be pregnant before she ever got within shooting distance of a diploma. Jack and Jill both agreed. Everyone did.


Jill dressed like a farm girl. Jeans and a sweatshirt, often the same kind of sweatshirt Jack wore. Today she had on an olive drab US Army shirt. Jack wore his with pajama bottoms. Aunt Linda had been in the army, but she’d died in Afghanistan three years ago.


They sat together, staring blankly at the TV screen for a while. Jack cut her a sly sideways look and saw that her face was slack, eyes empty. He understood why, and it made him sad.


Jill wasn’t dealing well with the cancer. He was afraid of what would happen to her after he died. And Jack had no illusions about whether the current remission was going to be the one that took. When he looked into his own future, either in dreams, prayers, or when lost in thought, there was an end to the road. It went on a bit further, and there was a big wall of black nothingness.


It sucked, sure, but he’d lived with it so long that he had found a kind of peace with it. Why go kicking and screaming into the dark if none of that would change anything?


Jill, on the other hand, that was different. She had to live, she had to keep going. Jack watched TV a lot, he saw the episodes of Dr. Phil and other shows where they talked about death and dying. He knew that some people believed that the dying had an obligation to their loved ones who would survive them.


Jack didn’t want Jill to suffer after he died, but he didn’t know what he could do about it. He told her once about his dreams of the big black nothing.


“It’s like a wave that comes and just sweeps me away,” he’d told her.


“That sounds awful,” she replied, tears springing into her eyes, but Jack assured her that it wasn’t.


“No,” he said, “ ’cause once the nothing takes you, there’s no more pain.”


“But there’s no more you!”


He grinned. “How do you know? No one knows what’s on the other side of that wall.” He shrugged. “Maybe it’ll be something cool. Something nice.”


“How could it be nice?” Jill had demanded.


This was right after the cancer had come back the last time, before the current remission. Jack was so frail that he barely made a dent in his own hospital bed. He touched the wires and tubes that ran from his pencil-thin arm to the machines behind him. “It’s got to be nicer than this.”


Nicer than this.


That was the last time they’d had a real conversation about the sickness, or about death. That was nine months ago. Jack stopped talking to her about those things and instead did what he could to ease her down so that when the nothing took him, she’d still be able to stand.


He nudged her and held out the bowl of cereal. Without even looking at it, she took a handful and began eating them, one at a time, smashing them angrily between her teeth.


Eventually she said, “It’s not fair.”


“I know.” Just as he knew that they were having two separate conversations at the same time. It was often that way with them.


They crunched and glared at the TV.


“If it gets bad,” Jack said, “they’ll let everyone go.”


But she shook her head. “I want to stay home. I want to hang out here and watch it on TV.”


“You’ll be in it,” he said.


“Not the same thing. It’s better on TV.”


Jack ate some Cheerios and nodded. Everything was more fun on TV. Real life didn’t have commentary, and it didn’t have playback. Watching a storm beat standing in one while you waited for the school bus to splash water on you. It beat the smells of sixty soaking-wet kids on a crowded bus, and bumper-to-bumper traffic waiting for your driveway.


As if in response to that thought, there was a muffled honk from outside.


“Bus,” said Jack.


“Crap,” said Jill. She stood up. “Text me. Let me know what’s happening.”


“Sure.”


Jill began flouncing out of the room, but then she stopped in the doorway and looked back at him. She looked from him to the TV screen and back again. She wore a funny half smile.


“What—?” he asked.


Jill studied him without answering long enough for the bus driver to get pissed and really lay on the horn.


“I mean it,” she said. “Text me.”


“I already said I would.”


Jill chewed her lip, then turned and headed out of the house and up the winding drive to the road where the big yellow bus waited.


Jack wondered what that was all about.
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Mom came into his room in the middle of the morning, carrying a tray with two hot corn muffins smeared with butter and honey and a big glass of water.


“You hungry?” she asked, setting the tray down on the bed between them.


“Sure,” said Jack, though he wasn’t. His appetite was better than it had been all summer, and even though he was done with chemo for a while, he only liked to nibble. The Cheerios were perfect, and it was their crunch more than anything that he liked.


But he took a plate with one of the muffins, sniffed, pasted a smile on his mouth, and took a small bite. Jack knew from experience that Mom needed to see him eat. It was more important to her to make sure that he was eating than it was to see him eat much. He thought he understood that. Appetite was a sign of health, or remission. Cancer patients in the full burn of the disease didn’t have much of an appetite. Jack knew that very well.


As he chewed, Mom tore open a couple of packs of vitamin C powder and poured them into his water glass.


“Tropical mix,” she announced, but Jack had already smelled it. It wasn’t as good as the tangerine, but it was okay. He accepted the glass, waited for the fizz to settle down, and then took a sip to wash down the corn muffin.


Thunder rumbled again and rattled the windows.


“It’s getting closer,” said Jack. When his mother didn’t comment, he asked, “Will Jilly be okay?”


Before Mom could reply, the first fat raindrops splatted on the glass. She picked up the remote to raise the volume. The regular weatherman was no longer giving the updates. Instead it was the anchorman, the guy from Pittsburgh with all the teeth and the plastic-looking hair.


“Mom—?” Jack asked again.


“Shh, let me listen.”


The newsman said, “Officials are urging residents to prepare for a powerful storm that slammed eastern Ohio yesterday, tore along the northern edge of West Virginia, and is currently grinding its way along the Maryland-Pennsylvania border.”


There was a quick cutaway to a scientist-looking guy that Jack had seen a dozen times this morning. Dr. Gustus, a professor from some university. “The storm is unusually intense for this time of year, spinning up into what is clearly a high-precipitation supercell, which is an especially dangerous type of storm. Since the storm’s mesocyclone is wrapped with heavy rains, it can hide a tornado from view until the funnel touches down. These supercells are also known for their tendency to produce more frequent cloud-to-ground and intracloud lightning than the other types of storms. The system weakened briefly overnight, following computer models of similar storms in this region. However, what we are seeing now is an unfortunate combination of elements that could result in a major upgrade of this weather pattern.”


The professor gave a bunch more technical information that Jack was pretty sure no one really understood, and then the image cut back to the reporter with the plastic hair, who contrived to look grave and concerned. “This storm will produce flooding rains, high winds, downed trees—on houses, cars, power lines—and widespread power outages. Make sure you have plenty of candles and flashlights with fresh batteries because, folks, you’re going to need ’em.” He actually smiled when he said that.


Jack suddenly shivered.


Mom noticed it and wrapped her arm around his bony shoulders. “Hey, now . . . don’t worry. We’ll be safe here.”


He made an agreeing noise but did not bother to correct her. He wasn’t frightened of the storm’s power. He was hoping it would become one of those Category 5 things like they showed on Syfy. Or a bigger one. Big enough to tear the house to sticks and let the waters of the river sweep him away from pain and sickness. Being killed in a super storm was so delightful that it made him shiver and raised goose bumps all along his arms. Lasting through the rain and wind so that he was back to where—and what—he was . . . that was far more frightening. Being suddenly dead was better than dying.


On the other hand . . .


“What about Jill?”


“She’ll be fine,” said Mom, though her tone was less than convincing.


“Mom . . . ?”


Mom was a thin, pretty woman whose black hair had started going gray around the time of the first diagnosis. Now it was more gray than black, and there were dark circles under her eyes. Jill looked a little like Mom and would probably grow up to look a lot like her. Jack looked like her too, right down to the dark circles under the eyes that looked out at him every morning from the bathroom mirror.


“Mom,” Jack said tentatively, “Jill is going to be all right, isn’t she?”


“She’s in school. If it gets bad, they’ll bus the kids home.”


“Shouldn’t someone go get her?”


Mom looked at the open bedroom door. “Your dad and Uncle Roger are in town, buying the pipes for the new irrigation system. They’ll see how bad it is, and if they have to, they’ll get her.” She smiled, and Jack thought that it was every bit as false as the smile he’d given her a minute ago. “Jill will be fine. Don’t stress yourself out about it. You know it’s not good for you.”


“Okay,” he said, resisting the urge to shake his head. He loved his mom, but she really didn’t understand him at all.


“You should get some rest,” she said. “After you finish your muffin, why not take a little nap?”


Jeez-us, he thought. She was always saying stuff like that. Take a nap, get some rest. I’m going to be dead for a long time. Let me be awake as much as I can for now.


“Sure,” he said. “Maybe in a bit.”


Mom smiled brightly, as if they had sealed a deal. She kissed him on the head and went out of his room, closing the door three-quarters of the way. She never closed it all the way, so Jack got up and did that for himself.


Jack nibbled another micro-bite of the muffin, sighed, and set it down. He broke it up on the plate so it looked like he’d really savaged it. Then he drank the vitamin water, set the glass down, and stretched out on his stomach to watch the news.


Rain drummed on the roof like nervous fingertips, and the wind was whistling through the trees. The storm was coming for sure. No way it was going to veer.


Jack lay there in the blue glow of the TV and the brown shadows of his thoughts. He’d been dying for so long that he could barely remember what living felt like. Only Jill’s smile sometimes brought those memories back. Running together down the long lanes of cultivated crops. Waging war with broken ears of corn, and trying to juggle fist-size pumpkins. Jill was never any good at juggling, and she laughed so hard when Jack managed to get three pumpkins going that he started laughing too and dropped the gourds right on his head.


He sighed, and it almost hitched into a sob.


He wanted to laugh again. Not careful laughs, like now, but real gut-busters like he used to. He wanted to run. God, how he wanted to run. That was something he hadn’t been able to do for over a year now. Not since the last surgery. And never again. Best he could manage was a hobbling half run like Gran used to when the Millers’ dog got into her herb garden.


Jack closed his eyes and thought about the storm. About a flood.


He really wanted Jill to come home. He loved his sister, and maybe today he’d open up and tell her what really went on in his head. Would she like that? Would she want to know?


Those were tricky questions, and he didn’t have answers to them.


Nor did he have an answer to why he wanted Jill home and wanted the flood at the same time. That was stupid. That was selfish.


“I’m dying,” he whispered to the shadows.


Dying people were supposed to get what they wanted, weren’t they? Trips to Disney, a letter from a celebrity. All that Make-A-Wish stuff. He wanted to see his sister and then let the storm take him away. Without hurting her, of course. Or Mom, or Dad, or Uncle Roger.


He sighed again.


Wishes were stupid. They never came true.
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Jack was drowsing when he heard his mother cry out.


A single, strident “No!”


Jack scrambled out of bed and opened his door a careful inch to try to catch the conversation Mom was having on the phone. She was in the big room down the hall, the one she and Dad used as the farm office.


“Is she okay? God, Steve, tell me she’s okay!”


Those words froze Jack to the spot.


He mouthed the name.


“Jill . . .”


“Oh my God,” cried Mom, “does she need to go to the hospital? What? How can the hospital be closed? Steve . . . how can the damn hospital be—”


Mom stopped to listen, but Jack could see her body change, stiffening with fear and tension. She had the phone to her ear and her other hand at her throat.


“Oh God, Steve. What happened? Who did this? Oh, come on, Steve, that’s ridiculous. . . . Steve . . .”


Jack could hear Dad’s voice but not his words. He was yelling. Almost screaming.


“Did you call the police?” Mom demanded. She listened for an answer, and whatever it was, it was clear to Jack that it shocked her. She staggered backward and sat down hard on a wooden chair. “Shooting? Who was shooting?”


More yelling, none of it clear.


Shooting? Jack stared at Mom as if he was peering into a different world from anything he knew. He tried to put the things he’d heard into some shape that made sense, but no picture formed.


“Jesus Christ!” shrieked Mom. “Steve . . . forget about, forget about everything. Just get my baby home. Get yourself home. I have a first aid kit here and . . . oh yes, God, Steve . . . I love you, too. Hurry!”


She lowered the phone and stared at it as if the device had done her some unspeakable harm. Her eyes were wide, but she didn’t seem to be looking at anything.


“Mom . . . ?” Jack said softly, stepping out into the hall. “What’s happening? What’s wrong?”


As soon as she looked up, Mom’s eyes filled with tears. She cried out his name, and he rushed to her as she flew to him. Mom was always so careful with him, holding him as if he had bird bones that would snap with the slightest pressure, but right then she clutched him to her chest with all her strength. He could feel her trembling, could feel the heat of her panic through the cotton of her dress.


“It’s Jilly,” said Mom, and her voice broke into sobs. “There was a fight at the school. Someone bit her.”


“Bit—?” asked Jack, not sure he’d really heard that.


Lightning flashed outside and thunder exploded overhead.
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Mom ran around for a couple of minutes, grabbing first aid stuff. There was always a lot of it on a farm, and Jack knew how to dress a wound and treat for shock. Then she fetched candles and matches, flashlights and a Coleman lantern. Big storms always knocked out the power in town, and Mom was always ready.


The storm kept getting bigger, rattling the old bones of the house, making the window glass chatter like teeth.


“What’s taking them so damn long?” Mom said, and she said it every couple of minutes.


Jack turned on the big TV in the living room.


“Mom!” he called. “They have it on the news.”


She came running into the room with an armful of clean towels and stopped in the middle of the floor to watch. What they saw did not make much sense. The picture showed the Stebbins Little School, which was both the elementary school and the town’s evacuation shelter. It was on high ground, and it had been built during an era when Americans worried about nuclear bombs and Russian air raids. Stuff Jack barely even knew about.


In front of the school was the guest parking lot, which was also where the buses picked up and dropped off the kids. Usually there were lines of yellow buses standing in neat rows, or moving like a slow train as they pulled to the front, loaded or unloaded, then moved forward to catch up with the previous bus. There was nothing neat and orderly about the big yellow vehicles now.


The heavy downpour made everything vague and fuzzy, but Jack could nevertheless see that the buses stood in haphazard lines in the parking lot and in the street. Cars were slotted in everywhere to create a total gridlock. One of the buses lay on its side.


Two were burning.


All around, inside and out, were people. Running, staggering, lying sprawled, fighting.


Not even the thunder and the rain could drown out the sounds of screams.


And gunfire.


“Mom . . . ?” asked Jack. “What’s happening?”


But Mom had nothing to stay. The bundle of towels fell softly to the floor by her feet.


She ran to the table by the couch, snatched up the phone, and called 911. Jack stood so close that he could hear the rings.


Seven. Eight. On the ninth ring there was a clicking sound and then a thump, as if someone had picked up the phone and dropped it.


Mom said, “Hello—?” Jack pressed close to hear.


The sounds from the other end were confused, and Jack tried to make sense of them. The scuff of a shoe? A soft, heavy bump as if someone had banged into a desk with their thighs. And a sound like someone makes when they’re asleep. Low and without any meaning.


“Flower,” called Mom. Flower was the secretary and dispatcher at the police station. She’d gone to high school with Mom. “Flower—are you there? Can you hear me?”


If there was a response, Jack couldn’t hear it.


“Flower—come on, girl, I need some help. There was some kind of problem at the school, and Steve’s bringing Jilly back with a bad bite. He tried to take her to the hospital, but it was closed and there were barricades set up. We need an ambulance. . . .”


Flower finally replied.


It wasn’t words, just a long, deep, aching moan that came crawling down the phone lines. Mom jerked the handset away from her ear, staring at it with horror and fear. Jack heard that sound, and it chilled him to the bones.


Not because it was so alien and unnatural . . . but because he recognized it. He knew that sound. He absolutely knew it.


He’d heard Toby make it a couple of times during those last days, when the cancer was so bad that they had to keep Toby down in a dark pool of drugs. Painkillers didn’t really work at that level. The pain was everywhere. It was the whole universe, because every single particle of your body knows that it’s being consumed. The cancer is winning, it’s devouring you, and you get to a point where it’s so big and you’re so small that you can’t even yell at it anymore. You can’t curse at it or shout at it or tell it that you won’t let it win. It already has won, and you know it. In those moments, those last crumbling moments, all you can do—all you can say—is throw noise at it. It’s not meaningless, even though it sounds like that. When Jack first heard those sounds coming out of Toby, he thought that it was just noise, just a grunt or a moan. But those sounds do have meaning. So much meaning. Too much meaning. They’re filled with all the need in the world.


The need to live, even though the dark is everywhere, inside and out.


The need to survive, even though you know you can’t.


The need to have just another hour, just another minute, but your clock is broken and all the time has leaked out.


The need to not be devoured.


Even though you already are.


The need.


Need.


That moan, the one Jack heard at Toby’s bedside and the one he heard now over the phone line from Flower, was just that. Need.


It was the sound Jack sometimes made in his dreams. Practicing for when it would be the only sound he could make.


Mom said, “Flower . . . ?”


But this time her voice was small. Little-kid small.


There were no more sounds from the other end, and Mom replaced the handset as carefully as if it was something that could wake up and bite her.


She suddenly seemed to notice Jack standing there, and she hoisted up as fake a smile as Jack had ever seen.


“It’ll be okay,” she said. “It’s the storm causing trouble with the phone lines.”


The lie was silly and weak, but they both accepted it because there was nothing else they could do.


Then Jack saw the headlights, turning off River Road onto their driveway.


“They’re here!” he cried, and rushed for the door, but Mom pushed past him, jerked the door open, and ran out onto the porch.


“Stay back,” she yelled as he began to follow.


Jack stopped in the doorway. Rain slashed at Mom as she stood on the top step, silhouetted by the headlights as Dad’s big Dodge Durango splashed through the water that completely covered the road. His brights were on, and Jack had to shield his eyes behind his hands. The pickup raced all the way up the half-mile drive and slewed sideways to a stop that sent muddy rainwater onto the porch, slapping wet across Mom’s legs. She didn’t care; she was already running down the steps toward the car.


The doors flew open, and Dad jumped out from behind the wheel and ran around the front of the truck. Uncle Roger had something in his arms. Something that was limp and wrapped in a blanket that looked like it was soaked with oil. Only it wasn’t oil, and Jack knew it. Lightning flashed continually, and in its stark glow the oily black became gleaming red.
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